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Chapter 1: The Dead Legion
 
King Rodaan pulled in a slow, deep breath, trying to steady his shaking hands. He lifted the spyglass once more, and then studied the leader of the Dead Legion. A few tatters of clothes and assorted patches of gray, mottled skin remained on its bones, but its skull was plainly visible, as was the ruby-red fire in its eyes, a haunting reminder of the spell that gave it life.
“Why do they wait?” asked the king.
“Siege has never been their way,” said Demetrius, Captain of the King’s Guard, “but their numbers remain hidden behind the crest of the hill.”
Rodaan pulled at his chin. “No,” he said, ending some internal debate. “It is too soon after the harvest. Solek is not so foolish.”
“Who can understand Solek? His mind has been corrupted by the Dark One.”
“Corrupted, yes. But there must be…” The king paused, peering past the living dead to the sky beyond. “Look!”
Rising above the hills where the forward elements of the Dead Legion stood facing the fortified city of Mill Harbor was a front of lead-gray clouds, the leading edge so straight, so true that its source could not be anything of nature. The front was advancing toward the city.
“Get everyone inside,” the king ordered. “Now.”
Demetrius obeyed with all haste.
*          *          *
It was a simple word from his companion in the tower—“Look”—but it was said with such a tone of bottomless dread that Corson was sure that his life would soon be forfeit. He followed the path indicated by Dressen’s trembling finger, fully expecting to see the Dead Legion streaming toward them, but they remained poised but motionless on the hill, just as they had been for hours. For a moment Corson was confused, and then he saw the odd cloud front and the rain which fell from it in rippling sheets.
“The ground melts…” Corson gasped, the air leaving his chest as if he were being crushed by a great hand. As the rain fell, the grass liquified and flowed away in pale green rivulets that trickled into the gaps between the stones that formed the main road into the city.
Corson stood frozen as the rain advanced, ignoring Dressen’s tugs on his sleeve. An abandoned wooden cart outside the city walls melted as easily as the grass, a rusty metal plow was there one minute and gone the next. His eyes grew wider as a mongrel dog lost it footing—its feet actually—in the wash down from the hills, and then was reduced to bone.
“We must flee!” Dressen shouted, trying to get through to his companion.
“No, the stone is unharmed. The roof will protect us, and we must not abandon the tower.”
As the rain began to lick the city walls, the two men fell back from the window, fearful of what even a splash of the liquid could do to them. The rain passed by quickly, as did the cloud, its rear as linear as its front. Corson returned to the window just in time to see the leader of the Dead Legion raise one skeletal arm, thrusting aloft his broadsword.
“Sound the alarm,” Corson said as he hoisted his bow and took aim at the advancing army.
*          *          *
“To the walls!” Demetrius cried as the rain passed. “Watch for puddles. They’ll still do damage.”
He led his men forward, frustrated by the minutes they had been forced to wait since the alarm bell sounded, frustrated by their slow progress now.
“Hurry!” Corson shouted as he saw Demetrius. “Their ladders are already up!”
Demetrius led the charge up the stone inner stairs and onto the city’s fifteen foot high outer wall, the king right behind him. Demetrius drew his sword and yelled out a battle cry, advancing to the aid of the pitiful little band that was trying to hold back the tide of dead warriors streaming over the suddenly inadequate defenses. Below, he spied a large battering ram being rushed forward to assault the main gate, which, being made of wood, was likely already weakened by the foul rain. He could also see that his force of 600 men was easily outnumbered by the attackers. 
The Dead Legion fought well, not due to advanced skills, but mainly from a lack of fear—they felt no pain, were already dead, and had no thoughts other than to blindly obey the commands given them.
Demetrius and King Rodaan carved a path to a small group of defenders who had been surrounded, saving a half-dozen men where a dozen had already been lost. They fell back together, the king ordering the retreat, their haunted eyes confirming the stories they had heard about those who fell in battle to the Legion.
Their former comrades-in-arms, brothers and fathers to some who still fought, rose to fight with the evil warriors who had just struck them down.
Corson met Demetrius and the king as they neared the stairs once more. “The wall is lost, and we’ve done little damage to them with arrows, rocks, or oil.”
“Blunt weapons,” said the king.
“Or removing their heads with a sword,” Demetrius added, motioning to several Dead he had felled who remained still. 
A volley of arrows slashed into the defenders, knocking one man off the wall. The king cried out in pain, an arrow protruding from the side of his neck.
Demetrius and Corson pulled him down the steps while the remaining warriors gave ground slowly, trying to hold back the surging foe.
“We must retreat,” said Corson. “The city cannot be held.”
“We can hold them for a time in the Armory,” said Demetrius. “The walls are strong. We—”
 “Corson is right, Demetrius,” said the king, his words coming out in short gasps. Blood flowed far too freely from his wound, staining his gold and green battle tunic a muddy red. “Lead the rest of the men to Port Hydleton. Perhaps you can make a stand there.”
They reached the stables but found only destruction, the rain having eaten through the wooden roof and destroying the horses trapped inside. They moved the king into a small stone guardhouse while the fighting raged in the streets. Demetrius lowered the king to the ground and started to turn, saying he would find a cart to help bear the king away from the city. The king grabbed him by the sleeve.
“It is too late, my old friend,” Rodaan said, offering a weak smile.
“No, sire. Once we are away—”
The king smiled again, softly, the light in his eyes starting to dim. “We have fought together in many battles, and seen many a man fall. We both know a fatal wound.”
Demetrius tried to speak, but found his voice choked by the truth. The blood continued to flow down the king’s neck in ever-weakening pulses.
“You have served me well, Demetrius. Now obey my final commands.”
Demetrius lowered his eyes, but nodded his obedience.
“Escape with as many men as you can, then choose a good man to lead them to Port Hydleton. Their wives and children wait there. That will be enough to speed their march.” The king took a long, shuddering breath, gathering his strength. “There is so little hope…”
“We will defend Port Hydleton to the last man,” Demetrius answered, his words sounding hollow and meaningless in his own ears. If they failed at Port Hydleton, there would be nowhere left to fall back to. 
The king closed his eyes for a moment, his breathing shallow. With an effort, he forced his eyelids open. “Cut the vial from around my neck.”
“Sire…”
“Do it! You must see it to the prince. It may be our only hope of salvation.”
Demetrius drew a knife and cut the cord around the king’s neck, pulling free the clear vial that held a small crystal shard. As he cupped it in the shadow of his hands, he could see that the shard gave off an eerie green-yellow glow.
“I will deliver this into the hand of the Prince Kalan,” said Demetrius, pocketing the vial.
“You must go now,” said the king. “You cannot take me with you, and I will not be one of them.”
“No, your majesty!” Corson protested.
Demetrius held a hand up to silence his friend, his eyes never leaving the king. A single tear rolled down his cheek. “Sound the retreat,” he told Corson. “Take the men through the lower tunnels, and lead them to Port Hydleton. Move swiftly. The Dead Legion will not linger here long.”
“We will meet you at the edge of the south woods,” Corson said
“No. Go without me. I must turn east to find Prince Kalan.”
Corson paused, as if thinking to argue, and then dropping to his knees, he took the king’s hand and kissed it. “Be at peace, King Rodaan.”
“Go with my blessing,” the king replied.
After Corson had left, Demetrius, kneeling at the king’s side, let his head drop. His tears flowed as freely as the blood from the king’s wound. “I have failed you.”
“Never,” said the king, the fire in his eyes blazing for a moment. “You have been all I could ask any man to be. Farewell, Demetrius, my friend.”
“Farewell, Rodaan, my king.” Demetrius kissed the king on the cheek, then stood and drew his sword.
King Rodaan tilted his head backward, exposing his wounded neck, closed his eyes, and waited for Demetrius’ sword to fall.
*          *          *
Corson waited quietly, standing a few paces inside the woods south of Mill Harbor, which gave him a good view of both the road and the city. Night had fallen within the hour, and with it the yellow flames that consumed the city in which he had lived his entire life were highlighted by the deepening purple of evening.
Corson took stock of his situation. His city was in ruins, his king was dead, he had neither food nor drink nor a horse to speed his journey. The Dark One and his minions had spread fear, death, and destruction all across Arkania now, even to Corindor, the last of the six kingdoms to be stained. There seemed little hope they could hold out. Port Hydleton was no more a fortress than Mill Harbor. But Corson knew he could not relinquish hope, for once he did all was truly lost. He narrowed his focus, his thoughts now only on his friend and the task he had been assigned.
Moving swiftly along the edge of the road, a cloaked figure came toward him. Corson waited a moment, studying the rhythm of the man’s strides.
“Demetrius,” he whispered, still unsure, gripping the hilt of his sword.
The cloaked man froze.
“It’s Corson.”
Demetrius threw back his hood with obvious relief, a weary smile splitting his face as he and Corson greeted one another. The smile faltered. “I ordered you to lead the men to Port Hydleton.”
“I had Gaccius do it. He is young, but he is a fine leader. The men trust him.”
“True. But still—”
“What you had to do was difficult, and I know you’ll shoulder more blame than you should. Neither the city nor the king fell because of you. No man could have held back the Legion.”
“I know,” Demetrius said, without conviction. “But I should have tried to persuade the king to have his whole force go south with the women and children.”
“You tried,” Corson reminded him. “The king had to make a hard choice, and once that choice was made, you supported him, as you have always done.”
“You did not disobey the command of a superior officer simply to tell me these things.”
“No, Demetrius, I didn’t. We have been friends since we were boys, long before you were my Captain. I waited so that I could go with you to seek the prince, and to make sure you don’t try to get yourself killed in the process.”
Demetrius laughed softly. “I should think I’d like to avoid that.”
“Glad to hear it. An honorable death isn’t needed to remove a mark of dishonor that’s not there.”
Demetrius clasped his friend on the shoulder. “You needn’t fear that.” He thought for a moment, then said, “Thanks for staying behind. The road will pass more swiftly with good company.”
“True, but I’ll have to do. The prince was last headed for Humbold, as I recall.”
“So he likely took the road to Whiton, then the Bay Road north.”
“Unless he ran into the Legion. That may have forced him and his escort overland.”
“Or worse.” The words hung in the air, while the night insects sang their endless songs.
“If they found him…” Corson began. “He could even be in Mill Harbor, pillaging with the rest of them.”
“We won’t know unless we search.”
 “We may never know.”
“But we will go anyway. It is all we can do. And it is the command of my fallen king.”
Corson nodded his agreement.
“We best cover some miles now,” said Demetrius. “We need to be well away from here when dawn comes.”
They started down the road, neither speaking, neither looking back at the burning city, both knowing the lives they once knew could never be reclaimed.
*          *          *
They had covered a dozen miles, keeping just off the road so they could slip into the trees quickly at need, and then settled down for a few hours of fitful sleep before dawn. Exhausted as they were, they simply crawled into the brush and wrapped themselves in their cloaks, not bothering to take turns at watch.
Demetrius arose first, his eyes glimpsing the first rays of the dawn-red sun as it crested the horizon. He got to his feet slowly, his joints stiff from the night march and the morning chill. After a brief glance at Corson, he went to the road, peering ahead through a rising mist. Everything was still, silent and gray, as if the land itself was dying. He rubbed his eyes, thinking the dull color of the grass and leaves to be a figment of his tired imagination.
“I see it, too,” Corson said, sitting where he had slept. “It’s like the world has been used up.”
“It’s just the fog,” Demetrius said. “There’s a stream a bit up the road, and a few farms. Perhaps we can find what we will need for our journey.”
By way of reply, Corson rose and joined him.
Their progress was slowed by the fog and a lack of food and proper rest, but presently they came upon the stream Demetrius had mentioned, and, after testing the water, they drank their fill. Corson filled a small canteen he had managed to grab as he fled Mill Harbor.
“Won’t last long,” he said, holding it before him like a precious jewel. “At least the weather is cool.”
By mid-morning the fog had burned off and the road left the woods in favor of a more pastoral region. They moved further off the road, trying to keep out of sight but staying close enough to cry out if help might pass by.
They came to the first farm around noon. It was obvious the Dead Legion had passed this way. The house was a charred ruin, as was the grain silo. Dead animals littered the yard, and as they drew nearer they could see human bones strewn about, even as their eyes watered from the oppressive stench of death.
Corson checked one of the pigs. “Several days since this happened. We won’t be getting any meat from them.”
“No horses,” Demetrius observed. “Maybe someone got away, or else the Dead took them.”
“Never known a horse that would let a dead man ride it, not a living one anyway.”
They picked half-heartedly through the wreckage, hoping to find something of value, but knowing they wouldn’t. The Dead Legion had been thorough in its work.
Demetrius crouched over a small doll, a child’s plaything, part burned black and the rest gray with soot. Why had days such as these come? He thought he heard something and stiffened, listening, then held up an open palm and whispered, “Corson.”
Corson paused, then nodded that he, too, heard the distant sound of horses on the road. The movement was slow, unhurried. They took positions behind burned out beams and waited.
On the road came two travelers, the taller dressed in red and white, the colors of the kingdom in which they now traveled, Delving. He had a broadsword on his hip, but his tired face was uncovered and unthreatening—a weary warrior looking for a place to rest perhaps. The other rider was cloaked in blue, with the hood up, but the delicate facial features and lithe build were clearly those of a female. She was armed with a bow, which hung comfortably over her shoulder.
Demetrius and Corson exchanged a glance, nodded at one another, then stepped into the open.
Seeing them, the riders reined up the horses. “Do I address servants of King Rodaan?” asked the man. “I see you wear his green and gold.”
“You do,” answered Demetrius. “And you serve the Lord of Delving?”
“Indeed,” said the man. “I am Rowan, servant first of the Savior, and then to Duke Onsweys of Delving.”
“Duke?” Demetrius repeated. “Then the king…”
“Slain by the Dead Legion. We travel to seek the help of King Rodaan, or at least to pass on warning, but it appears the Dead are several days ahead of us.”
“Mill Harbor has fallen, and the king with it.”
“Foul tidings,” said Rowan, his body sagging as if a weight had been placed on his shoulders. “When did this happen?”
“Only yesterday.”
Rowan and the woman faced each other. “Then it is true,” he said.
“What is?” Demetrius asked.
“Whiton fell only two days ago. It was said the Dark One could call his army up from the very ground if he so desired, that they are many in number and more than one force. We had thought the group that attacked Whiton had gone toward Lower Cambry, so we moved west to warn you before they turned this way. Apparently they did go south, but another force passed this way several days ago. That is the army you faced yesterday.”
The woman spoke for the first time. “And the Dead Legion has struck in Ridonia as well, and recently. Rumor has it that they also march in Lorgras and the Westerland.”
“Is there no land Solek’s hand does not grasp at?” asked Corson.
The question remained unanswered, a mournful silence falling over the group.
“I am Demetrius, of the King’s Guard, and this is Corson. The king has sent us to find Prince Kalan. He departed several weeks ago to offer our help—” He paused, seeing another knowing glance being exchanged by the riders.
“I’m sorry,” said the woman. “He was with us at Whiton. We had been forced to abandon the castle at Humbold, and had fallen back to Whiton to try another defense. The prince stood with us there, until he was felled by a battle axe. Many of the Legion were destroyed by his hand, but our numbers were too small to hold for long.”
“Then all our quests have met with failure,” said Corson.
Silence again fell about them, more ominous due to the surroundings—fire, death, destruction, the bleak land.
“Are you a servant of Delving as well, lady?” Demetrius asked, less for an answer than for the reassurance of his own voice.
She smiled and pulled back her hood. “No, I am Tala, of the elves of the Eastern Forest. Like your prince I had come to offer aid to our friends in Delving.”
“I did not know elves cared about the lives of men.”
“As far as the Dark One is concerned, men and elves are one—simply beings to destroy and rule over, cattle to feed his endless need to spread fear and hate.”
“ ‘Fear and hate’?” Corson repeated.
“And death. The Dark One grows stronger through these things. That is why he brings suffering to all the lands. The more his evil spreads, the stronger he grows.”
“Is there nothing left for us but death and despair?”
Rowan answered. “As long as there are those who are good and true to oppose him, there is hope.”
Demetrius now noticed the cross on the right breast of Rowan’s uniform, and thought back to Rowan’s comment that he was “servant first of the Savior.” “Are you a priest-warrior then, Rowan? Or a paladin?”
 He smiled softly. “I am no priest, but I know a little of the healing art. Paladin might be a fair term, if you choose to use it. I prefer to be known simply as ‘Rowan’.”
“The more important question,” said Tala, “is ‘What do we do now?’ ”
“If the Prince has fallen,” said Corson, “we must return to our people.” He looked at the two travelers. “You would be welcome to come with us. We could surely use your sword and bow.”
“As could my own people,” answered Rowan. “Perhaps it is best if we all tend to our own affairs. I fear it will go well for none of us, though. Solek’s forces have laid waste to all our lands.
“We cannot give in,” said Tala.
“No,” Rowan agreed. “But we need to find a way to strike at Solek. Until then, we can only defend what little we have left.”
Tala nodded, then addressing Corson and Demetrius, she said, “If you men fought yesterday and traveled this far since, you have not eaten. We do not have much, but we will share what we have before we part.”
Demetrius thought to protest, then realizing they would find nothing to eat on their return journey, simply said, “Thank you, lady.”
The riders dismounted and the group moved off the road and away from the smell of death that clung to the area around the destroyed farmhouse. They sat and ate quietly, sharing a bit of dried meat and cheese, washing it down with most of the water they carried.
“We should get moving,” Rowan said to Tala as soon as they had finished eating.
The four rose, but as Tala and Rowan turned to claim their horses, Demetrius said “Wait.”
As they gave him their attention, he reached into his shirt and pulled out the vial the king had given him. Corson had seen it before, and simply looked on with a puzzled expression, but Rowan’s eyes widened and Tala gasped.
Reaching a tentative finger toward the dull glow that emanated from the crystal’s enclosure, she said in a whisper. “I almost feared to hope we might find a portion of it.”
“Then it is true, the stories…” said Rowan.
“What’s true? What stories?” demanded Corson.
“The Soul Sphere,” said Tala, her gray eyes never leaving the object.
“I thought that was only a tale,” Corson said. “You are saying it’s real, and that we hold a piece?”
“It is very real,” said Tala, “though hidden for so long that many believed it to be no more than a wish, a myth to give hope when there was none”
“Then King Rodaan…” Corson turned his gaze to Demetrius.
The bigger man nodded. “Was there with the other rulers of Arkania when Solek shattered the Sphere, releasing the Dark One. He escaped with the others as the Dark One took possession of Solek’s body, and he took a piece of the Sphere with him as he fled.”
“And what of the rest of the tale? That Solek has had the other pieces of the shattered Sphere hidden away, and that they are guarded by demons and other foul creatures?”
“It is as you say,” said Tala. “Elven spies have confirmed the act, even if we do not know the locations.” She shook her head and smiled grimly. “The advantage of our proximity to Solek’s soiled lands, Veldoon in your tongue.”
Corson rubbed his chin. “The rest of the legend says if the Sphere is re-assembled the Dark One’s soul would be drawn in and imprisoned once again.”
Tala nodded. “And Solek might then be vulnerable.”
“So with this small shard, we have a beginning,” said Demetrius. “But it is useless without the other pieces.”
“We must try to retrieve them,” Rowan stated.
“The four of us?” asked Corson. “Against Solek’s armies.”
“We can’t retrieve the pieces with an army of our own,” Rowan replied. “It would draw his attention. The four of us might move unseen where a large force could not.”
“I agree,” said Demetrius. “But where do we begin? Arkania is a large world.”
Rowan smiled and turned to Tala. “Lady?”
“May I?” she asked, reaching for the vial.
Demetrius handed it to her.
Carefully, Tala undid the clasp and opened the small container. As she slid the shard into her hand, the crystal piece seemed to be  highlighted, shimmering with tints of green and yellow against her pale skin. She sat on the ground with crossed legs and closed her eyes. She spoke in hushed tones, in words that sounded to the others like some arcane tribal chant, or perhaps nothing more than the incoherent mumbling of a mad woman.
Corson leaned close to speak to Rowan. “She is a sorceress?”
“She has some power,” Rowan confirmed. Demetrius and Corson exchanged hopeful looks.
They waited in silence for several minutes, allowing Tala to do her work. Finally she opened her eyes and arose slowly, her legs uncertain beneath her.
“Are you all right?” asked Rowan as he offered his arm to steady her.
“I’m fine. The nearest piece is northeast of here, in the swamplands. It will be several days’ hard journey once we reach the swamp.”
“Did you see a guardian?”
“No, but that means little. There are many ways to hide and guard a treasure.” She took a deep breath, and then offered Rowan a tired smile of thanks as she released his arm. She handed the shard back to Demetrius. “Perhaps it is best you carry this.”
Demetrius took the small piece of crystal, asking, “What did you do?”
“A seeking spell. More a deep meditation really. A useless piece of magic unless one has an object connected to that which is being sought. This shard can eventually lead us to the others.”
“And once we have them all?” asked Corson.
“Then we may be able to deal with the Dark One,” answered Rowan with a shrug.
“You’re not sure,” Corson stated.
“Who can be sure, where such evil and magic is involved?”
“It’s more than we had an hour ago,” said Demetrius.
“And it will have to be enough,” said Corson. “You know I will stand by your side, even in the face of death.”
“I never doubted it, my friend.”
“And we will stand with you as well,” said Rowan, “if you will have us.”
“We would be honored,” Demetrius replied.
“There is a small village a half-day’s journey to the east, abandoned but relatively unharmed,” said Tala. “We could go there, gather a few supplies, and perhaps sleep in a bed one last time before we strike out north.”
“Does your spell guide us?” asked Corson.
“Well enough,” Tala answered. “I may need the shard again as we get closer.”
“We should be off,” said Rowan. “The horses are too weak to carry two, so we’ll need to travel at footspeed. If we can be off the road by dark, it would be best.”
The others agreed and they began their journey as the fall sun warmed their backs.
*          *          *
They arrived at the village just after sunset, a few sagging structures a half-mile off the main road. The place had been abandoned quickly—animals still milled about in yards and unfinished meals sat on tables. The travelers slept well in borrowed beds, and in the morning gathered what dried food and water they could, and helped themselves to extra blankets.
“A shame there are no horses,” said Corson.
“It is just as well,” Tala said. “We could not use them in the swamp. I do not like to think of leaving the two we have when we get there.”
Demetrius finished the last bit of packing and moved toward the door. “Just as well we have so little, in that case, seeing that we’ll need to carry it ourselves eventually.”
Rowan reached into his pocket and pulled out a gold coin, which he laid on the table. Seeing Tala’s questioning look, he said, “For the food and blankets. It’s only right.”
“Hopefully the owners may return one day to appreciate the gesture,” she said.
Neither cared to express whether they thought that would happen.



 
 
Chapter 2: The Swamp
 
They traveled north along a dirt road that meandered through farms and small villages, each taking turns walking and riding. Tala laughed off attempts at male chivalry, claiming her legs were just fine as she took her own turns on foot. The past day she had ridden because of the energy the spellcasting had drained from her, but today she was recovered. Her step was light and sure, and the four soon settled into a steady rhythm and made good progress. The weather was kind, the sun passing unhindered by clouds through a crisp autumn sky.
“At least the Dark One does not affect the weather” Corson said, breathing deep the clean, cool air. “At least not here…not today…not right now. You don’t suppose he can hear when someone uses his name?”
“Not unless he’s standing within earshot,” Rowan said.
Demetrius laughed. “Well, let’s be thankful for small favors.”
Nothing about the land brought laughter. None of the humble dwellings they passed showed signs of human life, although farm animals were seen here and there. The leaves on the trees had faded from green, but had yet to burst into their fall splendor, the grass was a muted beige color, and even the soil had a sickly gray tinge to it. After having observed this in silence for some time, Rowan said, “It is as if the land itself is poisoned.”
“I wish this was simply the way things were in Delving,” said Demetrius. “But I noticed the change even as the Dead Legion marched into Corindor.”
“Do you think the crops will grow next spring?” Corson asked. When no one answered he went on. “I mean assuming we can plant, and that we have land to plant on…” He uttered a sharp bitter laugh.
“We should focus on our own task,” said Demetrius. “Let’s hope we are fortunate enough to concern ourselves with planting when spring arrives.”
The road continued mainly north, sometimes east, and by the fifth day had become more of a trail than a road. Around noon, as the sun peaked in another perfect sky—the weather had been all they could hope for—they came upon a small farm, different from the others only in that a woman could be seen feeding a few scrawny chickens and a man knelt repairing a worn wooden cart. As they approached, the woman sank back toward the house.
“If you’re thinking to rob us,” said the man, “we’ve not much. But we won’t try to stop you. Just leave us in peace.”
“ ‘Rob you’?” repeated Rowan.
The man seemed to fully take them in now, especially Rowan. “Excuse me, your grace. I did not see your markings.” He gestured at the cross on Rowan’s chest.
“Rowan is my name. We mean you no harm.”
“If you say so, I believe it. Never had problems with any of you wearing the mark. Wish I could say the same for everyone in service of the king.”
“Soldiers giving you trouble?”
“Brigands wearing the king’s cloth, more like,” the woman barked. The man motioned at her and she went inside wearing a scowl.
“These are hard times,” the man said. “A man can’t be sure who to trust. There have been some soldiers through, mostly south of here. Fleeing from the Dead Legion. A few helped themselves to what we had, or to that of farmers like us. Called it ‘taxes to fight the war.’ ”
“I am sorry,” said Rowan. “You are right when you say these are hard times. For everyone, king’s servant or farmer.”
“I don’t doubt it.”
“The homes south of here are abandoned, it seems. Odd, given only a few hungry soldiers.”
“Oh, that wasn’t because of the soldiers, not directly anyway. It was what the soldiers said. About the Dark One’s army coming this way. And you could see a fear in their eyes—the soldiers’, that is—that they were scared, more scared than they would have been about any living army. A man might run from a living foe, but he won’t have the desperate, hunted look these men had—like they knew there was nowhere they could go where they were really safe.”
“You mentioned the farmers leaving…”
“Oh, right. Folks around here know they can’t defend their homes from these Dead, so we moved to the fringes of the swamps north of here until the danger passed. For my part, I just got back a few hours ago, figuring that spy we caught must have gotten lost and that the rest of them must have already passed by.”
“ ‘Spy’?” the travelers said as one.
“Goblin, someone said he was. From the Shadowlands to the west, no doubt. He protested his innocence, that one. Said he’s no servant of the Dark One, but that’ll hold no sway with us. Keeps asking to see the king. Likely he’s an assassin.”
“What have they done with him?” Rowan asked.
“Tied him up real good, then set to arguing. Mostly Conklin and Jensen jawing at one another—string him up or keep him hostage. Me and the wife left before they could make up their minds.” He chuckled to himself. “Probably still arguing, if I know those two.”
“How far away are they?”
“A few hours up the path by foot.”
Rowan turned to the others and saw by their looks they all thought the same thing: they needed to see this “goblin” for themselves. He thanked the farmer for his time, and as they started to move away, the woman of the house called out to them. She approached, handing a small sack to Tala. “It’s not much,” she said, “but it will feed you for a few days.”
“Thank you,” Tala said with a sincere smile. The others offered their appreciation and said their farewells, which the woman brushed aside as she returned to her chores, mumbling under her breath.
A few miles up the road Corson and Rowan took their turns on the horses, and moved out in front of the walkers, scouting a bit more aggressively in anticipation of the collected farm folk, the lone spy, and the possibility that others of his kind might be lurking in the area.
“Goblins are not known to come this far east, or so I have been told,” said Tala.
“Not that I’ve heard,” Demetrius agreed. “If they cross into human lands it is usually for raids into the Westerland, and they’ve come as far as White River in Corindor, but no further.”
“Have you ever fought goblins?”
He smiled, thinking back. “When I was much younger, and the thought of battle seemed romantic in some strange way. Duty on the front soon cured me of such notions. We did what needed to be done, but there is no glory in slaying.” A shadow passed over his face and he fell silent for a moment. When he continued, his voice was hushed. “Goblins are fierce warriors, more so when pressed. I saw many good men fall at their hands.”
“Have you traveled much, in the service of your king?”
“No, lady. My duty usually kept me near to him, and he seldom strayed from his own lands. Short trips into Delving and the Westerland, but no further. I have heard tales of the elves of the wood, but I never thought to meet one.”
“We tend to keep to ourselves, deep in the heart of the forest. It is a shame that it takes dark days such as these to stir us enough to seek the friendship of men.”
“Solek is a man. I would think the terror he has loosed on the land would make you less inclined to leave the wood.”
“There are some who think that way. But it is the Dark One who sends the destruction—Solek is merely his vessel. It could have been an elf-king had fate been different.” She looked away for a moment, her eyes losing focus as her mind drifted to some far away place. “There are some of my kind who still believe we can remain hidden in the woods forever. It is a foolish hope.”
Demetrius was clearly surprised. “Then Solek has not attacked your people, even though the Eastern Forest lies in the shadow of Veldoon?”
“No. But time will change that.”
“But if he has already chosen to pass you by while he stretches his hand over more distant lands—”
“Only to subjugate men first, for men would fight. We hide and wait, thinking our spells keep us safe, while the Dark One grows stronger each day. He will turn his attention to us soon enough. And then with bitterness will those of us reaching out to men be proven right.”
She looked at him, her eyes fierce, her face set. Slowly her features softened. “I am sorry. I did not wish to speak so harshly.”
“These are harsh days.”
She changed the subject. “Corson seems a good man. And a good friend.”
“I have known him since we were boys.” Demetrius laughed, remembering. “I was a few years older, and he followed me around when he was five or six like a lonely puppy. I put up with him more than anything else. By the time he was twenty-two and I was twenty-five, we were nearly inseparable, and have been since.”
“It must be good to have someone like that, especially now.”
“Is there no one like that in your life?”
“Friends, yes. There was one…” She forced a smile. “New friends are something to be grateful for. Despite everything, I count myself lucky to be here. There are many who have not been so fortunate.”
Demetrius nodded. “King Rodaan, for one.”
“I take it he was a good king.”
“He treated us all like men. His respect and love for us made us feel the same for him in return. If I could have died in his place, I would have gladly done so. My duty was to protect him and his lands.” He shook his head. “How am I doing?”
“I’m sure you did all you could.”
“Corson said the same. Kind words.”
“More likely true words.”
Demetrius kicked at a few stray rocks along the edge of the path. “We seem to be taking turns being gloomy.”
“Perhaps we could use a bard to sing happy songs of days past.”
“A bard, yes. If you heard me sing, you would only have another tale of woe.”
They laughed together, and talked of happier things as they continued their journey north.
*          *          *
It was mid-afternoon when Corson came riding back to announce that the farmers had been spotted. The three moved forward to where Rowan waited, eyeing the group of locals. They advanced together, moving slowly and staying in plain view to avoid startling the group. A cluster of thirty or so huddled together, having an animated conversation. Back in the trees a makeshift camp could be seen, sheets used as tents and small fires cooking meager meals. A few carts held a handful of belongings, while worn-down horses and mules idly nuzzled the ground in a vain attempt to find nourishment.
As soon as someone in the debating group of men spotted the approaching strangers, their conversation abruptly stopped. A tall, rotund man stepped forward and regarded the newcomers with open suspicion. A few in the crowd began to move toward the sides of the new arrivals, and although the farmers were unarmed in the traditional sense, they wielded hoes, picks, and other tools in a way that was not welcoming.
Rowan looked the group over, and then dismounted. “I am Rowan, in the service of the lords of Delving. We come in peace.”
“I’m sure you do,” said the man, his tone sarcastic. “As have the others that came before.”
“I cannot speak for them. We have been told you have captured a spy. I was hoping to question him.”
The man muttered something unintelligible, then made a weak attempt to seem more pleasant. “Indeed we have, though he denies it. Lying seems to be the norm these days.”
“May we see him?”
“First tell me who these others are.”
“Tala, from the Eastern Forest. Demetrius and Corson from Corindor, both of whom serve King Rodaan, our ally and friend.”
The man studied them one last time, then, unable to find a suitable reason to deny their request, waved for them to follow him.
They passed through the crowd, which parted and then closed behind them. Guarded by four men and bound to a tree was a large goblin, taller by a foot than a normal man, broad in the chest and well muscled. He wore boots, pants, and vest, all of black leather trimmed in red, and his green skin nearly matched the moss that grew on the trees. They had tied his hands and feet with thin cords, and fastened him to the tree with several wraps of a larger rope around his chest and waist. He looked up as the party approached, taking in the newcomers with a neutral expression.
Rowan and Demetrius exchanged a few quick words before Rowan turned to the farmers’ spokesperson.
“How did you come to capture him?”
“He came upon us. Our camp that is. Me and a few others disarmed him and took him prisoner.”
“You disarmed him? Was he carrying a warblade?”
“That he was.” His chest puffed out a bit as he signaled one of the others to come forward with the weapon—a central wooden staff with a curved steel blade at each end.
“Did he put up much of a fight?” asked Rowan.
“Not much. Likely saw he was outnumbered.”
The goblin let out a derisive snort. The man nearest him gave him a soft kick, then backed away quickly when he received an angry glare in response. The fact that the goblin was bound was apparently of little comfort.
The goblin spoke to the newcomers, in harsh guttural tones. “I come in peace. Make an alliance against Dark One. Goblins suffer, like men do.” He glanced at Tala, and added. “And elves.”
“Silence!” shouted the farmer. “A spy he is, at the least. If he wants to see the King, it is so he can kill him, not make a treaty.”
“I’ve no doubt you are right,” said Rowan. “We’ll need to take him for further questions.”
“But…” the man sputtered.
“Yes?” Rowan asked patiently.
“We took him. We should—”
“You have done a great service to the kingdom, but unless you are trained in the art of getting information out of spies, it’s best we handle things from this point.”
There were a few grumbles in the crowd, but no one interfered as Rowan cut the ropes binding the goblin’s feet and loosed the one holding him to the tree. The farmers watched as he fastened the larger rope to the cord around the goblin’s wrist, then attached the other end to the saddle of one of the horses. As Rowan checked his work, Demetrius approached the farmers to ask for the warblade, and as the group’s attention shifted, Rowan spoke a few quiet words to the goblin.
The farmer who had done the talking drew himself up at the request for the war blade. “No offense, son of Corindor, but in these days, one cannot even trust one’s own. We claim the warblade as a prize for capturing this spy.”
“No offense taken. But let me ask if you know what will happen to you if his companions find you with this blade? To you and your family? Are you aware of the Goblin War Code?”
“ ‘Goblin War Code’?”
“Yes. You want to take that risk? For a trophy?”
The man mulled this over. “I had forgotten that. Best you take it along. As evidence of his hostile intent.”
“A wise decision,” Rowan called out as he remounted. “And thank you all again for your brave service.”
The four travelers moved away with their captive, going deeper into the wood that surrounded the great swamp situated in the central valley of Delving, while the farmers watched with expressions that ranged from shock to confusion, from anger to relief. After they had moved well out of sight of the locals, Rowan dismounted and released the goblin. “You will understand if we wish to speak a while before returning your weapon.”
The goblin nodded his assent.
“I see by your uniform you are of the Kabrinda pack, and one of your Chief’s chosen warriors.”
“You know goblins, human. You fight in wars?”
“I did not, but I would have in order to defend our lands, had it been necessary. My name is Rowan, by the way. You are…?”
“You no can say name. Lucien you call me.”
“Well enough, Lucien. These with me are Demetrius, Corson, and Tala,” he said, gesturing at each in turn. “How did you come to be here in Delving?”
“I spoke truth. A few goblins sent to make peace. Stand together against Dark One. I pass Stone Mountains and down Snake’s Tongue River, where I leave my companion. He looks for King Rodaan. I go to Delving, for King Bellas.”
Rowan and Demetrius exchanged a look. Demetrius said, “Both kings have fallen before the Dead Legion.”
“I sorry,” Lucien said, and even though the tone of his ragged speech was hard and the set of his features even harder, it seemed a genuine sentiment. “What happens to you now?”
“The people of Delving and Corindor are in retreat, some trying to fall back to other cities and make a stand, others being scattered like your friends back there.”
“Thanks for freeing me.”
Rowan nodded. “The farmers know little more than stories from their youth, but they still did not understand that you could have snapped your flimsy bonds at any time, or taken them all on in combat and likely emerged victorious.”
“I am curious, though,” said Corson. “Why did you allow them to take you in the first place?”
“I did not think humans here. They poorly armed and scared. I yield to avoid killing. If I kill, we no be friends ever. And I no can just walk up to king to talk. Must start somewhere else to talk. Farmers good as any.”
“Your chief asked you to risk much,” said Rowan, “you and the others he sent to human lands. You are not likely to get a warm welcome anywhere.”
“My life for chief and pack. Dead attack us, like they attack you. Many die every day. Not so big risk coming here.”
“I suppose not. The Dead Legion in you lands—human?”
“Goblin.”
Tala nodded. “It is as we feared. The Dark One raises his armies wherever needed.”
Lucien looked at Rowan. “Who rules your land now?”
“Duke Onsweys is closest to being an heir. The people follow him or no one. Many only look out for themselves in times such as these.”
“I go to duke.”
“If he still lives, he is well to the south by now, perhaps in Lower Cambry.”
“You go south?”
“No, we are headed north for now.”
“I ask leave to go then.”
“You have it, but I don’t see how you can succeed. You will be hard pressed to pass through the Legion and reach the duke, and coming through the Dead will only make it more probable that you will again be seen as a spy and an enemy.”
“You may do more harm than good that way,” added Demetrius. “And it seems none of our peoples have the ability to come to the aid of the other. Solek moves on all fronts.”
“Then I fail already.”
“Both our peoples fight the same enemy,” Rowan told him. “Perhaps for now that is enough.”
Lucien looked down for a moment, as if having a sudden urge to study the ground. “Chief unhappy if I go back so soon. “
“It may be that you can serve your chief as well as all of Solek’s enemies in another way.”
“How?”
Rowan glanced at Tala, who said, “He is telling the truth about his purpose here. And we don’t know what we might face.”
“Demetrius? Corson?”
Both the Corindors gave their non-verbal assent.
Tala stepped toward Lucien, making sure she fixed his gaze with her own. “We seek the Soul Sphere.”
Lucien let out a grunt-like laugh. “And you say my task hard. Demons of the pit guard shards.”
Tala shrugged. “It is the only way we believe we can defeat Solek. Long odds are better than no chance at all.”
“Yes. I will help, if that is why you vote.”
“It was.”
“So you go north now.” 
“Into the swamp. A piece is there.”
“How you know?”
Demetrius showed the shard. Lucien’s eyes lit up as if he was eyeing an unimaginable treasure trove, then he turned to Tala, his lips curling into ferocious smile. “You have the power? The seeing?”
Tala nodded.
“Why we wait? Fast get shard, fast Solek die.”
After hesitating a heartbeat, Demetrius tossed Lucien his warblade. “Welcome to our merry little band.”
*          *          *
They covered a few miles more that day, passing through woods that eventually began to thin. Finding a small stream that flowed toward the swamp and provided fresh water, they decided to fill their canteens and make camp, knowing it would not be long until they reached the swamp itself. They decided to risk a meager fire as dusk fell, bringing a fall chill with it, then shared their rapidly thinning rations.
Lucien took the food with thanks, though he worked at it without pleasure. “Why you tell farmers there is ‘Goblin War Code?’ That bad things happen if he keep warblade?”
Demetrius laughed. “For all his bluster that man was full of fear, as were the others. I just needed to give him a reason to give up the weapon.”
“What else they think of goblins?”
“Likely no worse than what goblins think of men.”
Lucien’s only answer was a grunt.
“We should set a watch,” said Demetrius, changing the subject. “I will go first, if there are no objections.”
The others agreed. Lucien cleared his throat. “You free me, I join you, you give me weapon. Trust me to guard while you sleep?”
When the others hesitated, he laughed his harsh laugh.
“We do not mean to offend,” said Tala.
“Not offend,” said Lucien. “Trust not easy between our kind. Maybe I hunt while you watch. Find fresh food. Hunt best at night.”
They agreed to this arrangement, and Lucien loped into the darkness of the trees.
“What do you suppose he will hunt?” Corson asked with a wry smile.
“Hopefully something we could all partake in,” said Demetrius. “For now, I’m going to try not to think about it.” He took up the watch, while the others tried to get a few hours of fitful sleep.
*          *          *
Lucien was successful in his efforts, and when morning broke the group cleaned and cooked a few scrawny rabbits, enough for breakfast and more to take along for later.
They broke camp and started out, journeying through a morning where the sun remained hidden behind heavy, leaden clouds. As the trees thinned, a north wind bit at them, forcing them to wrap cloaks and blankets more tightly around their shoulders.
The ground became noticeably softer as they progressed, and any sign of human passage—trails, old campsites—faded.
As they paused for a brief and sparse lunch, Tala asked, “What should we do with the horses? We cannot take them into the swamp.” “The ground is getting less firm,” Rowan agreed. “How far into the swamp will we need to go?”
“May I have the shard?” Tala asked Demetrius.
He handed it to her, and she slipped into a trance-like state while she fingered it, mumbling a spell as she had done before. Her time away from them was much shorter than the first time she searched. “It is at least two days’ journey yet, probably longer. The swamp will slow us.”
Rowan shook his head. “Then we can’t leave the horses tied here. We will have to set them free. We’ll send them back toward the farmers.”
Lucien weighed this decision against his own thoughts, and then decided to speak. “Not take them for food?” He seemed almost embarrassed at the question, but unable to resist asking.
“No,” Demetrius replied with a knowing smile, as he placed the shard back in his pouch. “We value horses too much to do that—at least until pressed by starvation. We should find enough game to get by. And even if not, they have been our companions.”
“Understand. I could not eat you, now that we travel together.” Lucien laughed at his own words, and was joined by the others, who seemed less than comfortable. “Joke. Goblins not eat human or elf flesh.” He grew more serious. “You heard stories, like farmers.”
“Perhaps,” admitted Demetrius. “Our races have fought along the border for centuries. We always said it was to protect ourselves and our land. I imagine your people did the same.”
“Yes,” said Lucien.
“Well, today we march against a common foe. It is a start. Maybe with time we will find we have more in common.”
They gathered their belongings and sent the horses back south with a slap on the hindquarters. Their pace was quick as they set out again, but within a few hours it began to slow as the ground softened beneath their feet and water began to pool around the soles of their boots. The trees became sparse and thin, their shallow roots starting to show through the spongy ground.
Tala led the way, never hesitating as to the direction she chose. Demetrius and Corson took the rear, falling a few paces back so they could talk.
“Do you trust him?” Corson asked.
Demetrius shrugged. “He could have easily left last night, or attacked us in the dark. I’m honestly not sure how we would fare against him in combat, even four against one. And he certainly could have done a great deal of harm to those farmers had he wanted to.”
Corson smiled. “All true. You didn’t answer my question, though.”
“And knowing you I have to or you’ll pester me all day,” Demetrius replied with a laugh. “I suppose I trust him as much as I can trust anyone these days. As much as I trust Rowan and Tala, who are still strangers to us. It’s easier to be at ease around what is fair to our own eyes—it is how we picture ‘good’ in our minds. I’ll try to look beyond Lucien’s exterior and my own prejudice. He is certainly no spy.”
“I think he was telling the truth, too. This must be hard for him. I know I wouldn’t want to be traveling with a party of goblins in their land.”
“Nor would I.”
A slow rain began to fall, large drops that splattered slowly at first but gave every indication of the deluge to come. “Well,” said Corson, “if a storm really breaks we won’t have to worry about soaking our feet by a misstep in this muck.”
Demetrius laughed as he pulled the hood of his cloak up. “You have a way of always seeing the good in everything.”
“Most things. I struggle when I look at you sometimes.”
“Perhaps it would help if you had more than half a brain left when you take away the part focused on Carolyn.”
Corson smiled at that, but the grin soon faded. “I hope she’s safe.”
“She’ll be fine. I’ve seen her handle a sword, which she does almost as well as she handles you.” Demetrius studied his friend for a moment. “I have to do this. It is all I have now. And now I have help. You should go to her, to watch over her and protect our home…”
“I can do more good here. Plus, once we’re done, someone will need to make sure you don’t exaggerate your exploits.”
“Me?” Demetrius asked with mock consternation. “I’ve heard you tell a few tales at the Dragon’s Tail Inn, the best ones when Carolyn is close enough to hear.”
“How else could a simple man like me hope to get such a fine woman to marry him?”
“Funny how you never use that ‘m’ word in her presence.”
“Saving it for when the time is right. If we get through this with our skins, I think that would qualify.”
Demetrius nodded his agreement.
“Do you ever wish you had married? Had a family?”
“At times, yes. I can picture a son or daughter on my knee, listening to me tell a tale before the fire, a wife in the corner smiling while she looks on, the smell of stew and fresh baked bread in the air.” He looked at Corson. “Is that a real possibility or just a dream, a painting one looks at and wishes to be in?”
“I think it can be real. Maybe not all the time…but for a moment, yes.”
“I hope it is for you, my friend. I gave myself over to service long ago, and I’ve been content to defend the king and his lands ever since. Now, I’m glad for the quest. It fills a void of purpose, now that the king…” He hesitated a moment before continuing. “I'm glad you came after me. I doubt I would have thrown myself on the first enemy sword I found, but still…”
Corson started to speak, but Demetrius held up a hand. 
“I’m all right now. And at times like these I’m glad not to have a family to worry over. But I’ll fight for our people, our land, you, Carolyn, and your future children.”
“All twelve of them?”
Demetrius burst out laughing. “I would love to hear what Carolyn would have to say about that.”
“Then it’s good she’s not here.”
Demetrius clapped him on back, just as the rain became a steady downpour.
They slogged on until the sky started to darken further, the hidden sun slipping beneath the horizon. They shivered together through a cold, dispirited meal, not even bothering to try to light a fire. They talked a bit, about their homes and peoples, while tired muscles tried to loosen, then set the watch, adding Lucien to the rotation without question or comment. For good or ill, he was one of them now, and they would have him be a full member of the group. The ground was soft enough to make a comfortable bed, but the unrelenting rain and the chill kept good sleep at bay. By morning the rain had lessened to a drizzle, and tired though they were, they were all happy to break camp and get moving again.
The rain had abated by mid-morning, and the sky began to clear a bit, allowing the sun to peek out from time to time with its promise of warmth. The ground became less certain, their feet sinking noticeably deeper the further they went—except for Tala, who was lighter and had a lighter step as well. Any lingering doubt about whether they should have brought the horses was gone before they stopped for the noon meal.
They ate standing up, glad their clothes had finally begun to dry out. As they started out again, Corson took up a position next to Lucien. “I was thinking what we might do when we reach a town—after we’re done here in the swamp, I mean.”
“No understand,” Lucien said.
“Our travels will eventually lead us through one of our cities, where we’ll want to get a warm meal and a clean, dry bed, not to mention a bath.”
“How pleasant,” Lucien said in a voice that indicated indifference.
“But what I meant is I don’t want to see you left behind, hiding at the edge of town while we live it up. So I was considering how we might bring you along without causing too much of a stir.”
“How?” Lucien said in a low growl.
“We’ll just tell everyone you’re my older brother.”
Lucien glanced at Corson, whose face remained placid, but he saw a sparkle in the man’s eye. “Humans not bright, but they no believe that. We say you in accident, to explain why I handsome and you not.”
Corson laughed out loud and clapped Lucien on the back. “Demetrius and I managed to get in a few fights in our younger days with that claim. People thought we were playing them for fools.”
Lucien glanced back, as if to re-confirm that Demetrius’ skin was a dark brown, nothing at all like Corson’s white flesh. “Human colors easy to see—skin, eyes, hair. Otherwise look same.”
Corson laughed again. “I would say the same about goblins I suppose, but I—”
Lucien cut him off with a raised hand. He sniffed the air once, then again, then slowly turned to the right, his gaze going to a small copse of trees fifty yards off. “Hold,” he whispered.
The group silently drew weapons as Lucien moved toward the trees, his warblade ready. Demetrius started as if to go with him, but Lucien waved him back. At the edge of the thicket he hunched low, then continued forward until he vanished into the trees. There was a sudden thrashing sound and then silence again.
Lucien emerged wearing a grin and holding a small deer. He was greeted by the sight of his tense companions, standing as if ready to spring into battle, Tala’s bow nocked and the arrow aimed right at him. As one they exhaled, weapons dropping and faces slackening with relief.
Lucien misunderstood the looks. “Not friend like horse,” he said, hoping it was true.
“No,” said Demetrius. “And we are happy to know we will eat well for a while. I commend you on your hunting skills. We simply feared it might be something more threatening.”
“Goblins proud, not fools. Dark One’s helpers come, I will ask help, not go to fight alone.”
They dressed the deer quickly and in silence, the mention of the Dark One reminding them all of what they soon might face. The shard would be protected, and whatever form that protection took, they understood it could not be dealt with lightly.
That night they all struggled to sleep, each alone with thoughts and questions that would not still. If tomorrow was to be the day, they knew there was a chance that for one or more of them—perhaps for all of them—it might also be their last.
*          *          *
As they readied themselves the next morning, Tala asked Demetrius for the shard. “I will need to keep it near at hand.”
“We’re getting close,” he stated.
She nodded affirmation. “It may still be a time yet, but it is not far.”
They made slow progress, hampered by the worsening ground and their own apprehensions. Occasionally they leapt over ever-widening pools and stagnant canals of water, their boots staying soaked even when they were successful, their pants drenched to the knee when they were not. Rowan touched the rope that had held Lucien to the tree, thinking they might need it and thanking the Savior for it. As much as the swamp tried to force them apart, they fought to close ranks, to make sure help was at hand for each misstep, and to be ready to face whatever awaited them as a group.
Tala paused from time to time, closing her eyes while she held the shard delicately in her open palm, making course corrections as needed. The others always froze in place and waited in absolute silence while she did this. There was no doubt that the time needed for her to get her bearings was growing shorter. They were indeed closing in on their target.
They found a reasonably dry patch of ground upon which to pause for lunch. They ate but little and took their time doing so.
“Can you see what we might face?” Demetrius asked Tala.
“Not clearly. The spell gives direction well, but the images are only as flashes in the mind—water, mud, vines, and long, wet grass.
“Is it possible the shard rests somewhere at the bottom of this swamp?” asked Corson.
“If so, I could probably pull it up with a spell once we are close to it. But legend says the Dark One had his minions hide and guard the shards. If they have been left unattended it would be too simple a thing to retrieve them by magic. I do not think Solek is that careless or we that lucky.”
“Why Solek not keep pieces?” Lucien asked.
“The last thing he wants is for the pieces to come together,” said Rowan. “As long as they are scattered, the Dark One cannot be contained. What he didn’t know was that a piece was taken or missing, that it ended up in the possession of King Rodaan, and that that piece could lead someone to the others. Lacking that knowledge, he must feel invincible.”
“Solek is still only a man, regardless of what possesses him,” Corson stated.
“True,” Demetrius said. “But if Solek is killed, the Dark One will simply move to a new host. That is why we need the Sphere to truly defeat him. His weakness, for now, is that he does not know a piece is missing, that we have it, and that we quest to find the other shards.”
“Why do you say ‘for now’?” asked Corson.
“The Dark One bonds to many of his servants, and most likely has done so with the guardians of the Sphere shards. If we find and take the piece for which we now search, he is likely to know—not necessarily of us, but at least that it has been taken.”
Tala smiled. “You are well versed in the lore Demetrius.”
“King Rodaan shared many things with me.” He glanced at Corson, who wore a somewhat pained look. “He asked me to keep such talk between us and the prince, unless the time arrived that it was necessary to speak of it openly. Now seems like that time.”
“If we fail to take this piece,” said Rowan, “we must be certain one of us escapes with our own shard. It cannot fall into the Dark One’s hands.”
The group looked as one to Tala. “You are the logical choice,” said Demetrius. “Your magic—”
“Others have the same ability, some far greater than mine.”
“None here,” said Rowan. “And we do not know how the war goes elsewhere.”
“Besides,” added Demetrius, “you fight with a bow, and perhaps with magic. The rest of us use swords and warblades. We need to be in the front to be more effective.”
“Corson has a bow,” Tala pointed out.
“And a sword,” Corson replied.
“My life is no more important than any other,” Tala said, looking each of them in the eye in turn. “But you are right about the need to protect the shard. I will direct from the rear, if that is what the group desires. Under protest.”
This new arrangement slowed them even more, particularly as the marshy ground became less prevalent than the knee-deep water. An hour before sunset, Tala suggested they stop. “It will not be long now, and I would rather arrive with the light of day to aid us.”
They ate and set a watch, thankful for clear skies and the pale light of a half-moon that chased away some of the darkness. Most of the night two or three kept watch, as sleep came hard.
Morning broke gray and chill, a stiff northerly wind whipping their cloaks about them. Tala was anxious to get started, edging away as if to take the lead. Rowan reminded her of what they had agreed to the day before and she gave in with a reluctant nod and a finger pointing northeast.
They spent more time in water now than on land. They kept their eyes moving as much as their feet, and their hands remained close to their weapons at all times.
By mid-morning they were soaked to the waist and beyond, each step accompanied by the sucking sound of their boots pulling free of mud and their legs splashing through the water. Lucien, Demetrius, and Corson had fanned out in the lead, Rowan between them and Tala so he could react in any direction. “Call out for the rope if you feel the swamp bed pulling at you,” he reminded them.
Corson called out toward Lucien. “Did you scare all your relatives away?”
“What mean?”
“The snakes, frogs, alligators we saw earlier seem to be missing today.”
Lucien laughed. “You funny, little man. Your smell scare them off.”
“Considering the way the swamp smells, you might be right. My delicate aroma is different from the normal stench. As a matter of fact—”
His words ceased as he plunged headfirst into the water. After a tense pause, he righted himself. “Stupid root,” he muttered while shaking the water and mud off.
Lucien roared with laughter, joined by Rowan and Tala and eventually by Corson himself. Only Demetrius remained stone-faced. He studied the area with unconcealed intensity.
“What is it?” Tala asked. The others quieted at the concern in her voice.
“There is no life here. And it is far too silent.”
Tala quickly consulted the shard using her magic. “Our target is moving.”
“Away?” asked Rowan.
“No, closer.”
They each took a few steps backwards while they drew weapons. There was no sound or motion about them in any direction.
“My foot!” shouted Corson.
“The root again?” Demetrius asked while moving toward him.
Corson struggled for a moment, then winced in pain. “Something is tightening around my ankle.” He hacked at the water a few times, his sword losing momentum as it plunged beneath the surface, unable to find or damage what held him.
Suddenly he was down again, this time falling backward as something pulled him under. Before his companions could manage a half-dozen steps in his direction the swamp seemed to explode upward, covering them in water and slick mud. Wiping the grime from their eyes, they sized-up their foe.
It towered some twenty feet tall, an ever-changing thing made of filth and slime, a hill just born that sprouted muddy appendages that formed and then disappeared back into the main body again, roots and vines writhing out of it like vipers. By one of these it held Corson aloft.
For an instant a rudimentary face was there, a gaping, hungry maw and two black eyes that glared at them with bottomless hate. The mouth was gone before they heard the words, a rumble like thunder that said, “All die who come here!”
Lucien was the first to strike, his warblade flashing, cutting wicked grooves in the beast that were gone almost before he finished each stroke. The creature swung Corson at him like a flail, forcing the big goblin to retreat a few paces even as Demetrius and Rowan moved in on its flanks, both slashing away at it with no apparent effect.
Tala loosed two arrows, then lowered the bow slightly as she saw them melt into the creature's body. She nocked another, took careful aim and let fly.
The arrow found its mark, slicing the vine that held Corson, sending him headfirst into the swamp. He came up sputtering, grasping blindly for his sword in the murky water around him.
The creature struck at them with the vines, using them like whips, forcing its attackers to flinch but doing little real damage. It was simply a momentary diversion, but it was effective. Behind the three standing enemies now closest at hand, it had snaked other vines, which probed upward, searching for the necks of its prey.
Lucien wore no cloak, and felt the vine moving up his back in time to whirl about and hack it to pieces with his warblade. Demetrius and Rowan were not as fortunate, both grabbed in a vise-like, strangling grip and then pulled under water for good measure.
Corson, his muddy sword now in his hand, joined Lucien in racing to the aid of their fallen comrades. Tala looked for a good target for her bow, but found none.
The beast added a new assault, beating at Lucien with fists of mud, which protruded from its body in lightning-quick jabs, then withdrew, only to come again from a different angle. The sheer weight and speed of the blows bruised the goblin and sent him sprawling backward.
Demetrius managed to right himself and find purchase on the vine that held him. He hacked once, futilely, then freed himself with a second slash of his sword. He fell back, pulling the end of the severed vine off his neck and gasping for air.
Corson veered away from Demetrius upon seeing this and headed for where Rowan had been pulled under. He spotted a leg kicking above the swamp’s surface, then charged forward. He dodged three mud punches, his agility of more advantage than the goblin’s strength had been. He got an arm under Rowan and managed to lift his head out of the water, but before he could attack the vine that held Rowan a blow from the creature caught him on the side, an audible crack from a breaking rib punctuating the force of the blow.
Rowan reached feebly for the vine that held him, the world starting to go black. His hands went slack, his sword falling from one while the other gave up searching for the vine. He started to topple forward.
Tala finally had her target, her arrow flying true and severing the cord that bound Rowan to the beast. It was not enough to keep him from dropping face first into the water.
Demetrius, recovering now, grabbed him by the waist and hauled him up and back. He yanked the restrictive remains of the vine from Rowan’s throat, and thought he felt a faint breath leave Rowan’s mouth. Then the beast, literally, was upon them.
It had charged forward, covering ground faster than its enemies could retreat here in its swampy home. Tala’s position was far enough in the rear that she remained clear, and Lucien had been driven in another direction by the muddy punches, but Demetrius, Rowan, and Corson were swallowed up inside the thing’s ever-changing, boggy torso. The monster distorted here and there, keeping its flailing victims completely enclosed.
Lucien drew back his blade as if to strike, then stopped himself, realizing that he would do more damage to his companions than the creature with his warblade. With a scream of rage he plunged forward, reaching into the creature, hoping to grab one of the three held within.
“Back, Lucien, or it will have you as well!” Tala shouted.
He lunged away, just avoiding the fate she had described. The swamp monster advanced toward them, but more slowly, needing to keep the others contained.
“Ready your blade,” Tala said, her face grim, then slowly relaxing as she closed her eyes. Her lips moved, mouthing ancient words.
The swamp beast came at her, ignoring Lucien, who stood to one side, poised to attack. It sent a hammer-like column of mud at Tala, which slowed and then hung in place mere inches from Tala’s serene face.
“Now Lucien!” she cried.
The goblin struck the protrusion, his blade slicing through and sending it falling into the swamp. The creature howled, whether in anger or pain it was impossible to tell.
It lunged at Tala, as fast as it had moved earlier. The quickness of the motion freed the three men it had held, its focus on the one it now feared.
She spoke words again, only a whisper, bringing the full power of the spell to bear on the creature. She remained in place, eyes closed again, all her concentration on the spell. She could not retreat and attack at the same time.
It was a simple race between beast and sorceress. To Lucien, the moment stretched out as he watched the drama unfold before him, unable to act until one of the combatants prevailed over the other. But it was only a moment, for that was all the time that Tala had.
Lucien could see it, the hardening of the monster’s body, the solidifying that would allow his warblade to damage the creature again. He moved swiftly, unsure how long she could hold on, raining one crushing blow after another upon it.
Where the blade fell, the creature’s body remained gouged. As slices crossed in its foul flesh, pieces of it fell away, dropping back into the swamp from which the monster had been formed.
Like an experienced lumberjack felling a tree, Lucien bore down upon his task, forming a wedge in the thing’s side and then working the opening.
“Hurry,” Tala whispered. She struggled to remain upright.
Lucien could go no faster, but his work was efficient. Chunks continued to slough off the beast. Demetrius joined him, having regained his senses enough to add his sword to the effort.
Muddy water began to seep from the wound like blood. They reached the thing’s breaking point, a soft creak indicating the beast was ready to topple.
They leapt away after each took one last murderous swing at the monster. The top half of it leaned toward them, closing the gouge they had carved, but extending a tear completely across its body. The top continued on, falling with a splash and covering them anew with mud and foul water. Both halves began to melt away, and after a few seconds it was gone from sight, the surface of the swamp growing still.
The silence was broken only by their ragged breathing. Rowan’s exhales had a hollow rasp, and he and Corson appeared to be propping each other up. Tala fell to her knees, exhausted, her chin just above the water’s surface. Lucien lifted her with a muscular arm.
“Is it gone?” Demetrius asked.
“Yes,” Tala said in a barely audible voice. She spoke to Lucien. “Take me to where it fell.”
She still held the shard in a trembling hand, and now she summoned something from the small reserve of energy she had left. With her other hand she reached beneath the surface of the swamp. “Let me go,” she told the goblin.
Lucien hesitated, then saw the steel had not left her gray eyes, regardless of how much strength had fled her body. He did as he was asked, and she slid beneath the surface, sinking from sight just as the creature had done.
They waited in agonized silence, even their breathing held in check. Time slowed, the seconds stretching out.
Demetrius was the first to speak. “Pull her up Lucien, she—”
Rowan held up a hand. “Hold,” he commanded in a rasping voice.
A delicate, clenched fist flopped weakly from the water. Lucien grabbed it immediately and yanked Tala up.
She took several breaths to steady herself before she managed to lift her hands and open them for the others to see. In each was a piece of the Soul Sphere.
“Well, that was easy,” said Corson, grabbing at his side as a jolt of pain hit him.
“We need to find somewhere to rest and heal,” said Demetrius.
“Swamp not good,” said Lucien. He lifted Tala, and she hung limp in his arms, no protest issuing from her lips. “I carry her.”
They decided to go back roughly south, not knowing where the next shard might be and Tala far too weak to divine its location. None of them wanted to adventure further north into the parts of the swamp they did not know.
“Food’s gone,” said Corson. “As is the water.”
“Nothing we can do about that now,” Demetrius replied. He looked at Corson and Rowan. “We do need to be armed. We should try to find your weapons.”
“Look fast,” Lucien said. “Want to be far away by night.”
No one argued the point.
*          *          *
They managed to collect both swords and find Corson’s bow, although it was broken and he tossed it away. They covered several miles before darkness fell, and were grateful for a few close patches of solid ground upon which they could sleep. They were wet, cold, tired, and hungry, and in desperate need of baths, but they were alive and for that each gave thanks in their own way.
Of their physical injuries Corson’s broken ribs were the worst, and even that was far from life-threatening. Rowan pulled at his shirt and rubbed his neck from time to time, but his near strangulation would soon be reduced to no more than a memory. Tala was exhausted from her deep use of magic, but she told them she would be well enough to travel on her own in the morning. Lucien and Demetrius were bruised—nothing more.
Rowan knelt beside Corson, who rested against the gnarled root of a tall tree. “I might be able to help.” He met Corson’s eyes while he touched his shirt, then pulled it up to look at the injury after he received a nod of approval. A deep purple blotch marked the spot sufficiently, even in the fading light. Gently, Rowan placed his hand on the ribs, and then closed his eyes to focus. Healing power flowed from one man to the other.
“It’s better,” Corson said when he was done. “Thank you.”
“I only wish I could do more. It is not healed by any stretch of the imagination. You must be careful. I would suggest packing it in cold mud, but given our present state, I’m not sure it would matter.”
Corson laughed, then winced. The injury was causing less discomfort, but Rowan was right, it wasn’t healed. “Not sure I’d let you put mud on me right now, anyway. I’ve seen enough of that for one day.”
“Try to get some rest,” Rowan said. He left Corson and went to where Demetrius and Lucien were huddled, speaking quietly.
Demetrius raised an eyebrow at his approach. “Do you still deny you are a paladin?”
“I deny nothing. You may think of me any way you wish. I simply prefer to be called ‘Rowan.’ ”
“Then ‘Rowan’ it will remain. And I thank you for helping him. Are you well enough for the watch? Lucien and I will do it if you need rest.”
“I’m fine,” he answered, even as his hand slid toward his throat. He caught himself and forced it down. “I’ll take my turn.”
The night passed slowly, the eerie silence so noticeable that it made them uneasy. More than usual, it was a great relief when morning came.
Tala was correct about her recovery. She stood easily, without wavering, as soon as she awoke. Her face lacked the pale pallor that had come over it yesterday. Noticing the concerned looks of the others, she smiled and reassured them that she was fine.
“What do to monster?” Lucien asked.
“Froze the water in it. A parlor trick when the spell is learned, but a bit more difficult against what we faced yesterday. If it been a bit stronger, or a bit quicker…” Her words trailed off as she pondered what might have been. “No matter. It is over now. We should focus on our next step.”
“Are you strong enough to find the next piece of the Sphere?” Rowan asked.
She looked almost embarrassed. “Better to wait another day. I fear you may have to carry me again if I cast another spell so soon. Have we traveled back the way we came?”
“In general, yes.”
“Then we should keep on until we exit the swamp. Even if we need to move north again, we’ll make better time over solid ground, and we’ll need supplies.”
“What of the pieces we have?” asked Demetrius.
Tala reached into the pouch on her belt and a pocket in her pants, removing a piece of the Soul Sphere from each. She held them before her, as if weighing one against the other. “I am of two minds about these,” she stated.
“How so?”
“I would like to place them together, to be certain they will re-assemble and heal, as legend says they will. But I also would like us to keep the pieces separate as much as we can, perhaps even have different people carry them.”
“In case something happens to one of us?”
“In part. What I really fear is drawing the attention of the Dark One.”
Rowan frowned at that. “He would know if we re-formed two of the shards?”
Tala shrugged. “I do not know. Nor do I know if or when he may find that we killed one of his pets. He may know nothing, or he may already be sending his minions this way.”
“That’s comforting,” Corson said, as he joined the others in looking at the surrounding terrain and the sky above, as if Tala’s words were notes of impending doom.
“I say we put them together,” Demetrius said. “Before we face another test like the one we just had, I’d like to know the Sphere can be renewed.”
“Agree,” Lucien said. “I will die if I must to defeat Solek, but not want to die for nothing.”
Tala still hesitated.
“We will draw his attention soon enough, I fear,” Rowan said. “Perhaps we can give him a reason to fear us as well.”
Tala’s gaze turned to Corson. She wanted them all in one accord.
“If it works,” Corson said, “maybe I can convince my ribs that it was worth the pain.”
“Very well,” she sighed. She studied the piece in her left hand a moment, spun it around to line up with the one she held in her right, and then cautiously brought them together.
The pale green glow that emanated from them increased and faded as they were drawn together, like a softly strumming heartbeat. As the two shards came together a brighter light illuminated the crack where they met, a yellow shimmer that blazed from inside both halves of the crystal. For an instant the crack shone as if the sun were behind it trying to peek through. When the moment passed, Tala studied the new object carefully. She tried to pull it apart, to bend it, to break it or twist it, but it resisted all such efforts. “It is one piece now, with no sign that there was ever a break.”
They took a brief moment to congratulate themselves and wonder over it, and to give thanks. It was Demetrius whose face fell first.
“So small still…” He had not intended the others to hear, but they did. He went on, sorry that he had attracted their attention. “The two combined make little more than a third of a hemisphere.”
“Closer to a quarter,” Corson said.
“We do not know the size of the other pieces,” Tala told them, hoping to lift their spirits. “And the lost shard King Rodaan had is said by legend to be the smallest.”
“It is of no consequence,” Demetrius said, trying to sound more cheerful than he felt. “We have had luck and success so far. It is only a matter of how much more success we need to have.”
“And how long until Solek doomed,” agreed Lucien.



 
 
Chapter 3: Under the Mountain
 
Two days later morning broke colder than any since they had set out, a harbinger of winter’s approach, still some sixty days away. While they were still a mess to behold, they had escaped the swamp, and had been able to catch some small game and find a few streams that provided drinkable water.
“It is time,” Tala said, responding to the unasked question on each of their minds. Without another word she walked apart from the others, taking out the Sphere piece and settling into a meditative state.
The others let her have her distance, but they watched intently, worrying over the occasional grimace that crossed her face. Whether these pained instances were from an effort of concentration or a foreboding of what they might face next, they did not know, nor would they ask.
Once finished she rose, her legs unsteady beneath her. Demetrius was nearest and lent her an arm.
“I will be fine in a moment,” she said. “Perhaps I had not recovered from the battle with the swamp beast as completely as I thought.”
They waited patiently while she composed herself. “We must travel next to the Stone Mountains, west of High Point, but not as far as Steeple Rock.”
“Corindor,” said Demetrius, glancing at Corson. “Our home.”
“What is the best way to travel there?” asked Rowan.
“I would go west from here to the Snake’s Tongue River, then follow it north to High Point. There is a decent road from High Point to Steeple Rock, so we can use that as far as possible. This is all assuming the Dead Legion allows us to travel in the open.”
“Good way to start,” said Lucien.
They reached the Snake’s Tongue three days later, having accepted the hospitality of a few of the farmers that remained in the sparsely populated area. They had cleaned themselves and their clothes as best they could, now had enough food and water to last a week or more if they were careful with it, and some extra clothing and blankets to fight off the biting wind that swept down from the north. Of the events elsewhere in the world they heard little—rumors of the Dead Legion overwhelming all of southern Corindor, and attacks in the Westerland and Lorgras. The land here seemed reasonably healthy and the locals had not been harassed. Some were dismissive of the rumors and wary of the travelers, eyeing Lucien with undisguised distrust or fear, but others were more in touch with what was happening and realized that even in these areas distant from civilization they would not remain safe forever.
A farmer who had identified himself as Toppin listened to their story with a stony expression but had offered them shelter and a meal. In the morning he had surprised them with a gift—a strong, black colt. “He’ll carry one of you, or your supplies,” he said simply. “Sorry I don’t have much else to give.”
“You have given much,” Demetrius told him.
“Might as well give it those who mean well. I see your weapons, and I know you could take the horse and more—not that I’m saying you would. You seem honest enough. My boys went off to join Rodaan’s army two years back, and I see two of you wearing the colors, and I...” He took a moment to compose himself. “I figure the best chance of seeing them again is by helping to fight the Dark One. I’m not much with a sword, but I’m guessing you are, and the horse will help you get where you’re going, that’s all.”
They traveled northeast, following the river, which flowed swiftly in the other direction. Demetrius and Corson had told them boats would do them little good—not that they had easy access to such transportation—and they were proven correct.
Lucien eyed the river as they turned north, guessing it was a quarter mile across. “To cross, where is bridge or ford?”
“The bridge at High Point is the only true bridge,” said Corson. “There are a few places where one can get across using rocks and only be soaked to the waist.”
“And closer to High Point there are traders who could shuttle us across on rafts or small barges,” Demetrius added.
Rowan pondered this information. “Well, we could swim if we had to.”
Demetrius laughed. “I can tell you’re a military man. Worried about being caught in the open with your back to a river.”
“And badly outnumbered if it’s the Legion doing the catching.”
“Not good to swim,” Lucien said, his words hard-edged. “Current too fast.”
“Let’s hope it’s an option we’re not forced to consider,” said Demetrius.
The next two days passed easily, the aches and exhaustion from their time in the swamp starting to fade, even Corson’s rib healing nicely. The weather was kind, cold but clear. They traveled mostly in silence, their eyes searching for threats that might materialize at any time, their thoughts straying to what might be happening elsewhere. It was hardest on Corson and Demetrius, who walked in their own land but who were still far away from where their comrades in arms had last been—far to the south.
Like an ill omen, deep gray clouds filled the sky on the third day of their journey along the Snake’s Tongue. They had not gone far when the land began to change again, the colors washed out, just as they had seen in Delving. Rowan asked about it, to be certain the others were seeing what he did.
“It is wrong here,” Demetrius confirmed, “as if the land is sick. The Dark One’s foul magic, no doubt.”
“Must be careful,” said Lucien. “If Legion came this way, we may find them.”
“Or they us,” Corson added.
They approached High Point near dusk, the world darkening as the sun, hidden still behind clouds, set behind the Stone Mountains, which formed the city’s backdrop. A few lanterns were visible, indicating the city was still inhabited, at least to some extent. Demetrius and Corson studied the city while the others gathered around them.
“What do you think?” Tala asked.
“I haven’t been here in years,” said Demetrius. “But the city has been attacked, as you can all see—the wall was breached and some of the buildings are ruined. The repaired breach tells me two things: the Dead are gone, as they have no need for a walled city, and whoever remains was either hurried or unskilled in the repair.”
“It is poorly done,” Rowan agreed.
“It might be best if Corson and I approach alone, not knowing who is there or how they might react to those not from Corindor. I’m not even certain we will receive a warm welcome, even if these are our kinsmen.”
“Not like me, I understand,” said Lucien. “But why you?”
“I see no watch, nor guards posted at the gate. If the soldiers are gone, anyone could be running the city.”
“And whoever is there,” said Corson, “whether friend or not in times of peace, will be afraid and on edge.”
“We will wait here,” said Tala. “Be careful.”
“We can camp out of sight of the walls if need be,” said Rowan. “If you cannot return tonight, we will plan to meet you here in the morning.”
“Be certain to say nothing of the Sphere,” Tala added. “Best we keep our mission to ourselves as much as we can.”
Demetrius indicated that he understood. “I hope to gain us all a bed and a hot meal. We’ll return as soon as we can.”
Corson and Demetrius approached High Point slowly, keeping in plain view and waiting for a challenge that did not come. Closer, they could see where the wall had been damaged from hurled rocks and scarred by scaling ladders. The repaired breach was no more than a rough pile of stones—easily scaled but perhaps slowing a small force enough that they could be held for a time. The wooden gate had been patched back together as well, new wood mixed with old, ill-fitting timber that left gaps wide enough to see through—or to fire an arrow through.
“Keep your cloak wrapped around you to conceal your uniform, at least for now,” Demetrius warned. He stepped forward and rapped on the gate.
“Who’s there?” demanded a gruff voice.
“Travelers seeking shelter for the night,” Demetrius replied.
“Travelers, eh? We’ve seen enough of those.”
They waited for more, unsure what response might help and what might do harm.
“Be you friend or foe of King Rodaan?”
Demetrius frowned, forced to show his hand before he wanted to. “Friend,” he responded in a confident tone.
“So you say, so you say,” said the man, clearly not convinced. At least it had been the right answer. 
“We do say it,” said Corson, “and I’ll spit in the eye of the first man who speaks ill of the king.”
“I as well,” the man agreed, warming a bit. “Do you have proof of your allegiance? I don’t like to ask, prefer to take a man at his word, but these are hard times, and if I was to open the gate for the wrong sort of folk...”
“I understand,” said Demetrius, opening his cloak so his uniform showed. “I served the king in Mill Harbor. My name is Demetrius. Corson here did the same.”
“And why be you in the north, then?”
Demetrius sighed heavily. “King Rodaan is dead.”
The man uttered an oath and spat on the ground.
“We seek allies in the north,” Demetrius continued, “in order to battle Solek.”
“Well enough,” the man said. “We could use the help here. Elsewhere too, it sounds like.”
Demetrius nodded. “What happened here?”
“The Dead Legion struck about ten days ago. We held on as long as we could, which was only a few hours. Those who escaped fled towards Steeple Rock—most of the surviving garrison and a few townsfolk—or took to the hills. Once the Dead gave pursuit to the west, we retook the city. If they come back, the Dead I mean, we’ll not be able to resist them.”
“They took Mill Harbor as well, and perhaps Port Hydleton and Port Charles by now. That is why we need allies from other kingdoms to have any chance against them.”
“Aye,” the man said. “Well, hold on a second.” They heard a grunt of effort, then rough wood rubbing against rough wood. The gate swung open just enough to allow them to enter. “Come on in.”
As they stepped inside they saw a semi-circle of dirty, poorly-clothed men, all of whom stood ready with swords or bows. The fact that they were armed and easily outnumbered the newcomers did little to hide the fear apparent on their faces. Seeing that Demetrius and Corson apparently meant them no harm, they relaxed a bit, but they kept their distance and their weapons prepared.
The man to whom they had been speaking wore a slightly embarrassed smile. “Can’t be too careful. My name’s Gleeson, by the way. I’ll take you to Jon. He’s been asked to lead those of us who are still here. Doubt we can offer much in the way of help, but he’d be the one to say.”
Jon was taking a small meal in an unassuming room in the city hall. He was a big man, a blacksmith by trade with the arms and chest to prove it, and he listened to Gleeson’s introduction of the guests and a short summary of the conversation at the gate with rapt attention. He offered them a seat and asked if they would join him for supper.
“My thanks,” said Demetrius, “but not at the moment. There are others who travel with us. I would like to bring them here before we eat. If that is acceptable to you, of course.”
“These others,” Jon asked, “needed to remain hidden for a time?”
Demetrius nodded. “One is from Delving, another an elf from the Eastern Forest. The third is from the Shadowlands.”
Jon’s eyes grew large and round. “A goblin?”
“Yes. One who has joined our company and our quest to defeat Solek.”
“And,” Corson added, “who has already saved our lives, as has the elf. They are all friends, especially valuable in these dark days. Solek is accomplishing something he perhaps did not intend. He may bring all the races together against him.”
Jon rubbed his face. “You two were wise to come here alone first. The men and women here are good folk, but not trained warriors, and their nerves are on edge. The sight of a goblin approaching the city might have resulted in some unpleasantness. I will make arrangements to have them admitted, and for food and beds for your party. Do you have animals?”
“A single horse,” Demetrius replied
“He shall be fed and stabled then. If you are willing, I would like to share a meal with your group, along with a few others who can speak for us here. If we can be of help, we will.”
“Your hospitality and company would be welcome.”
“I’ll go back for the others,” Corson said.
“Very well,” said Jon. “I’ll accompany you to the gate, and see to it that Gleeson has your group quietly admitted and taken to shelter. Even so, you might want to have your green friend…he is green, isn’t he?”
Demetrius laughed softly. “He is.”
“I’ve never actually seen a goblin, just heard stories. Anyway, you might want to have him wrap himself in a cloak, so as to avoid any unnecessary disturbance. The falling dark will provide added cover.”
Forty minutes later the travelers were seated before a humble meal, joined by Jon and a sort of town council comprised of a man and two women. While Lucien got more than his share of curious and sometimes frightened looks, Tala was a rarity for these people as well. There were little more than uneasy pleasantries being exchanged when the food was first served, but by the end of the meal some of the tension had drained from the townsfolk. 
As the dishes were cleared, Jon lit a pipe and leaned forward over the table. “So, Gleeson said you were traveling north to seek allies in the battle against the Dark One and his forces.”
Demetrius confirmed that this was the case.
“I have heard,” Jon continued, “that the Dead have struck in all the kingdoms. If that is so, there is little help to be had, I fear.”
“But it is also why we must try,” Tala said. “Only by fighting together can we hope to win. Even so, as you hint at, our fate may already be sealed…”
“Surely not the elves as well,” said a woman known as Kalinda. “I have heard your people have powerful magic that can hide your city.”
“For a time, perhaps. But hiding is not the same as living. And our land will suffer as yours does. The Dark One’s reach extends to us as well.”
The townspeople were asked about the attack of the Dead Legion and the defense of the city. The host assaulting High Point had been a large one.
“Dwarven dead as well as men,” said Jon. “You could tell from their size and their build, and from the axes they wielded all too well. We were no match for the army that struck, and they city fell rapidly. Some of the soldiers resisted to the last. Brave, but with ill results.” He eyed Corson and Demetrius, but fell silent.
“They are part of the Legion now,” Demetrius said, speaking aloud what Jon held back. “And are now fighting against their own people. They even wear the colors of the king. It is a cruel trick that such a fate awaits the Legion’s victims if they are not properly…prepared for final rest.”
Jon met Demetrius’ eyes, then ventured a question. “The king?”
“He is not with them.” 
“That is good. There is little else to be pleased about, other than the fact that we still have our own lives.”
*          *          *
They rose well before dawn the next day and were escorted by Jon himself through the city and to the bridge beyond, which crossed the Snake’s Tongue. “Your packs have been filled with food and your canteens replenished. I wish you well in your journey.”
They thanked him and crossed the long stone bridge, which showed evidence of a failed attempt to destroy it, likely by the fleeing Corindors. The road was wide and paved with stone, and made for easy traveling. Tala had consulted the Sphere piece as soon as they were out of sight of the city, and indicated that they could stay on the road at least for a day.
The Stone Mountains loomed up to the north, cold, gray and forbidding in the pale morning light. They formed a natural barrier along much of the northern border of Delving and Corindor, with the Westerland lying on the other side. Even though the range ran nearly six hundred miles, there were no easy passes, and the range was rarely crossed—travelers made the long journey around the eastern or western ends of the range if they wanted to reach destinations beyond. The biting wind that swept down from the snow-capped peaks only reinforced the hostile nature of the mountains.
As they sheltered in a small grove of trees that evening, Corson chewed without enthusiasm on a piece of dried meat that he had warmed over the small fire they had allowed themselves. “Why is it our nature,” he said with a sigh, “to have so little appreciation for what we have?”
“What mean?” asked Lucien.
“I’m sitting here thinking how much I would love to have a simple bowl of stew, or a mug of ale. But I thought little of these when I had them…and little of what we have now.” He looked at the withered meat and smiled ruefully. “Will I dream of having such fare as this in days to come?”
“Only days ago,” said Tala, “we had no food at all. That may indeed happen again.”
“Exactly. So is that just human nature, or am I an ungrateful sot?”
They all laughed, and Demetrius added that though he had had the same sort of thoughts, Corson was, in fact “ ‘an ungrateful sot’ if not worse.”
“I wouldn’t call it ‘human’ nature,” said Tala. “I am no less guilty.”
“I same,” added Lucien.
“How about you, Rowan?” asked Demetrius. “I’ve seen you thank the Savior before meals that were less than this one. A habit?”
Rowan wore a wan smile. “More often than it should be, I suppose. But I do try to be thankful for what I am given. We may have to search hard at times like these, but there are always things to be thankful for. If not our lives, then a small meal, a cloak to fight off the cold…” He paused looking at each of them in turn. “Or friends for the journey.”
“Friends are always worth giving thanks for,” Tala agreed.
“Even the ugly ones,” added Corson while giving Lucien a hearty pat on the back.
“I thankful we have someone here to be food if we need it,” Lucien replied, giving Corson a toothy smile.
Corson swallowed with feigned nervousness. “I thought stories of goblins eating people were just that—stories.”
Lucien ran his tongue over his teeth, then rolled over to go to sleep.
“Very funny,” Corson said to the goblin’s back.
Around mid-afternoon the next day, Tala called the group to a stop just after Corson had commented that they seemed to be making good progress. “I knew I should have kept my mouth shut,” he grumbled to himself.
“We should start heading north now,” she informed them.
Rowan led the way off the road and toward the looming mountains. “Keep an eye out for any openings or paths up,” he called back over his shoulder. “It would be good if we could keep the horse.”
No one disagreed, but from the look of the mountains, no one held out much hope for that either.
They reached the foothills just before dark and set up camp. The night passed quietly. With the coming of dawn they studied the terrain ahead and Tala consulted the Sphere piece.
“We need to go a bit more west before going up. If we’re lucky we’ll find a trail.”
They had no luck finding any signs of previous human passage up the gray stone hills, but decided a spot where the grass extended up a gentler rise—they had become used to rubble and larger rocks—was as good an entry point as they could hope to find. Even then, it was not long before the slope became a burden that slowed them.
Rowan and Demetrius had the lead and would stop from time to time to study the ground, trying to plan ahead as much as possible so they could avoid backtracking. At a particularly difficult spot they proposed breaking for lunch, but even the extended time did not yield a good plan for moving on. They asked Tala to take her bearings again, and when she reported that they needed to keep moving in the same direction, the two men exchanged disappointed looks.
“There are decent hand and footholds ahead,” Demetrius said, “but nowhere for a horse to go. Let’s take what provisions we can. We’ll have to let him go.”
After taking a moment to study the climb before them, as well as the lay of the land to the west and east, they began to relieve the horse of its burdens. Corson whispered a kind word in his ear and gave him a gentle swat on the hindquarters, then watched as he fled down the hill and turned east—back towards what he thought of as home.
They camped on the mountain that evening, estimating they were a quarter of the way up its sloping face. They found a small recess that shielded them from the worst of the wind, but knew they would have little success lighting and sustaining a fire.
“It’s fortunate it’s not the heart of winter yet,” said Demetrius as the group huddled together for warmth. “It would be hard to pass the night without a fire if it were much colder.”
In response the group simply pulled closer to one another, hoping to share what little heat their bodies held.
As frigid as they were, it was hard to determine if the next day’s cold was worse, but clouds that matched the gray color of the mountain moved in, and snow began to gently drift down from the leaden sky.
The progress they made was slow, each step taken with caution. As the day wore on, the elements worsened and the battle against them became more personal, a driving wind blowing snow into their faces, stinging cheeks and eyes. They spoke little, and when they did, the words were carried away more often than not by the gusting wind.
Aching muscles and rumbling stomachs begged for rest, but they pressed on, hoping for shelter or at least to shorten the ordeal as much as possible. Finding a ledge that yielded a decent foothold, Tala paused to consult the Sphere. She frowned at what she learned.
“What’s wrong?” Demetrius shouted over the gale.
“We have ascended above where we need to be. I think we need to go into the mountain somehow.”
“Are you sure it’s not on the other side?”
“It is not. It is almost directly below us. It is under the rock we stand on. We need to look for an entrance.”
“I’ve been looking. We’ve all been looking. I’ve found nothing.”
“I know. But we need to keep searching. We should spread out; some go higher, others east or west.”
Two bone-chilling hours later Corson called out, grimacing as he did so due to his still-tender ribs. “I’ve found something. An opening with a warm draft of air coming out.”
Whether it was the right way or not, the promise of warmth drew them all quickly inside. A small outcropping of rock hid a vertical opening not much wider than a man. The hole was visible only to someone standing right in front of it.
Inside a passage was rough-hewn out of the rock. They could walk two abreast if they desired, and it was high enough that even Lucien could pass without stooping. “If dwarves did this,” said Rowan, “they did it for something other than their own use. They rarely carve their access tunnels larger than what they need in order to pass through them themselves.”
The dim light of the snowy day faded quickly once they were inside, forcing them to light one of the few torches they had.
“I can cast a light spell if we need it,” Tala said. “But I’d prefer to save my strength for what lies ahead.”
Recalling the battle in the swamp, no one questioned the wisdom of that decision.
The tunnel wound slowly down and to the left, making it difficult to see more than a few steps ahead even with the torch. They proceeded with weapons at the ready and cringed at the subtle echo of their own footfalls, fearful they were announcing themselves to whatever might be waiting before them.
“Steps,” Demetrius said, lowering the torch to waist level to make them more visible. The stairs were as rough and uneven as the walls, and continued the downward spiral of the passage.
The steps ended in a flat section of tunnel that covered twenty feet, and then another set of steps began. Behind them the darkness closed like water over the head of a drowning man.
At the bottom of the second stair the tunnel was more polished, and reflected in the stone was a dull red light. As they neared the foot of the stair they could also hear scuttling noises in the distance. Demetrius extinguished the torch.
Around the bend he peered into a large chamber. Before them was a small platform of stone, placed to overlook the room. The place was circular, several hundred feet in diameter, and in the center was an open pit, out of which the glow emanated. The light was not bright, but was sufficient to chase the darkness from the room. Across the chamber were two other platforms with access ramps, each leading to a tunnel similar to the one from which they had emerged.
The scuttling noise was more apparent in the large room, but clearly distant, coming from one of the tunnels or perhaps the pit. Whether the noise moved toward them or away, they could not tell.
They took up positions on the platform, keeping low with weapons drawn. New sounds reached them now—the ring of metal on stone, and worse, the sounds of human shouts, some war cries, some of pain and death.
They fought the urge to run toward the sound of battle, Demetrius and Rowan giving silent warning to Lucien, who started forward at the noise. Instead they moved down the ramp in good order and started around to the nearest tunnel, keeping their backs to the chamber wall for maximum protection.
When they were halfway to the next tunnel, the noises suddenly stopped. Then, like a building ocean wave, the sound of thousands of scurrying, chitinous feet grew.
“Crogs!” Rowan shouted as the creatures poured forth from the tunnel. They were no more than a foot high and a foot long, six clawed feet propelling a cylindrical body whose purpose seemed to be to transport a set of sharp, needle-like teeth. They were fast, and clung to the walls as easily as they moved along the floor. Their dark gray bodies were difficult to see against the stone, which appeared to undulate with movement as the crogs covered it.
The party drew into a circle and began to slash furiously with their blades as the creatures tried to swarm over them. Individual crogs were easily dispatched, but their numbers and speed made them formidable opponents. Tala’s bow was rendered useless, and she was reduced to batting them away. Their attack was so swift that she was unable to reach the level of concentration required to call upon her magic, although she wasn’t sure her spells would do much good against the small beasts.
Dead crogs lay thick about their feet, but the living simply scrambled over the fallen and continued to strike. Swords slowed as arms began to grow weary, and blood began to well up from puncture wounds inflicted by crog teeth.
“Are they poisonous?” Corson asked, while a swift stroke of his blade sliced through two of the creatures.
“No,” Rowan replied. “But if you fall beneath them you will not rise again. Keep your feet at all costs.”
Crogs dropped from the ceiling, trying surprise and having some success, distracting and confusing the adventurers, and sometimes finding purchase to snap with their vicious teeth. One clamped onto the back of Demetrius’ neck, and he yelled out in pain. 
Lucien sliced through it cleanly with his warblade, then turned back to the work in front of him in one smooth motion. “They quick, but weak,” he observed.
The crogs backed away, perhaps noting that their numbers had been reduced greatly and that their opponents, though bloodied, still stood resolutely before them. Individual creatures lunged to attack, but were easily brought down. For a moment, a haunting silence fell, broken only by the soft clicking of hungry teeth.
“What holds them back?” asked Rowan. “Crogs are not known to—”
A guttural noise emanated from the pit, the low angry growl of some new monstrosity. The red light flickered as it was interrupted now and then by the shadowy passage of something rising from the depths.
With a belligerent roar it flung itself from the pit. It stood twice the height of any of the awestruck adventurers before it. Glistening black scales covered a body that was roughly human in shape, but the head was all sharp angels and long horns. Huge, membranous wings flared out behind it, and in one clawed hand it held a black metal staff topped with a ruby jewel. It glared at them with bottomless black eyes.
“Pit demon,” Corson breathed. “Never thought to see one. Kind of reminds me of Lucien, though. Maybe a big brother.”
The demon let out a yell of challenge while the crogs skittered into the background, willing to wait out of the way for the sizable meal they expected was coming.
It swung first at Rowan, striking with shocking speed and strength. Rowan brought his weapon up to parry the blow, the blade glowing white with some internal power. The parry was effective, but the force behind the attack buckled Rowan’s knees. He recovered in time to lunge away from a second strike, while the others tried to flank the demon.
Tala took aim at an eye and loosed an arrow, but the thing was too quick, easily batting it aside, then lunging at her before she could ready a second shot. Seeing the speed of its advance, she held her ground as if to engage in hand-to-hand combat, then ducked and rolled through its legs as it brought its staff down, and finally scrambling clear before it could react to her move.
Lucien and Demetrius took advantage of the demon’s momentary imbalance, each striking at one side of the monster. Forced to choose, the demon parried Lucien’s warblade and twisted away from Demetrius’ sword, but only with moderate success. A small wound opened in its side, black blood bubbling slowly out.
The demon let out a roar of primal rage, wildly swinging its staff in Demetrius’ direction. The big man ducked the blow, but Corson and Rowan, who were charging into the fray, were both caught by the staff, and were flung back, arms and legs flailing, weapons clanging against the stone floor.
Lucien connected with his warblade, catching part of a wing and striking a glancing blow to its back. The demon spun, more under control now, and thrust the jeweled end of its staff directly at the goblin’s torso. Lucien could offer only a weak parry, lessening but not eliminating the impact of the staff on his chest. With a grunt of expelled air he was sent sprawling backward. Scrambling to his feet, Lucien took a quick glance at the crogs, relieved that they still waited at the edge of the battle, unwilling to touch the demon’s prey. He shuddered at the thought of what might have befallen him and his companions had the crogs been in attack mode at the same time the five battled the demon.
The monster pressed forward again, oblivious or unconcerned that by doing so it allowed its opponents to gain flanking and rear positions. Given a choice, it again chose Rowan, and Lucien noted for the first time the white glow being cast by Rowan’s blade increased in intensity as the demon approached the Delvishman.
Rowan dodged two overhead blows from the demon’s staff, but was being forced back. Demetrius tried his luck at striking at a leg from behind, but the creature slammed the butt end of the staff backward into Demetrius’ stomach, forcing him to give ground. Feeling his feet beginning to lose their purchase on the floor, Demetrius flung out his hands to try to regain his balance, and peering over his shoulder, he saw he was precariously balanced on the edge of the pit. For an instant he hung there, looking down, gazing into the fiery red glow that came from depths beyond seeing, and then he felt his balance go completely. As he started to fall, a hand took a firm grip on his forearm.
Corson pulled his friend back to safety, but in doing so he had turned his back on the demon. Sensing an opportunity, the dark creature moved to push both Corindors into the pit. Seeing what was happening, Rowan let out a yell and swung at the beast, less to harm it than to draw its attention. Nevertheless, his sword bit into the flesh of its arm, the white shimmer of the weapon standing in stark contrast to the demon’s black, scaly hide.
Now, indeed, Rowan had the creature’s full attention and it charged. Ignoring an arrow from Tala that clicked feebly against its side, it rained one blow after another at Rowan, who could do no more than try to ward them off. He staggered back until the chamber wall forced an end to his retreat.
Rowan held his sword above his head, but was driven down by the endless blows of the staff. He was given a brief respite only once, when the demon whirled to fend off a charge from the others, but it held its ground, looking for a few uninterrupted seconds to finish its work.
The staff slammed down again, ringing against the steel of Rowan’s blade. Again the rod flew down, the ruby jewel a red blur. The sword did not come out of Rowan’s hand, but his grip was weakened, and the blade dipped toward the floor. The path was clear for a killing blow.
The demon reared back, ready to put all its strength, its malice, its hatred into the final smashing strike. Rowan detected unexpected movement out of the corner of his eye. A flash of silver split the air above him.
The demon paused, unsure what had happened. A large spear protruded from its chest, the point exiting its back and sending a splash of thick blood onto the floor. 
Rowan stood quickly, righting his blade and driving it under the demon’s breastplate, hoping to find its wretched heart. It dropped its staff, but flung a clawed hand up to grip Rowan by the throat and lift him off the ground, ignoring the fact that the motion drove the sword even further into its own body.
It pulled Rowan close, teeth bared, sulfurous breath coming out of its open mouth in ragged gasps. It fell to one knee but tightened its grip, wanting to take Rowan with it into death.
Rowan could feel the muscles and tendons in his neck compressing, his windpipe constricted but not yet crushed. He gave the sword an ineffective twist, staring all the while into the soulless eyes of his enemy.
Suddenly those eyes and the head that held them were gone, severed by Lucien’s warblade. For a moment all was still, then the demon’s body crumpled to the ground, its grip finally slackening enough for Rowan to pull himself free.
The crogs were quick to react, fleeing down the far tunnel. Hungry and vicious as they might be, they had no interest in taking on any group that could kill their dark master. There was easier prey to be had.
Once the small carnivores had fled, attention turned to the wielder of the spear that had begun the demon’s undoing. She slumped against the wall of the tunnel from which the crogs had entered the chamber. Powerfully built and nearly as tall as Lucien, she was instantly recognizable as one of the warriors of Lorgras, a land in the far north of Arkania. Her thick clothes were tattered, and blood flowed freely from dozens of small wounds—it was easy to see that she had encountered the crogs earlier. She tried to stand without support from the wall, failed, and then slid to the ground.
Rowan was first to reach her, ignoring his own injuries. He hesitated for a second, sucking in a short breath as he gazed upon her face. He composed himself quickly. “Be still, lady,” he whispered hoarsely. “You are among friends now.”
She met his eyes for an instant, saw an unspoken message there, and then offered only a weak smile. She tried to speak, but only managed a racking cough.
Rowan placed his hands on her forehead and allowed healing power to flow into her. When he removed his hands they were covered with blood, but the female warrior’s eyes showed renewed strength.
“We will need to clean and bandage your wounds,” he said, “but you will live.”
“Thank you,” she said, trying to rise.
He helped her up. “It is you who deserve my thanks. Your spear saved my life.” He turned to Lucien. “And your blade. I owe you my thanks as well.”
“Live or die together,” Lucien said.
The woman took note of the goblin, and then of the others. To Rowan she said, “You travel with interesting company, paladin.”
“Rowan, my lady.”
“Alexis,” she replied with a quirky smile. The others introduced themselves in turn.
At Rowan’s insistence, Alexis took a bit of water and food while he worked on her wounds, but her focus was on Tala and Demetrius, who had gone to the demon’s body. Demetrius removed Rowan’s sword, which had remained lodged in the creature as it died, and then Alexis’s spear, having to use a foot to hold the body down while he pulled it free.
Tala knelt before the body and closed her eyes as if in prayer. She drew in a steadying breath, then plunged a delicate hand into the entry wound created by the spear. Her eyes remained closed in concentration while she probed, and fortunately her search was a short one. She removed a small object from the demon’s body, and although it was covered in thick gore, everyone in the chamber knew what she had found, even Alexis. Tala wiped it clean as best she could, and with a few whispered words gave it to Demetrius.
“You seek to reassemble the Sphere?” she asked Rowan with a pleased look.
He nodded. “Is that the reason you came to be here as well?”
In reply she pulled a pouch from her belt, one stained with fresh blood. Opening it, she revealed a small piece of the Soul Sphere.
As the others drew near, Alexis began her story. “Our High Queen Alexandra was there when Solek betrayed us all, and both she and King Rodaan were able to escape with small shards of the Sphere.”
“Legend has always held that one shard was taken,” Corson said.
Alexis nodded. “The High Queen and King Rodaan agreed to allow news that a single shard had been saved to spread slowly in Arkania. Solek, in time, would likely realize a piece was missing, but for our peoples such news might give hope in dark days such as these.”
“And by allowing the half-truth that only one shard had been taken,” Demetrius said, “the second shard was further protected.”
“Yes. Solek would want to scatter the pieces, not collect them, so it was hoped he would never discover the reality of what was taken.”
“But how did you come to know this?”
Alexis paused for a moment, then said, “The High Queen found it necessary to confide this in me as I began this quest.”
“Is she well?”
“No one is well these days. But she lives, and still has some vigor in her.” Alexis continued her tale. “So, one piece went north to Lorgras, the other south to Corindor.”
“The second was the piece we began with,” Demetrius told her. “King Rodaan entrusted it to us when he fell to the Dead Legion.”
A haunted look flashed across her face. “I am sorry. Rodaan was a good man and a good king. He will be missed.” She looked at Tala. “I am guessing—hoping actually—that you have the magic.”
“My powers are quite limited, I’m afraid,” Tala said. “But I am able to locate the shards with finding spells.”
“I traveled with a party much like this one—a small group of warriors and a mage. They did not survive the passage into this chamber. We were overrun by crogs, and the tunnel is a poor space in which to fight with weapons such as ours.”
“I’m sorry for your loss,” said Rowan. “We were passing through a separate passage when we heard the sounds of your battle.”
“Then the deaths of my companions may not have been in vain. If you had come later, the crogs would have met you in the tunnels as well.”
“They may yet return,” Rowan noted. “Are you well enough to move?”
“I’m fine,” she replied. She retrieved her spear from Demetrius with a nod of thanks.
As Rowan took his sword, Lucien, remembering the blade’s white glow as they fought the demon, pointed at it and said, “Avenger blade? Few skilled enough to earn them.”
“Or devoted enough to the ways of the Savior,” Corson added.
“What would you have me say, my friends. My blade, and my heart, are at your disposal. And I owe all of you my life. Our cause is just, and I will serve it just as I serve my Lord.”
“And we are grateful for your service,” said Tala, “as well as for your friendship. But now we must choose a direction and be away. If you will give me a moment…”
“Wait,” Alexis said. “There is a piece somewhere in the Garden Valley. If you go to Arna’s Forge, the Dwarf King Meldros could give you leave to travel safely, at least until you reach what guards that shard.”
Rowan looked concerned. “You will not come with us?”
“I insist upon it. But I will not go to Arna’s Forge myself. Meldros and the High Queen have disputed the ownership of the valley for years. Open war has been avoided, but the hostility is real. I will wait outside the city and rejoin you after he has given you leave to pass into the valley.”
“Could we not simply bypass Arna’s Forge?” Corson asked.
“If we are found on dwarven lands, especially near the mountains, and do not have proof of the king’s leave to be there, there will be bloodshed.”
“Then we return through the passage you entered?” Demetrius asked.
“Yes. We will then be in the Westerland. It is only a journey of two days to Arna’s Forge.”
“Two days? You must be a swift and strong runner.”
She smiled. “We left horses with a farmer only a short way from the foot of the mountains. They will speed our journey.”
Tala lit a torch and gave it to Alexis, who led them into the tunnel. She paused only once, among the scant remains of her fallen companions. “Rest well, my friends,” she said softly. “I will greet your souls in the afterworld and sing of your lives in this one.”
 
 
 
 
 



 
 
Chapter 4: Arna’s Forge and Beyond
 
They emerged into the biting cold their bodies had had little time to forget. Beneath them the vast fields of the Westerland stretched in every direction. Northeast the Aetos Mountains were visible, hazy blue-gray giants in the distance. At the western foot of these mountains stood the dwarven stronghold of Arna’s Forge.
“The land does not seem so wounded here,” Tala observed. “The grass is green, the trees show their fall colors…”
“Only for a time will it be so,” Alexis said. “Lorgras is sick, as is most of the Westerland, further west and north. Once Solek turns his eye here, this land will suffer. He will not stop until all is under his dominion.”
“Or until we stop him,” said Demetrius.
They made their way down the mountain, slowed by the angry wind, falling darkness, and their rapidly numbing hands and feet. It was several hours past nightfall when they reached level ground and could at least consider taking their ease.
“How far to the horses?” Rowan asked, while trying to shake the aches and cold away from his limbs.
“An hour perhaps, no more than two,” Alexis answered. “I am hoping we might shelter there for the night. The farmer’s house is small, but there is a stable and a barn that might be of use.”
By the time they arrived they were weary to the bone. The farmer and his wife looked at the group in slack-jawed wonder, no doubt marveling at the sudden changes in Alexis’ company. The farmer appeared to be on the verge of flight, nervously offering his house as shelter while he fought to keep from gawking at Lucien.
 Alexis placed a comforting hand on his arm. “If we could have a bit of food and drink, and be allowed to use the barn, we would be extremely grateful. We would not have you yield your own bed to us.”
The farmer gulped and assented to the request. He didn’t react to the gold coin Alexis pressed into his palm as payment, but rather mumbled about getting a lamp to show them the way. He returned and led them to the barn, keeping his eyes forward at all times, and once they were inside he left the lamp and backed out as quickly as he could.
They each found a place to rest, arranging hay and cloaks into beds of a sort. The farm’s mistress brought food and drink, busying herself laying it out and chattering away about how they “didn’t see many traveling folk here…makes my husband a tad nervous…lots of strange tales about what’s happening in Arkania…” Her eyes remained steadfastly on her work, avoiding even the smallest glance at her guests. She left and pulled the door shut behind her, still talking to herself as she did so.
“You have an interesting effect on the locals,” Corson said to Lucien. “But it seems to get us well fed.” He tore into a piece of meat and grabbed some cheese.
Lucien grunted. “Some day feast at my table. Then well fed.”
Their conversation was limited, the food and drink satisfying their needs and the beds of hay calling to aching bodies. They turned in early and slept well.
Lucien was the first to rise and was sitting on his flattened pile of hay, contemplating what might lie ahead, when the farmer’s wife returned with breakfast. She stepped lightly, trying not to disturb them. When she saw Lucien watching her she let out a gasp and nearly dropped the tray.
“Breakfast,” she said, in a voice that was little more than a squeak.
“Thank you,” he replied.
Her eyes grew large at hearing him speak, and abandoning all decorum, she turned and fled.
Lucien shook his head and laughed his guttural laugh, then woke the others.
They were on their way just after dawn, riding atop strong, white steeds that Alexis and her party had left in the farmer’s care. The farmer and his wife watched them away through a front door that was open only a sliver, and after the travelers had reached the edge of the property the door was closed and bolted against further intrusion.
The sun blazed brightly and the morning was crisp rather than cold, the frost on the grass melting away quickly. They rode over cart paths and fields of tall, thick, green grass, their spirits lifted by this unspoiled terrain.
Demetrius commented on the speed and endurance of the horses, for regardless of how hard Alexis pushed them, they did not seem to weary.
“I hear of Lorgras horses,” Lucien said. “Stories true.”
“We ask much of them,” said Alexis, “but treat them as family. They are much loved in my land.”
A day of fresh, clean air filling their lungs while they passed over healthy fields was enough to revive them further, and for a time they forgot their worries past and present. They slept under stars that shone brilliant in the autumn sky.
“I wonder if I should remain out of the city proper as well,” Tala said to Alexis as they set out the next day. “Dwarves are not known to be overly fond of elves.”
“Or goblins,” Lucien added.
“Nor men,” said Rowan. “They are a private people who do not care for outsiders much. But we must all go, except for Alexis for the reasons she has already stated. We are what we are, and we need to pass into Meldros’ realm—with his approval if it can be gained, without it if we must.”
“And if he takes offense to any or all of us?” Demetrius asked.
“You would be escorted out of the hall,” said Alexis, “and put under the king’s doom, but not harmed unless you dared to return. The dwarves are hospitable in their own way, to a point.”
“They would make powerful allies,” Demetrius pointed out.
“They would, but I do not think Meldros will be swayed to act. He will remain where he is, confident that his walls and towers will protect him from the Dark One’s forces.”
“From what I have seen,” said Demetrius, “there can be no refuge from Solek’s evil.”
They pondered that in silence for a time, and then Tala asked, “Should we show Meldros the Sphere, or tell him of our quest?”
“I fear we must,” said Rowan. “It is well to keep this secret from most that we encounter, but Meldros can greatly aid our cause if he so chooses.”
“And if you were found out in a lie,” Alexis said, “you would have insulted the king in his own hall. Not a wise thing to do under any circumstances.”
Just before the sun reached its zenith, Arna’s Forge came into view. A small collection of buildings stood inside a solid wall of stone built thirty feet high. These buildings were mainly for guests and the dwarven merchants with whom they came to do business. The true majesty of Arna’s Forge was behind the smaller city. Carved directly into the face of the mountain was the King’s Hall. It rose well over two hundred feet, with ornate statues and faces of dwarven heroes and kings of the past decorating much of the façade. Ramparts built for defense were placed strategically in a dozen positions, making any assault against the city a hazardous venture. No army had ever tried to take the city for as far back as memory or historical records could recall.
“It is even more spectacular than the stories tell,” said Corson.
Alexis studied it anew. “The dwarves do have a way with stone,” she admitted. “The interior is even more impressive. It is where most of the dwarves make their homes.”
“So you have been here before,” Demetrius said.
“I have, and I would not be welcome again. See that small grove of trees up ahead? I can wait there with the horses until you return.”
They dismounted and left the horses in Alexis’ care, then proceeded by foot to Arna’s Forge. As they neared the heavy wrought-iron gates of the outer wall, the city took on an even more stunning aspect, rising directly above them so that they needed to tilt their heads well back to see the heights looming above.
The gates were guarded but open. At first the gatekeepers seemed almost casual in their duty, used to the coming and going of men each day to barter with their dwarven counterparts. But once Tala and Lucien were noticed, the dwarves stood at firmer attention, and their captain stepped forward, battle axe at the ready.
“State your business,” the dwarf demanded. Even though he stood just slightly more than half the height of many of those he challenged, his posture and expression were stern and confident. In hand-to-hand combat, dwarves feared few who walked in Arkania.
“We have come to ask leave of King Meldros to pass safely in your land,” answered Rowan.
“For what purpose?”
“That is only for the king’s ears, I’m afraid.”
The dwarf let out a low growl. “I decide who enters and who does not.”
“And we ask your permission to pass,” said Rowan, his tone remaining calm. “But the news we have, and the quest we have undertaken, we are bound to discuss only with King Meldros.”
The dwarf turned to one of his lieutenants. “Gollos, bring a detail.” Eyeing Rowan once again, he said, “You’ll be escorted to the king under guard. Those given free access in the city are those willing to share why they are here.”
“I understand.” 
“Your weapons will remain here. No outsider enters the king’s presence armed.”
Now it was Lucien’s turn to emit a growl. Demetrius put a warning hand on the goblin’s massive forearm. Rowan unbuckled his sword without comment, and the others followed his lead, even Lucien.
Gollos and seven other dwarves led them through the open section of the city. They drew stares, led as they were like prisoners, but were allowed to pass quickly through the massive stone doors that led into the mountain itself with no more than a wave from Gollos to the guards posted there.
The main hall was dimly lit by torches set against the four rows of columns that rose toward the darkened ceiling, meeting it somewhere beyond their ability to see. A wide, red and gold carpet made its way straight across the hall to another door, this one of heavy wood framed in a stone arch. The side walls were decorated with huge, colorful banners that hung between smaller stone doors leading to other rooms and passageways. Four large stairways of stone wound upward against the outer walls, giving access to higher levels and to the ramparts overlooking the outer city.
The dwarves marched forward without pause or comment, directly across the carpet to the door opposite, which swing open at their approach.
“The king welcomes you,” said a red-haired dwarf in a voice that held no warmth and little welcome. He did not spare so much as a glance at Tala or Lucien. Apparently the king and his servants were already aware of the group that had come calling.
As they entered the king’s throne room, the guards took up positions against the rear wall while the red-haired dwarf led the visitors forward.
The throne room had the same high ceiling as the outer hall, and the red and gold carpet continued on through the room and up the three steps to a stone throne. Upon the throne sat Meldros, whose aged face and head were covered with a luxurious mustache, beard, and mane of hair that had begun to turn from coal black to silver at the fringes. He leaned back as if tired, his forearms resting motionless on the hard arms of the throne, but his keen brown eyes were sharp and quick.
“Welcome to my hall,” said the king with an amiable wave of his hand. “My hospitality is extended to you.”
“Thank you, King Meldros. I am Rowan, of Delving. I travel with Demetrius and Corson of Corindor, Tala, of the Eastern Forest, and Lucien of the Kabrinda Pack.”
“I have never seen such a group in all my long years,” said the king in a neutral way. “Surely you must have an interesting tale to tell about how you came to be together.”
“We seek the same goal, and fate has brought us together—”
“Fate? I see you wear the sign of the Savior. I thought those such as you did not believe in fate.”
“Regardless of what it is called, be it chance or a guiding hand, something beyond our own plans has brought us together. ‘Fate’ is one term that can be used. There are others, as you know.”
“Very well,” said the king with a dismissive wave. “I am told you wish safe passage through my lands. For what purpose?”
“We battle Solek.”
“As do most in the world. But that is not the reason for your request. You can battle Solek’s forces in your own lands.”
“Might we speak in private, your majesty?”
The king stared at Rowan for a moment, studying him, then said, “Guards, wait outside.”
“But, your highness—” the red-haired dwarf protested. He was stopped cold by a simple raised finger from the king.
“You may stay, Beldring. But the guards will now obey my command.” The guards took this cue and filed out quickly.
“We are as alone as I will allow us to be,” the king said to Rowan.
Rowan cleared his throat and went on. “We are attempting to gather the pieces of the Soul Sphere.”
The king barked out a short, harsh laugh. “The stuff of legend. Is that your only hope to defeat Solek? If so, you may as well yield to him now. Strong arms and heavy blades are the answer to his army, not magic and myth.”
“We have seen the results of Solek’s magic,” said Tala, “or should I say the Dark One’s. It is real and far more powerful than any weapon.”
“It has not given him the courage to assault this fortress,” the king scoffed.
“With time it will.”
“Solek is well-trained in the skills of war. He would not be so foolish as to attack this stronghold, and we have ways to withstand a siege.”
“Your majesty,” said Demetrius, “I am a military man myself, and I served under King Rodaan for more than twenty years. I could not take Arna’s Forge even if I was given five thousand men. But I have faced Solek’s magic and his army, and if he turns his eye to your hall, it will fall.”
The king blew out a breath, making the hairs of his mustache flutter. He saw the earnest look on Demetrius’ face—on all their faces—and calmed himself before he responded. “I sense you intended no insult, so I will take no offense at what you have said. No one wishes for war, and even though I think he would break himself in the attempt, I will not wish for Solek and his forces to throw themselves against this rock. But you did not come here to debate the safety of these walls. Why do you think this Soul Sphere really exists, and why in my lands?”
Tala stepped forward and showed the piece of the Sphere she possessed. “We have fought for two shards already, and they were indeed guarded by the Dark One’s servants. These shards mended themselves when placed together, just as legend foretells. The Sphere is real, and it retains at least some of its magic—we hope all. Solek feared it enough to hide and guard the shards. That alone makes it worth pursuing.”
“And do you expect me to help in this foolish game? To send dwarves on a merry chase outside these walls?”
“No, your majesty,” said Rowan, “though your help would be welcome. This is a task for a small group that might hope to move unnoticed, not an army. We ask only that we be allowed to travel unhindered through your lands as we continue our search.”
“Unhindered it will be, and unaided as well. I will do nothing to aid either side in a war I am no part of. Beldring will bring you a letter with my seal, guaranteeing your safety as long as you do not threaten dwarves or their homes.”
“Thank you, your majesty,” said Rowan with a bow. “We came seeking nothing else.”
“And that is what you will have. Trouble me no more.”
Beldring led them from the throne room, the king’s withering stare never leaving them until the door closed behind them. The guards resumed their duties keeping watch over the visitors, while Beldring went back into the throne room. When he returned, he bore a letter bearing the king’s mark.
“Thank you,” Rowan said as Beldring handed him the scroll.
Beldring nodded. “I wish you well on your journey. May your gods be with you.”
An hour later they were being greeted by Alexis. She studied the letter with a look of relief. “I feared he would not allow it.”
“He is overconfident in his stone walls,” said Demetrius, “and feels the fight is not his. He did give us his leave though, if grudgingly.”
“We should ride out of sight of the city. If the horses are recognized as being from Lorgras, he may change his mind.”
“The foothills to the west should provide enough cover for us. We can go north for a time before turning east.” He turned to Tala. “We are going east, aren’t we?”
She took a moment to use her magic, as always holding the piece of the Sphere. “I sense great distance. Alexis, let me hold your shard.”
Alexis dug it out and handed it over to Tala, who had placed the first piece back in her pouch, not wanting the two shards to come into contact. Again she cast her spell, taking a bit longer this time, concentration etched on her face. “It is to the east, in the Garden Valley. Near where the Aetos and Trawnor Mountains come together.” She gave the piece back to Alexis. “I still want to keep these apart. Demetrius has the other.”
The sun faded and night fell as they made their way carefully around Arna’s Forge and turned east. They traveled near the northern foot of the Aetos Mountains. North spread the Garden Valley, lush land that yielded bountiful crops, though the dwarves themselves did not tend the fields. Humans dwelled there and traded with the dwarves, just as they did with their own kind dwelling west in the Westerland and north in Lorgras. The great Wandering River split the Valley, its source the y-shaped intersection where the Trawnor Mountains met the Aetos.
“A beautiful land,” remarked Corson. “It seems even greener than it might, considering the blight elsewhere. I wonder, though, why Solek has not struck here.”
“There are no cities in the Valley,” said Alexis. “His focus is on population centers. Arna’s Forge will eventually be targeted, and I don’t doubt this land will be made to suffer as well.”
“Are these the lands in dispute?” Demetrius asked.
“The river divides Lorgras and the Westerland. Meldros claims Arna’s Forge and all the land of the Valley. Duke Fallo’s holdings in the Westerland are such that he pays little heed to Meldros’ claims. They have made a peace of convenience. Live and let live. Our Queen has long held that Meldros has no claim to the land north of the river, but since his dwelling is in the Westerland there has been little more exchanged than harsh words.”
“But those words have been said, one party to the other?”
“Enough that neither people are welcome in the homes of the other. It seems a petty thing now, considering what Solek has done. But old grudges die hard.”
They continued on well past dark, taking advantage of the clear sky and the light of the moon. Near midnight they decided that a nearby grove of dense trees would make a likely camping spot. Lighting a small fire to ward off the night chill, they set the watch and tried to get some rest.
Lucien had the night’s third watch. He circled slowly through the trees, his eyes always moving, always alert, his warblade drawn and ready. The night was still and quiet, only the gentle buzzing of insects and the soft crackle of the fire marring an otherwise perfect silence.
Suddenly he froze, thinking he saw a dark shape in the trees just at the edge of his peripheral vision. He turned slowly but saw nothing, the flickering light and rustling leaves playing tricks on him. He counted his companions and found them all safe by the fire, then did the same with the horses.
“I must be getting jumpy in my old age,” he mumbled to himself, using the goblin language. Despite his own dismissive words, he remained tense during the remainder of his watch.
He woke Corson when his watch was through, hesitated a moment, and then said, “Thought I saw shape in trees. Not there when looked. Saw and heard nothing.”
“Might have been a trick of the light from the fire. And we’ve been through a lot. Get some sleep.”
“Be careful.”
“I will,” Corson answered, stifling a yawn. He laughed at himself and at the scowl the yawn drew from Lucien. “I will keep a good watch.”
He was as good as his word, and even though Corson saw nothing, he warned Demetrius in the same way. When morning came they discussed what had taken place, and Lucien felt led to apologize for a false warning.
“It is better to be cautious and alert,” said Tala, even as the others started to tease the goblin in a good-natured way. “The Dark One has many servants.”
“Did you see something as well?” Rowan asked her.
“No. I slept soundly. And if something was there, there is little we can do about it now. Lucien, how big was the shadow?”
“Size of goblin or man, but not like either. Not see well enough to say more.”
Tala pondered this for a time. “We should all stay on our guard. If anyone thinks they see anything, day or night, let me know.”
“What do you think it might be?” Rowan asked.
“I’d rather not say unless we see something again. It might be nothing.”
The day was gray, clouds rolling in from the west and bringing a hint of snow. As the group rode east the Trawnor Mountains seemed to loom up out of the misty distance, and as the two ranges between which they traveled drew closer together, it gave them the unsettling sensation that they were moving toward a dead end.
While the Garden Valley was mostly open fields, the mountain foothills were often wooded. They kept near the trees as much as they could, for the added shelter from the wind as well as for concealment. Occasionally they saw farmers or peddlers in the distance, but mostly they passed through the Valley alone and unseen.
They were crossing through a more dense section of forested land when a gruff voice demanded that they halt. Ahead of them a rugged-looking dwarf stepped into their path. “You have leave to pass through Meldros’ realm?” he asked, his tone all challenge.
“We do,” said Rowan. “I have a letter here with the king’s mark.” He unrolled it and held it up, written side toward the dwarf.
The dwarf squinted at it. “Can’t see it from here. Don’t know why Meldros would allow such a crew as what I see to pass…elf, goblin, Lorgrasian.”
Rowan dismounted, holding the letter before him like an offering. “The king has heard our reasons for being together, and of our quest. His approval has been granted. I did not know his subjects freely challenged his decisions.”
“Who said anything about that?” barked the dwarf. “I just need to see the letter. Keep your hands away from your weapons and your horses still. Those white creatures of yours can outrun me, but not the bolts in our crossbows.” At these words at least a half-dozen dwarves revealed themselves in part, behind rocks and trees, crossbows trained on the strangers to their land.
“We wish only to pass in peace,” Rowan said as he delivered the letter to the leader.
The dwarf read the letter from top to bottom three times, as if looking for a loophole, then finally returned it to Rowan with a harsh glare. “It seems to be in order, though with what’s happening elsewhere I’m surprised that King Meldros would want such as you here. It can only bode ill.”
“I hope it is not so, for your sake as well as ours.” Rowan remounted and waited patiently for the dwarf to step aside.
“Take care while you are in the realm. King’s orders or no, I’ve been instructed to keep the peace here, and I have leave to do so as I see fit.”
“We will cause you no trouble, that much I can promise.”
Unable to come up with any reason to delay them further, the dwarf finally moved from their path and waved them on. “Make sure that’s the case. I will be watching.”
They moved at a casual pace until they were well away from the dwarves, and even then only urged their horses to a gentle trot. Lucien slid up next to Rowan.
“How you swallow the arrogance of small creature?”
“It is their land, and we are their guests.”
“Claim on land weak. We risk our lives for them just as for our people.”
“We risk what we must. Fighting them for wounded pride would not help us, even if only their blood stained the ground. And they do fight well.”
“I face worse.”
“No doubt,” Rowan said with a smile. “As we all have on this journey. Still, a well-placed bolt or two can do much damage.”
Lucien snorted, wanting to press the argument but knowing it was pointless. “Good you speak for us. I be silent. Not speak well to little men.”
“Closer to little goblins,” Corson shouted toward them. “All they need is green skin and a shave.”
“Still be ugly like you,” Lucien shot back, although the jest seemed to lighten his mood. He fell back in line and did not speak of the dwarves again.
They were restless that evening, even though they traveled well past sunset, but eventually sleep came for all but the one on watch. In the deep of night Corson awoke to take his turn. He stirred the fire while Lucien settled in for rest, and then started a slow circuit around the camp.
The clouds had begun to thin, and the moon peeked out from time to time, casting its dull blue-white glow on the landscape below. Corson glanced up, his eyes adjusting for a moment to the new light, then busied himself again with his patrol.
Sensing something he slowed to a stop. He caught a glimpse of a shadow thirty feet ahead in the trees, and was sure at once that it was the same shape Lucien had seen the night before. He fought against his instincts, avoiding looking directly at it. He took up his patrol again, trying so hard to appear casual that he was certain he failed at it. As he circled he moved away from the shadowy form, and then it started to move as well, staying to a wider course further away from the fire.
Corson had no sense that it was stalking him or intending harm to him or his sleeping companions. Continuing on his circular route, he nonchalantly picked up a stick which had fallen from one of the trees, tapping it now and again on tree trunks or the ground in no particular pattern.
He had completed a lap around the camp, and could see the thing was still there, nearly back at the place where he had first spotted it. He continued on at a leisurely pace, but slowly spiraled closer to the fire. Taking a whack at the nearest tree with the stick, he followed through with the motion, striking Tala on the shoulder and proceeding on with his rounds.
Tala’s eyes snapped open, but she otherwise did not move. She gauged her surroundings, seeing Corson moving away while waving a stick, which he brandished like a swashbuckling pirate.
Her elven eyes adjusted quickly and she scanned the area without moving her head. The shadow came into view, flitting between trees. Tala moved in one concentrated burst of energy, grabbing her bow and letting an arrow fly in one seamless motion, but quick as she was, the arrow found no mark.
Everyone stirred at the sound of the bow, reaching for weapons by instinct.
“Be at ease,” Tala said, still studying the trees. “It is gone.”
“What is gone?” Rowan asked.
“The shadow Lucien saw. It was real and it returned.”
“Do you know what it is?”
“I fear I do. It is a Mist. Others call them Shadows. A soul bound to the Dark One that still haunts this plane. Like dark ghosts they appear, always shifting and changing, seen and then gone.”
“Is it following us?” Demetrius asked.
“It appears to be. I had hoped that Lucien had indeed seen nothing, just a trick of tired eyes, perhaps. There is a chance this Mist simply inhabits this region, and watches us as strangers to this land.”
“But you don’t really believe that,” Demetrius said. “It is pursuing us for a reason.”
Tala nodded. “The creatures that guard the pieces of the Soul Sphere are close to the Dark One, some of his most trusted servants. When we struck them down, they left this mortal plane and returned to the pit from which they were spawned, or at least that is what those learned in such things say should happen. I think these guardians were so closely bound to the Dark One that they have become Mists—and are now acting as agents to help recover the shards we have taken.”
“How can you be sure of this?” asked Alexis.
“I cannot. But it has been a concern of mine from the beginning of our journey, and all that has taken place points to it being so. Even if I am wrong, the Mists serve nothing but evil. Solek may not be aware of who we are, but it is likely he knows someone is after the pieces of the Sphere.”
“Then he will be determined to stop us,” Alexis said.
“How can we hope to stand against his armies when entire cities have fallen?” Corson asked.
“We cannot,” said Tala. “We must keep to our own task and avoid his forces as best we can. Remember one other thing: the Dark One is powerful, but there is a limit to his power. Raising the Dead Legion in several places at one time, over great distances, drains him just as casting my small spells drains me. He already has powerful guardians in place around the Sphere pieces. He may set other defenses, but an entire army raised to stop us would probably ease the pressure on one of the kingdoms.”
“Then our task may do some good even if we fail,” said Corson.
“But if we fail, the good will only be temporary,” Rowan said. “We must succeed at all costs.”
“None of us will forsake the quest,” said Demetrius, “as we have already shown. We must, however, be wary of traps. If Solek knows where we go, he might set his snares along the path.”
“Then we go now,” said Lucien. “No more sleep tonight.”
“And if we hurry we might get in and out before Solek’s friend lets him know where we are,” said Corson.
They set a brisk pace, and after the morning sun peeked over the mountains they pushed the horses hard. Always now the mountains closed in, and Demetrius’ warning about snares made them realize how easily they could be trapped where the mountains finally came together—their apparent destination.
They ate the noon meal in the saddle, Tala telling them they were drawing close, that if they kept on as they were that they would arrive before dark.
By mid-afternoon they reached the place where the foothills of the Aetos touched the banks of the Wandering River, and they were forced to pick their way more carefully. Constantly their eyes surveyed the horizon, the rocks, the trees, looking for spies or worse.
There was no discussion about supper when the time arrived—no one wanted to slow, and no one had the stomach for food. Even if they reached their destination unhindered, they would then face another unknown, powerful enemy. Alexis knew it perhaps best of all, as her thoughts strayed often to her lost companions.
The mountains boxed them in now right, left, and forward. Seeing they would soon need to begin ascending the rugged hills and the jagged heights beyond, Tala paused to get her bearings. “We are near,” she announced. “There is a cave somewhere ahead.”
“Not another pit demon,” Corson moaned.
“It is not a large chamber. I just see a small cave.”
“I lead,” Lucien said, glancing at Tala. She pointed the way and he set out.
The trees started to thin as the ground became more rock than soil, and they decided to leave the horses and continue on foot. Alexis whispered a few words to one of the white mounts, and assured the others that the horses would be there when they returned. They went on only a few hundred yards when Tala called them to a halt.
“It is right in front of us, it has to be.” She calmed herself and used a quick spell. “It is just ahead.” She pointed at a sheer face of gray rock. “There.”
“Perhaps the entrance is elsewhere and the main cave here,” Demetrius offered.
“No,” Tala replied. “The entrance is here as well. It is hidden by magic.”
“That does not bode well,” said Rowan, “for what might lie beyond.”
“Better pit demon than tricks of mage,” grumbled Lucien. “No insult, Tala.”
“I am not offended. I might even agree with you.” She stepped forward and took a moment to study the wall of rock. Picking up a handful of pebbles, she flung them forward. They clattered against the stone and fell to the ground.
“Do we need a spell to open it?” Alexis asked.
“I don’t see any sign of…” Tala’s voice trailed off as she leaned forward, her eyes never straying from the mountain’s face. Carefully she reached a hand out as if to gently caress the rock, but where there appeared to be stone her fingers found nothing. Her hand vanished into the rock for an instant before she pulled it back. She studied her fingers as she flexed them. “Well, it seems we can pass inside, but only because we know the entrance is here. I do not think our horses would be able to pass, nor would any wild creature.”
“What if we are not as certain as you?” asked Corson.
“You’ll stub your toe then. The larger question is do we all go. If it is magic we face, then I—”
“I go,” said Lucien.
“We succeed or fail together,” said Demetrius. “We probably need your magic, but you might need our weapons.”
“The sun will soon set,” said Alexis. “Let’s see what awaits us.”
Tala asked for a torch, lit it, then thrust it into the rock for a moment before pulling it back. It remained ablaze. “Let’s go,” she said.
They passed through the magical wall of rock one after another, Tala first, then Lucien, Rowan, Demetrius, Alexis, and finally with a grimace, as if he expected to be knocked onto the seat of his pants when he stepped forward, Corson.
As soon as Tala entered the cave, she could see she would not need the torch, as the walls emitted a soft blue glow. The cave was not large, only twenty feet across and thirty deep. A small wooden table stood toward the rear of the chamber, and upon it, under a dome of glass, was the piece of the Soul Sphere they sought.
Tala stood frozen in place. Surely the magic that hid the entrance could not be the only defense set for the shard. She studied the floor, the walls, the ceiling, seeing nothing other than rock but knowing her eyes could not be trusted. The room felt close despite its emptiness. Realizing a time had passed, she turned, expecting Lucien or one of the others to be right behind her. She touched the wall that had been to her back, and her hand passed through, as she expected. Wondering why the others hesitated, she stepped back outside.
The world was as she had left it, the sun setting, the horses nibbling at the sparse grass, the Wandering River starting its long journey to the sea. But of her friends there was no sign. “I should have gone alone,” she muttered to herself. She called out three times, but received no answer. Steeling herself, she passed again into the cave.
Like the outside world, the cave remained unchanged. It was also unpopulated. “Then this is for me only. So be it.”
She was sure she had spoken the words, not just thought them, but the sound did not reach her ears. She clapped her hands together sharply, but again all was silent.
*          *          *
Lucien passed through the stone wall and stepped into almost utter darkness. He allowed his eyes a moment to adjust, shuffling to the side so whoever followed him would not run into his back. He could not sense Tala in any way, and when he spoke her name, the sound vanished, as if the blackness swallowed sound as well as light. He started to wonder what had become of the torch Tala held, when his eyes caught a faint glow some twenty feet above the cave’s floor. 
Suspended magically in mid-air was the piece of the Sphere they sought. Lucien paused to ponder how it might be retrieved.
*          *          *
Rowan had expected to see the cave lit dimly by Tala’s torch, but instead was greeted by the sight of two pillars of fire that stretched from floor to ceiling. The cave otherwise appeared empty—the pillars cast enough light for him to see the full interior of the place, and Tala and Lucien were not there.
The pillars were close, just to his right and left, and although he could feel no heat from them, he noticed they burned in silence, and he determined to keep his distance. He edged to the right, pressing against the wall as he slid within a few feet of the flame. Once clear he turned and saw that the pillars had multiplied, a third and a fourth having appeared, then a fifth, forming just where he had entered. The pillars moved from time to time, slowly, but if there was any sentience to them—or guiding them—they did not appear driven to approach him directly. One of the flames near the hidden entrance flickered out, but a moment later was replaced by a new pillar of fire.
*          *          *
Demetrius wondered at the description Tala had given to this place—“a small cave,” she had said. Perhaps up ahead and out of sight he would find something matching that description, but what was before him now was a long corridor hewn in the rock, similar to the pathway that led to the lair of the pit demon. Torches lit the way here as if in welcome. He already had a hand on the hilt of his sword, but now he drew it while taking a few uncertain steps forward. He could not understand why those before him would race down the hall—perhaps there had been something that had compelled them to rush forward. Caution caused him to beat down the urge welling up inside him to call out to the others.
He turned, wondering what was keeping Alexis and Corson.
*          *          *
Alexis had her spear at the ready even as she stepped into the cave, yet she still started at what she saw.
The room was bathed in soft yellow light, which glinted in the eyes of the large arachnids that were arrayed around her. Their black bodies were marked with red circles and stood to her knee, the hairy, jointed legs nearly as high as her waist. Cruel mandibles flexed in preparation for use, while their myriad black eyes studied her with brooding malice.
She reared back as if to strike the nearest, but something stayed her hand. These spiders could not have so quickly devoured her companions, and none had made a sudden move in her direction. One came toward her now, but slowly. She slid aside, almost bumping into one she had apparently missed before, just to the right and slightly behind her. It jumped away but then held its ground a few paces away.
Unhappy with her position, surrounded as she was, she chanced a few quick steps and worked her way behind the jumping spider, which ignored her completely. As she turned back to view the lot of them, she thought she saw a spider form near the entrance, as if it had been created out of thin air.
She shook her head and chased the thought away, keeping her spear leveled at the nearest eight-legged beast.
*          *          *
Corson only had an instant to react. A large chunk of rock, almost as large as him, came hurtling toward him as he stepped through the false stone door. He leapt to his right and watched the slab of rock slam into the hidden entrance. It bounced back and fell into the pit whose edge began little more than a foot inside the cave.
He caught his breath and studied his surroundings. The cave was much as Tala had described it, but its most prominent feature must have been hidden from her. A stone precipice ran along the edge of the chamber, no more than eighteen inches wide and narrower in sections. Beyond this narrow walkway the rock dropped off in a sheer face that offered no place for foot or hand to find purchase. Far below a pool of molten lava waited to devour any who slipped from the rocky ledge. Rising from the center of the pool was a single stalagmite, which rose just above the height of the ledge, and on it was a piece of metal with a familiar yellow-green glow. The stalagmite was well-centered—nowhere on the ledge would he be within ten feet of it.
He studied the fiery pool, seeing no sign of what must have fallen there before the flying rock—his friends. Shaken with grief, he considered what he might do, and whether his quest was doomed to fail even if he could possess the shard placed before him.
*          *          *
Tala tried to dispel the magic she knew the cave was infused with, but the spells were far too powerful for her meager skills. With a sigh she gave up the attempt, and then searched for a few loose pebbles or rocks, which the smooth cave floor refused to yield. She checked her pockets for something expendable, settling for one of the coins she had. She sent it skidding across the cave floor, and wasn’t surprised when it appeared to melt into the stone and vanish some ten feet short of the pedestal upon which the shard sat.
She slid forward carefully, following as best she could the path the coin had taken, always keeping her weight on her back foot. Finally the toe of her boot found a spot where resistance disappeared. She knelt, then probed ahead with her hands, tracing the edge of where the cave floor—the real one—fell away. She moved to the right, unable to see past the illusion that hid the gap in the floor, hoping her fingers might find a place where a path to the shard might still be present.
*          *          *
Lucien had kept his feet planted firmly as he studied the suspended piece of the Soul Sphere, unable to risk moving due to the utter darkness of the cave. If need be he would move forward on hands and knees, wary of traps, but until he had a course of action, he need not do so.
A warrior at heart, he despised magic, and he feared any attempt he might make would be rebuffed somehow. He considered a rope, a shot from a bow, a makeshift ladder…and wished the others were here to aid him.
Something bumped him in the dark, not hard enough to disturb his balance, but whatever it was large enough to hit both his thigh and shoulder. He whirled his blade before him defensively and felt a slight tug as it grazed something in the blackness before him.
*          *          *
Despite the absence of his companions, Rowan felt almost no threat from the columns of flame. They moved but little, and although two had lurched in his general direction, both had moved in short, quick motions that stopped as suddenly as they started. The fact that the pillars were the same in number as his friends was not lost on him, and he wondered if perhaps they had been consumed or had taken these new forms, or if maybe they were somewhere, even here, seeing him in the same way.
The flames lit the cave well, and there was clearly no sign of the missing shard, although he knew it could be hidden as easily as the entrance to the cave had been.
He started to edge cautiously around the room, always keeping an eye on the flames. He saw two of them come into contact, one jumping back from the other, which remained perfectly stationary.
*          *          *
Demetrius began to creep down the narrow tunnel, trying to avoid any sudden motion. The walls were close and could be hiding anything, although his all-too-human eyes could make out nothing but smooth rock.
He hit something directly in front of him, bouncing back from it with a small grunt. He could see nothing there but the tunnel ahead, but he had clearly felt something large and unmoving blocking his path.
There was a sharp pain in his right bicep, and he looked down to see blood welling up from a thin slice that had been carved there. The wound was not bad, but it was a stern warning.
He held his sword before him, unsure how he could fight an enemy he could not see.
*          *          *
The confusion in Alexis’ mind was deepening. There was no sign of the shard Tala had said was in this hidden cave, no sign of those who had preceded her inside, nor of Corson, who was to follow. There were only the spiders, which moved in slow, strange patterns, oblivious to her and even to their own surroundings. She even saw two of them bump into each other as if blind.
She had no answer for what had become of her fellow travelers, but it came to her that the Soul Sphere pieces they had retrieved were both inside the beasts that guarded them—the demon she had helped slay and the swamp creature Corson had told her of as they rode side-by-side.
She couldn’t be sure which spider was the true guardian, but she did not doubt that once she struck one, the others would move to its defense. She would slay them all or they would slay her.
She lifted her spear above her head, ready to make a killing thrust.
*          *          *
Corson tried to settle himself, to move his mind from grief to how he might retrieve the shard of the Sphere. As a group it might be simple. Maybe they could hold a rope across and strong arms could support someone moving hand-over-hand across the chasm. Perhaps Tala might have a spell of some sort. He and Demetrius…
He had known and been friends with Demetrius for almost his whole life. They had been through so much, shared hopes and dreams, fought side by side. Even when this, their final quest, had seemed to Corson a path to ruin, there had been no doubt in his mind that if Demetrius was going to face these perils, he would face them as well, standing at his friend’s side.
And now Demetrius had stumbled into a lake of fire and been consumed instantly. After all they had done and seen, it seemed such a stupid way to die, a pathetic end to a life well-lived.
The only small saving grace would be if he could finish the task they had set out to do. Doubt assailed him immediately, but he quieted it, at least for a time. Nothing would bring Demetrius back, but if Solek was destroyed too…
Corson began to consider what supplies he had that might be of use.
*          *          *
Tala had given up her faint hope of finding some sort of bridge to where the table with the shard stood. She took her bow and aimed with a steady hand, targeting the nearest leg of the wooden table, then let fly.
She was disappointed but not surprised to see the arrow pass through the leg and slap harmlessly against the far wall.
“Wait a minute,” she breathed as she pulled another arrow from her quiver.
*          *          *
Lucien stilled his breathing, remaining totally motionless. Whatever, or whoever, had bumped into him was still near—he could sense a closeness in the air around him.
*          *          *
Rowan moved toward the rear of the cave, keeping his distance from the blazing columns, hoping he might find another hidden chamber. He brushed his fingers upon the wall as he circled the room.
*          *          *
Demetrius backed up a couple of steps, lowered his sword so it pointed directly in front of him, then prepared to charge. Perhaps the blade would have some effect on the invisible barrier before him.
*          *          *
Alexis took aim at first one spider, which skittered away along the wall and toward the rear of the chamber, then at another, which moved off in another direction. Apparently they were aware of her presence after all, and of the deadly nature of the spear she wielded.
*          *          *
Corson knew he needed something other than what he had on his person to reach the prize. He started back toward the cave entrance, thinking to retrieve some rope and see what else might be in the horses’ packs.
*          *          *
Tala took aim again, this time directly at the piece of the Soul Sphere. In that instant, something sprang from the hidden pit, dark and menacing, but neither her gaze nor her hands wavered. The arrow flew true, passing just beyond the shard and the glass dome that covered it, stopping in mid-air, the tip of the arrow now invisible.
*          *          *
Like a curtain falling, the magic flowed from the room. Demetrius, Lucien, and Alexis stopped abruptly, each seeing they were ready to strike one of their companions. Rowan and Corson held their positions. Tala stared straight ahead, and could now see the arrow had buried itself in the chest of a small, man-shaped creature, hairless and ghastly white, with large, round eyes that stared at nothing. In one clawed hand it held the shard. It fell to its knees, and then collapsed onto the stone pedestal upon which it stood, the shard dropping out of the dead hand with a distinct “click” of crystal on stone.
The actual make-up of the cave was plainly visible now, fading sunlight drifting in through the opening. For twenty feet the floor was solid stone, but then a pit that fell away into bottomless depths yawned open to greet the unwary, and this chasm stretched from one side of the cave to the other. The stone pedestal rose up from the center of the pit, well out of ordinary reach.
Rowan realized he had only been a few short steps away from tumbling into oblivion, and Demetrius saw that if he had not bumped into an invisible Lucien, he likely would have met his end. Even Tala drew back from the lip, so empty a feeling did she have as she gazed downward into nothing.
With the spells gone it was a simple matter for Tala to levitate the shard across the pit and into her hand. They left the wretched place with few words, each understanding how close they had been to disaster. They mounted up and rode off without discussion, wanting to put several miles—and hours—between themselves and the cave before they tried to rest.
*          *          *
The next morning as they ate, they shared with each other what they had seen, and pieced together what had happened.
Alexis shivered at the thought of how close she had come to spearing any or all of them. “What powers are we facing,” she asked, “that can wield such magic?”
“That creature,” answered Tala, “relied on a mastery of illusion, rather than brute strength. Whether its power came from the Dark One or elsewhere, I cannot say.”
“What chance do we have against the one who possesses Solek,” Demetrius wanted to know, “if even his minions have such abilities?”
“All the guardians who serve him that we have encountered are now dead at our hand,” said Rowan. “We must take hope from that.”
“I, for one, am just happy to see you all alive,” said Corson. “I was certain you had all been killed.”
“I nearly kill Demetrius,” Lucien said, gesturing at the small cut on Demetrius’ arm while wearing an angry scowl.
Demetrius looked at the injury and shrugged it off. “We’re incredibly lucky this scratch was the worst that happened.” He tried to smile, but he couldn’t wipe the serious look from his face. “We must remain vigilant. If we cannot trust what we see…”
 “Only one supremely skilled, with a lifetime of learning, can hope to create such illusions,” said Tala. “The chances of us seeing the like again are slim. But you are right. We must be on guard.”
“Did anyone see anything on watch last night?” Demetrius asked.
They all replied that they had not.
“But,” said Rowan, “the Mist could watch from a distance. It is best to assume it still lurks nearby.”
“I agree,” said Demetrius, “and I am wondering about the Sphere pieces.”
“How so?” asked Tala.
“We have kept the shards separate to try to avoid drawing the Dark One’s attention. I believe we have now drawn his eye, as we all knew we would eventually. It seems then, we should either combine the pieces, or divide up and go in different directions with them.”
“I do not like the idea of splitting up,” said Rowan. The others quickly agreed.
“Nor do I,” said Demetrius, “and as only Tala can direct us to the next piece, the rest of us would be acting only as decoys, unless we find other mages.”
“Not likely to happen,” said Corson.
“So since we will remain together, and since we think our progress is being monitored, and our enemy knows our destinations, we lose little from combining the pieces. What is gained…” Demetrius weighed what he wanted to say, trying to think it through logically.
“Go on,” said Rowan.
“The Sphere was broken when the Dark One escaped. But is it not true that no weapon or magic in this mortal plane can break the Sphere pieces further, or separate them once they are combined?”
“Legend says this,” answered Tala. “It was the greed and malice of men, along with the Dark One’s undying hatred of all that is good and pure, that allowed the Sphere to be shattered. But if he could have ground it to dust, he would have.”
“Then if we ultimately fail, it would be best if everything we have collected is combined, for the sake of those that might come after on the same quest. I know I would feel better right now if there had only been five pieces. We’d be done.”
Tala thought it over. “There is the risk that Solek would have all of the Sphere if we fail.”
“That’s probable regardless of whether we combine the shards or not—if we fail. Maybe Alexis should keep the piece she has. It was hidden and perhaps it can remain so.”
They settled on this course of action, and Tala assembled the pieces, save the one Alexis held. As each was put into place, it fused itself with a brilliant flash of yellow light. Once she was done, Tala held up the finished product for all to see. It was still well short of being even half of a complete sphere. Casting the finding spell, she sought where they should go next.
“There are two pieces, well apart from one another, in the Great Northern Forest.” She looked at Alexis. “Your land.”
Alexis shook her head. “Within the borders of Lorgras, but not claimed by my people. We do not enter the forest. It is a foul and evil place. Those that have ventured there are seen no more.”
“Sounds lovely,” said Corson.
“There are places beyond number I would rather go than the Great Northern Forest, but if that is where the pieces of the Sphere lie, that is where we must go. The Dark One’s servants chose well when they picked that grim wood.” As if to show her determination, she steeled herself, rose to her feet, and mounted her horse. “Let’s get on with it.”
The others followed her lead and started off to the west. They crossed the Wandering River at a ford where the swift current was broken by rocks and small boulders, then rode in the shadow of the Trawnor Mountains. They moved in silence, each contemplating what they had accomplished and what might lie before them, each shivering against the chill in the air, which was sharpened by their clothes, still wet from the river crossing. The Trawnor’s foothills were less wooded than those of the Aetos, and although this offered less shelter, it allowed faster travel.
Early in the afternoon, while the sun above them strained to warm the world, there was a sound from the hills to their right. A few rocks tumbled down the face of the mountain, indicating motion above. They slowed and looked up to see a large boulder being rolled aside to reveal an opening into the mountain. From this orifice began to issue a steady stream of dwarves, clad in mail and holding their war axes. They made directly for the riders below.
“Should we hold here?” Rowan asked. “We do have the letter from King Meldros, and we—”
“Ride!” Demetrius commanded.
They urged the horses to full speed and charged forward, constrained by the river on their left and the mountains to their right. Down those mountains came an avalanche of dwarves, an army that had hidden in deep caves and whose numbers were beyond counting. A closer inspection of the dwarves revealed the places from which they issued were tombs, and that they themselves had passed from life long ago. The dead dwarves raced to catch their fleeing targets, ignoring the treachery of the mountain they descended, several falling to be smashed on rocks below, others slipping and sliding but no worse for the tumble. Many who fell rose again, in ways that the living could not.
The Lorgrasian horses easily outran any dwarves that tried to follow, but there were others coming from caves forward of their current position that rushed to cut off their flight. The horses saw or sensed what approached, and they drove themselves harder than any riders’ spur or whip could.
Finally the cave tombs came to an end, several hundred yards ahead. That spot became a finish line of sorts—if they could pass it before the dwarves could descend upon them, they would be safe, at least for a time.
The riders urged the horses on, some with soft words, others with a gentle prodding of boot to flanks. Foam flew from the mouths of their mounts, but the horses found one last reserve of energy to try to bear their riders to safety.
The dwarves they raced with had reached the grass that painted the mountain’s foothills. They ran straight across the fields, trying to cut off the riders’ escape.
“Weapons!” Demetrius shouted. “But do not halt! Charge through them!” He glanced back, seeing a tide of dwarves coming up behind. “We cannot go back.”
Some of the dwarves to the riders’ front won the race, their axes gleaming in the afternoon light. But they were few, and could form only a thin line.
Lucien let out a war cry, which the others added to with calls of their own. The dead confronting them were in various states of decomposition, some no more than bone, others with withered skin and hair that made them look nearly alive. All wore looks of malice and dread intent.
The horses and their riders came into violent contact with their foes. Axes, warblades, and swords flashed, and there was a sound like metal thunder.
Alexis’ horse was the strongest and swiftest, and had carried her easily through the narrow line while Alexis knocked down a pair of dwarves with her spear. She pivoted in time to see Tala’s horse spring to safety, while Rowan and Demetrius hacked their way clear.
Lucien’s warblade was swift and sure, and he put four dwarves out of the fight. But their axes had found their mark as well, hacking at the horse that carried him, and it wavered beneath him. He leapt free just before his mount tumbled to the ground, from where it would not rise again. As it fell, its legs tangled with those of Corson’s steed and knocked it off balance. Corson, leaning to strike at a dwarf, was unseated. His horse bounded clear of the melee, but Corson and Lucien had been brought to ground, just as their foes had desired.
Hundreds of dwarves closed in, while thousands more marched toward them, but for now Lucien and Corson faced only a dozen opponents, and those had been scattered by the charge of the riders. Corson took a quick hack at the nearest foe and was prepared to flee on foot, but Lucien, overcome by instinct, held his ground and was ready to take on any dwarf that came within reach of his warblade.
Corson saw those still mounted were preparing another charge, but he saw the folly of that and shouted at them to stay back. He grabbed at Lucien’s arm and yelled, “We must go!”
“I hold them,” Lucien said, his warblade singing through the air, striking down two more dwarves.
“You can’t defeat them all. Solek wishes you to stand and fight—and die.” Corson swung his sword wildly, missing his target but slowing its progress. “If you kill a thousand it is no loss to him. It is our lives he seeks.”
Lucien battled on, Corson’s words heard but not acknowledged. A rain of bolts swept in, doing little damage but portending more to come. Regardless of what Lucien thought of his skill against the axes of the dead dwarves, he could do little against distant crossbows. He finally yielded and ran with Corson toward their companions.
Tala and Demetrius urged their horses forward, helping Lucien and Corson, respectively, up onto their mounts. The horses strained under the added weight, but bore them away at good speed, their terror at seeing the advancing army of the dead overcoming the protests of their taxed muscles.
“We can gain some distance before the horses will need rest,” Alexis called over the sound of thundering hooves. “They can do much when it is required.”
A look back revealed that the dwarves, cheated of their prey for now, had ordered themselves and begun to march in pursuit. Neither pursuers nor pursued had any doubts the riders were safe for a time—dwarven legs, no matter how sturdy, were no match for horses.
Corson’s horse rejoined them, and they wound their way closer to the river, searching the mountains and foothills for any further sign of activity. They kept up a swift, steady pace, the horses being asked to take turns bearing the extra rider. They paused only for a quick evening meal, mainly to let their steeds rest for a short time, then put a few more miles between themselves and their pursuers before they made camp for the night in a rocky glen. They set the watch, and then wound themselves tightly in their cloaks, unable to ward off the cold with a campfire that would give their position away.
Corson struggled to find sleep. He tried to stretch the soreness out of his muscles while prone, but after a time he gave way to the aches and restlessness and rose.
Demetrius had the first watch, and he looked mainly to the east.
“No sign of them, I take it,” said Corson.
“No. The Dead Legion is tireless though. They do not rest at night. If they follow us still, they are closing the gap, although I think it will be well after dawn before they reach this place.
“You think they’re still pursuing us?”
Demetrius shrugged. “Perhaps. But if the Dark One can raise such an army at will, he may let that one lie and raise another before us. And despite our quest, and the Mist we have encountered, it still may have been no more than chance that we were there when they issued from their mountain tombs. They may be heading to Arna’s Forge, or they may have some other task.”
“You don’t really believe that.”
“No,” Demetrius said with a small laugh. “But I’d like to hope that we haven’t become Solek’s top priority.”
“That would have a tendency to shorten our life spans.”
“You have an interesting way of putting things.”
“I’ll take that as compliment, since they’re hard to come by.”
Silence settled over the conversation, each man keeping to his own thoughts. They looked out over what appeared to be a peaceful night, wispy clouds passing overhead, insects calling to one another. If only they did not know what was out there, that peace might have settled over them.
“Back at that cave…” Corson struggled to continue.
“We all came close to disaster,” Demetrius said, trying to sound reassuring.
“I was sure you were dead. If I had to carry on alone…I’m not sure I could deal with it.”
Demetrius stopped surveying the landscape to look at his friend. “None of us are equipped to do this alone. But you were going to try, weren’t you?”
Corson nodded.
“As any of us would. It is all we have left, the hope that the Sphere can heal the wounds the Dark One has inflicted on Arkania.” Demetrius continued to study the younger man and then laughed.
“What?”
“I remember the pranks you used to play when we were younger. There is still a part of you that would just as soon stick a lit torch in the seat of Solek’s pants as run him through with a sword.”
“Well, the torch would have its advantages. It certainly would be a sight to see him hop around his throne with his britches on fire.”
“And you’d be the one to place it, just as you’ll use your sword if the moment comes. I remember our youth, but my friendship with the man is what matters. These are good folk we travel with, but I’m glad you’re here to cover my back.”
“And you mine.”
Demetrius looked back to the horizon again, his usual reserve returning. “You’d better get some sleep before your watch. We’ll have another long day tomorrow.”
Corson gave Demetrius a soft pat on the back, and then moved away to try to get some rest.
 



 
 
Chapter 5: The Nest
 
The night passed without incident, and there was no sign of the dwarves in the heavy morning mist that had settled in the valley.
“Fog not good,” Lucien grumbled.
“We will ride close,” said Rowan. “Keep a sharp eye.”
“Enemy on us before we see.”
“But their eyes cannot pierce this any better than ours. It will provide us some cover, even when we travel in the open.”
“Regardless, let us be away,” Alexis said. “I will feel better when we reach Lorgras.”
There was no hint of pursuit through the morning, nor of any spies or attempts to cut them off. But the Mists and the Dead Legion remained always in their thoughts, a subtle itch that could not be scratched away. The weather turned colder, and the clouds hung heavy and low, such that when the fog finally lifted that is precisely what it seemed to do, if only by a small distance.
Their steeds proved up to the test again, and the miles passed quickly. The riders looked often to the Trawnor Mountains to the north, which were still shrouded in cloud, trying to sight the end of the range, the place where they could turn north into Lorgras. Night fell before they reached that point, and they spent one last night in the Valley.
The weather continued to worsen the next day, snow flurries fluttering about on the wind and powdering the ground. They lamented the fact that their passage would now be apparent as would the direction they headed, but Lucien and Tala took advantage of the same phenomena to quickly catch some small game. They braved a noon fire and enjoyed warm hands and warm food.
They were able to turn north by mid-afternoon, taking one last untrusting look at the Trawnor Mountains and the tombs hidden there. Then they turned their attention forward, to the plains that opened up before them.
“We will pass into my home land soon, although we also claim the lands we have traveled in for the last several days,” said Alexis. “Solek’s treachery has made the land ill and scattered the people, but what welcome and aid we can ask for we will have.” She looked at Tala. “We will do well to travel as little as possible in the forest. Can you tell how far away the shard is, and in what direction?”
Tala said that she could. “Well enough to allow us to pick the best place to enter the forest.”
“The southern edge of the woods comes near to the northern edge of the Trawnor. If we keep going straight north we will reach it within hours.”
Taking the cue, Tala reined in her horse and took the fractured section of the Soul Sphere from her pouch. The others waited patiently while she entered her spell-induced meditative trance.
Tala looked grim when she was done. “The shard is some two hundred miles away, almost directly north. If I remember the layout of the forest correctly, we might pass fewer miles in the woods if we skirt the forest’s edge until our goal is directly east. Even then, we are looking at a significant journey within the Great Northern Forest.”
“That should come as no surprise,” said Rowan. “The Dark One does not desire anyone to have easy access to the shards.”
“That is so,” Alexis replied. “But every mile traveled outside those dark woods is a mile better traveled. We’ll try the route Tala suggests.”
They moved to the northwest, and before night fell the Great Northern Forest came into view. The trees were old, tall and gnarled, their limbs intertwining to give the forest a ceiling through which little light could penetrate, even on the brightest day. Just to look upon that grim wood would send a chill down the spine of the bravest soul.
“I have seen no signs of settlements,” Demetrius said to Alexis. “Your people do not live near the forest?”
Alexis shook her head. “Most live west, along the Wandering River, or to the far north, in the great city of Lumia or by the sea.”
“Does anything ever venture from those woods? Any raids on your lands?”
“I have never heard of any creature that dwells within braving the world beyond the wood. And few enter in.”
“If that Mist wants to watch us from those trees, we’ll never see it.”
“I fear many things may watch us unseen from the dark depths of the forest.”
“As long as all they do is watch,” Corson offered, “we’ll have no problem.”
They traveled three days before Tala indicated it was time to turn east, time to face the woods. Those new to the land said nothing to Alexis about the paleness of the grass and the unnatural, dull gray color of the soil. They had already seen the change in their own lands, as if the malice and hatred of Solek and his minions had worked its way right into the very ground. Each of the riders had wondered privately what would happen when spring arrived, here and in the places they called home. Would crops grow? Would flowers color the fields and brighten tended gardens? And if they failed in their quest, would it matter? For who then would plant the fields and gardens?
When they came within a mile of the forest Alexis called them to a halt and told them to dismount and gather up what gear they needed. “We cannot take the horses with us. The trees grow too close, the footing is unsure, and there will be no forage.”
“There is little enough for them here,” Rowan said as he lifted a pack from his horse.
“They will be of little help to us in these woods, and I will not sacrifice them for nothing. Here they will be of more use.” Before the others could ask what she meant by this, she began to whisper into her horse’s ear. When she finished, she looked him in the eye and rubbed his nose affectionately. She lifted her bedroll from behind the saddle, and then set the horse on his way with a pat on the shoulder. The other horses dutifully followed after their burdens had been lightened.
“They will find other horses and patrol the edge of the forest, awaiting our return.”
“Your animals continue to amaze,” said Demetrius. “Was it our tongue you spoke to them?”
“Not quite, but not theirs, either. We do not refer to them as beasts here, nor do we ask them to labor on farms or pull carts unless they agree to it. They allow us to ride at need, and will aid a just cause. They understand what it is we seek to do, and will continue to be our allies in the quest.”
The travelers watched the horses saunter away, eyeing them with newfound respect. Their gazes lingered on the animals for a time, but eventually turned as they must to the dark wood that confronted them.
“Go now,” Lucien said. He stepped forward and took the lead, not waiting to see if any of the others would protest.
They passed into the shadow of the trees as if crossing a threshold into another world. Here at the fringe the trees were narrow and grew close together, scrub brush and shallow roots making the travelers step carefully. Light faded quickly only a few feet in, and although they could still see, they lit a torch to push back the darkness, which seemed to want to swallow them whole.
“I can provide light with magic if we run short of torches,” Tala offered.
“We have a dozen,” said Demetrius. “Save your energy. It may be needed.”
There was little to guide them as they worked their way deeper into the wood. The sky above was hidden beyond the forest canopy, such that even telling night from day was going to be difficult. They cut their own path, Tala checking now and then to see that they remained on course by using the partial Sphere and her finding spell.
Of what might dwell in this place they heard and saw little, just an occasional rustling in the area ahead indicating something small moving away at their approach. If anything lived in the trees above, it remained still and silent.
Now and then a small clearing on the forest floor gave them brief respites from the closeness of the trees and the deeper shadows, and when they were lucky they even got a glimpse of the sky. They took food and what little rest they could when they found these rare spots. When they decided it was time to sleep they set the watch such that they worked in pairs.
Whether it was actually morning or not when they set out again none of them could say—the darkness and their tired bodies said otherwise, but it was a futile argument regardless. They had passed a few hours in relative peace when movement to their right caught their attention, a cracking twig and a few vibrating branches that marked the recent passage of some living thing.
Lucien sniffed the air, his eyes narrowing. He simply nodded as the others looked toward him—something was still there.
Now there were more sounds, soft and easily missed if not listened for, to their left and rear as well as to their right. They slowed and drew their weapons.
“Stay close,” said Demetrius. “We can fight better if we cover each others’ flanks.”
A quick eye could now catch shadows moving between the trees in short energetic bursts. Whatever was out there had lost interest in concealing its collective presence—there were clearly a half-dozen of them, perhaps many more, but they stayed clear of the dim light of the torch, either because of fear or simply to remain unseen.
“Should we find ground to make a stand?” Alexis whispered. “A small clearing if we can reach one?”
“I would think so,” said Demetrius. “They are either driving us or waiting to attack until the right moment. If we can choose the ground, so much the better.”
“I agree,” Lucien said in a low rumble.
Their steps became more cautious and measured, their pursuers pacing them and keeping just enough distance to stay out of sight. Ahead, they spotted a small space between trees that was without much brush—not large enough to be called a clearing, but it would have to do.
They formed a small circle, their backs toward the center so they could face into the woods all around them. Alexis quickly made a small hole in the ground with her spear, into which she placed the torch. The flickering flame made their shadows dance on the gnarled trunks of the nearest trees.
Their pursuers began to circle, none approaching but none going away either. From time to time a low growl or heavy breath was audible over the crackle of the torch.
The creatures began to test, darting a bit closer then dancing away, their movements coordinated and often coming from opposite directions.
Demetrius bit off a curse. “Wolves,” he announced.
“Well fed, from the looks of them,” Corson added. They were larger than any wolf any of the travelers had ever encountered, standing beyond waist-high to a man even when trotting on all fours.
“They will attack soon,” said Rowan. “We must strike quickly when they do. If they get on top of us…”
“How many do you think?” asked Demetrius.
“Six to eight,” Rowan replied.
“No,” said Tala, her sharp gray eyes focused deeper in the woods. “They circle in two rings. There are at least fifteen.”
Lucien moved forward a half-step. “Hit next that moves near.”
“Stay your hand, goblin warlord,” growled a voice even more guttural than Lucien’s. Stepping into the light was a gigantic wolf, his face nearly level with Lucien’s, his yellow eyes blazing with a hungry, internal fire. “All who enter my realm become our prey unless I say otherwise.”
“I need no leave,” said Lucien, but even as he spoke these bold words, he backed away from the wolf.
“And I have not granted it,” said the wolf, drawing nearer. His coat was thick, black flecked with gray, and his sharp teeth glittered with saliva, which spattered outward as he spoke. If he feared their weapons, there was no indication of it. “I am the Wolf King. What business do you have here?”
Rowan stepped forward, gave a small bow, then named himself and the others in turn. “We seek something hidden in this wood, to help us in our battle with Solek, the Lord of Veldoon, who is waging war on all of Arkania.”
“So I have heard,” replied the Wolf King. “The war must not go well for you to venture here.” His eyes shifted to Alexis. “You are from Lorgras?”
“It is as you say,” she answered.
“Your people know better than to come here. We do not raid your lands, and we only feed on what lives in or enters the forest. By coming here you have placed yourself under my doom.”
“Our need is great and our hope small. We have risked our lives before and will do so now, if needed. Other powerful foes have already fallen at our hands.”
A barking laugh fell harshly from the mighty wolf’s mouth. “I do not doubt your words. I smell the fear on you, but not so much as is normal in your kind. If we fight, you might slay many of my kin, perhaps even me, but you would all be in wolf bellies in the end.”
Lucien grunted at this, but Rowan quieted him with a hand on his forearm. “It need not come to that.”
“If I release you to turn back, will you go?”
“No, we cannot. Our quest has brought us here, and we will see it through or die trying.”
“Well answered. If you had turned, I would have slain you, but now I see you are truly grave of purpose. What do you seek?”
“A small object,” answered Tala. “Part of a device that might allow us to defeat Solek. It is some distance to the east of here.”
The Wolf King pondered this for a moment, then barked a command at one of his fellows. A large white wolf, with black markings, stepped to the Wolf King’s shoulder, and the two discussed something in their own tongue.
“There is an area, a day or more travel from here, that we call ‘The Nest,’ ” the Wolf King said, addressing the adventurers once more. “My pack will not go near it. It is a place of evil, of endless, mindless hunger. If that is where you go, you have my leave. If you destroy what dwells there, it would be a help to my pack. If you fail…I have only given up a meal.”
“Can you tell us anything about this ‘Nest’?” asked Rowan. “What is it that awaits us?”
“You will learn when you arrive, if you get that far. There are other dangers in these woods. Our people have slain one another since time began, and I care not for your wars. But in this task, I will wish you well.” With that, the Wolf King emitted a high, piercing howl, then darted off into the wood, followed by his pack, which bayed in answer. Slowly the sound faded, and the silent darkness pressed in on them once more.
They stood motionless for a moment, still tense, still gripping their weapons. After the wolves’ cries had drifted away, Corson tried to break the somber mood. “This should be fun. Can’t wait to see what scares that wolf and his pack enough to let us go fight it.”
“At least he did let us go,” said Tala. “We live to fight another day.”
“Like to test him,” Lucien said, a strange gleam in his eye. “Worthy foe makes victory sweet.”
“You may meet another worthy foe ahead,” said Rowan, sheathing his sword. “Let’s go.”
*          *          *
They traveled silently, always listening to the subtle sounds of the woods, the darkness exerting an unrelenting pressure on their nerves. Tala imbued the ends of a few short branches that had fallen to the forest floor with a magical light, in order to save their limited supply of torches. When they decided to rest for what they guessed was the night, they placed four of these glowing branches into the ground to outline their campsite. One advantage the close-packed trees brought was shelter from the winds, and they missed having a campfire less than they otherwise might have.
Demetrius and Alexis had the night’s third watch. They slowly paced the perimeter of camp, staying on opposite sides to provide the best coverage. Demetrius strained to see into the darkness, fighting both eyelids that wanted to drop and eyes that weren’t sure what they were trying to focus on in the surrounding blackness.
His vision seemed to swim for a moment, and he blinked furiously to fight off what he thought to be dizziness due to lack of sleep. Lights danced before him, a half-dozen soft yellow globes, and now he rubbed his eyes and shook his head. When he refocused the lights remained, hovering like butterflies over a summer field, soft and inviting. He opened his mouth to call to Alexis, but the words caught in his throat. It seemed a shame to disrupt such a spectacle with a crude shout. The aches and tiredness flowed from him, and he felt a deep peace he hadn’t know since he was a boy. Without thought he stepped toward the lights, a gentle smile playing on his lips. The glowing spheres drew back at his approach, staying just out of reach, coaxing him forward. He followed.
Alexis noticed Demetrius moving off into the trees. He went casually, his sword remaining sheathed, but her mind screamed a warning and she held her spear before her. With a few quick strides she was at Demetrius’ shoulder, and looking beyond him she saw the glowing globes.
She studied them for a moment with a scowl etched on her face, then her muscles began to relax, the frown melting away and the tip of her weapon lowering. She moved toward the lights as Demetrius did, her hand going lax enough for the spear to fall to the ground with a muffled thud.
Lucien sat up with a start, his senses fully alert in an instant. His sleep was never deep when enemies might lurk near, and the spear striking the ground had immediately brought him to full consciousness. He struggled to see beyond the four magic torches that washed the area in a dull blue light, but he lost little time in concluding that those on watch had strayed away for some reason.
He woke the others quickly and quietly, and in a matter of seconds the group was moving out, using two of the lights to help illuminate the way. Lucien stepped toward the source of the sound that had awoken him, and finding Alexis’ spear, he held it up for the others to see. He sniffed the air and started to track his missing companions.
They moved with caution, but soon saw their friends ahead, their forms silhouetted by balls of light that fluttered beyond them like giant fireflies.
“Do not look at the lights,” Rowan hissed, even as he drew his sword and started forward. “Demetrius! Alexis!” he shouted, his voice echoing in the silent woods.
Demetrius and Alexis both started at the sound of Rowan’s cry as if waking from a dream. Suddenly the lights in front of them darted away, and in their place, coming at them out of the dark, was what seemed to be a great maw, filled with sharp teeth and expelling hot, rancid breath. It lunged at them, falling amongst them as they sprang to one side or the other.
The bulk behind the mouth was now visible, a heavy, squat body on stubby, powerful legs. Great eyes on each side of its head fixed them with a malevolent glare.
Demetrius stumbled back, fumbling to draw his sword. Alexis looked about, searching, remembering that she had had her spear in her hands, and thinking she must have just dropped it.
Suddenly the others were there, Rowan first, then Lucien and Corson, hacking at the mammoth head and body. Tala’s bow sung, and an arrow zipped through the darkness, striking one of the eyes.
The beast roared its rage and thrashed wildly, forcing its attackers back. It crashed away into the wood, its powerful body shaking trees and sending bushes flying.
“Let it go,” said Rowan to Lucien, whose instincts told him to give pursuit. “I don’t think it will be back.”
“What was it?” Corson asked. He wrinkled his nose at the smell of the thing’s blood on his sword.
“I don’t know, but I have heard of the hypnotic lights they use, drawing men away to their doom. ‘Night Sirens’ the lights have been called.”
“I’m sorry,” Demetrius stammered. He felt weak now that the adrenaline was ebbing from his system. “I seemed to lose myself as I gazed at those things, as if I had no will of my own.”
“It was the same with me,” said Alexis. She gave Lucien a nod of thanks as he returned her spear.
“Might as well get moving,” said Rowan. “None of us will be able to rest here tonight.”
The next day passed slowly, but was without incident. Their nerves were electric, the endless dark wearing on them as they stumbled through the woods, potential foes and pitfalls always a step away. They rarely looked back, and they tried not to think about the fact that each foot they pushed further into the forest only lengthened their journey out.
Sleep came easier that night, tiredness finally overcoming the constant tension. The Night Sirens did not return, and if the Mist followed them still, it remained out of sight. “It’s probably too smart to come in here,” Corson said when the shadow creature was mentioned.
Tala told them they were getting close to their destination, an announcement met with both relief and trepidation. They made a slight course adjustment, moving now northeast, although the direction they traveled was unknown to them with no sun or stars visible to guide them. Tala simply pointed and said “That way” to keep them on track.
The sky above was crystal clear on this day, the sun blazing brightly and its warmth cutting through the brisk fall air. Elsewhere in Arkania trees were bare or held a few scant leaves of yellow or red, but the canopy of the Great Northern Forest, beyond a small smattering of color high up on the tallest trees, remained a deep mass of green-going-on-black. Beneath this screen the group moved, their way lit only by four magically-infused branches—“happy sticks” Corson had begun to call them, telling Tala she could always make a living by joining a traveling fair and selling these to children.
“Or witless adults,” Lucien added, with a glance at Corson.
Corson laughed, a sound that was odd and out of place in this dread wood. “And you could join the fair as a jester. That deadpan humor of yours would probably play well with country folk.”
The hidden sun above had just passed its zenith when Tala held up a hand. “We are near. Move cautiously.”
They advanced in groups of two, holding the lights before them to pierce the darkness as best they could. Visibility was no more than thirty feet, even with the magic torches.
They froze as a sound ahead reached them, a wet, slick noise like hands being washed. When there was no sign that anything had sensed them, they inched forward.
Demetrius’ upper lip pulled up in a display of revulsion as they drew near and the sound became sharper and more vivid. It reminded him of a hungry animal tearing into a fresh kill, saliva and blood mixing while jaws worked to tear tendon and muscle from bone.
Finally their feeble lights reached the source of the sound. A great pile of creatures lie just ahead, squirming and writhing over one another. They were two feet long, with segmented bodies that had the milky white color of larvae turned up by a garden spade, dozens of legs running down each side. A pair of sharp mandibles framed the mouth, over which were four black eyes, two larger over two smaller.
“The nest,” Corson announced, remembering the name the Wolf King had given this place.
“Should we—?” Rowan’s words were cut off as Lucien’s warblade flashed past him. It caught one of the creatures in mid-air, slicing it cleanly in half. Both ends wriggled aimlessly on the ground as its life slowly ebbed.
“Drop from above,” Lucien explained.
Alexis thrust her light upward, but they could see no more of the insect-like monstrosities in the darkness over them.
“Simple to kill,” said Demetrius, “but there are so many.”
Tala had knelt to inspect the dying creature. “I don’t like the look of those mandibles. Venomous, I would bet.”
“Is the shard in the nest?”
Tala fingered the partial Sphere and concentrated for a moment. “It is there, but several feet below ground level.”
“And there could be a multitude of those things down there with it,” said Demetrius.
“Maybe other ways in and out too,” Lucien said. The comment caused the group to look around, concerned the things might creep up to their rear or flanks.
“Ideas?” asked Rowan. “I don’t think we can just wade in with swords.”
Lucien grunted but said nothing.
“Tala, is there some bit of hand waving you can do to get us through this one?” Corson asked with an exaggerated expression of hopefulness, like a school boy asking for a present.
She chuckled, but the serious look soon returned. “I’m afraid my parlor tricks won’t be much good here.”
“Fire,” Demetrius said.
“That might do the trick,” said Tala. “Let me have a torch.”
While Demetrius pulled a torch from his pack, Lucien asked, “What good that do? Have too few.”
“But the wood in this forest is dry,” Demetrius replied. “We could build up a pile of limbs and branches around the nest and light the whole thing off.”
Tala got the torch going and pressed it against the halved insect at her feet. Its skin charred swiftly, giving off a sour stench. She rose, reared back with the torch held over her shoulder in a throwing position, and asked, “Ready?” Getting a nod from Demetrius, she flung the torch into the nest.
The creatures let out high-pitched screams of pain and confusion as the fire landed among them. The nest boiled for a moment with vigorous activity before the torch blinked out, smothered under the creatures’ slithering bodies. If the little beasts had any sense of where the attack came from or any intention of responding to it, they kept it hidden.
“We should work in teams of two,” Demetrius said, taking charge as the plan took shape in his mind. “One placing the wood, the other ready with a weapon in case it’s needed. We should encircle the whole nest. Start several feet distant, then move the wood closer as the pile grows. Let’s gather as much wood as we can before we start building. We want to keep our time near the nest as brief as possible.”
Wood was easy enough to find in this ancient forest, and the nearly impenetrable canopy above kept the fallen, dead branches and twigs dry and ready to burn. The nest was centered in a cleared area of decent size for this dense forest, but not so large that Demetrius could be certain they wouldn’t be starting a much larger fire than desired. He admitted as much in reply to a question from Rowan. “We’ll need to clear as much brush away as we can, maybe even turn up the dirt to make a small break. But if the living trees burn as quickly as the dead limbs, and they catch fire…”
“Then we’ll go out in a blaze of glory,” said Corson.
The work was quick but heavy. Alexis was actually happy to feel the internal warmth bloom from the effort, to feel the sweat on her brow again after so many weeks traveling in chilly air. And the activity, the act of doing, was infinitely better than the journey through the black wood, and the dread of waiting for what might lie unseen in the dark.
The nest had returned to its normal state, the extinguished torch forgotten and the newcomers ignored. Occasionally one of the creatures drifted toward the growing pile of wood, but the movement was random and without purpose, and always it turned back to the close comfort of its brothers and sisters. A healthy stack of wood soon surrounded the nest. “That should do,” said Demetrius. “Let’s clear the brush away as best we can.”
They worked as they had on the pile, Demetrius, Rowan, and Alexis doing the labor, Corson, Tala, and Lucien guarding them with ready weapons. The ground was hard and dry, and resisted their efforts to dig a small trench. “Let’s hope we don’t need it,” said Demetrius. “It is time.”
They lit three torches, encircled the area with their weapons drawn, and then touched off the pile of dead wood. It kindled quickly, and a roaring blaze soon reared up.
The heat grew, forcing Corson back a step. The keening screams of the creatures reached his ears. He glimpsed them between the flames, their writhing more frantic, the heat pressing in on them from all sides.
Lucien took a larger limb and pushed the burning wood closer to the nest, then flipped the branch over the blaze so the thicker portion fell amongst the creatures, drawing the scorching flames with it. The large insects began to panic, some daring the flames where they withered quickly as they met a fiery end.
Rowan joined the others in keeping new wood on the raging inferno and forcing it ever closer to the nest. The screams were almost sickening, pain and the anguish of death in each piercing note. Rowan had always feared being burned alive—just the thought of it touched a fearful place deep inside that no beast or sword ever could. He checked the surrounding trees while wiping sweat not caused by the heat of the blaze from his face, and he prayed for the safety of his companions as well as himself. He wasn’t sure he could say he pitied the dying creatures, but those screams…
The new wood drew the fire further inward, and the nest was now completely enveloped. The pile settled as it burned, melting toward the ground or directly into the hole which led to the nest’s subterranean portion. A few of the creatures found their way out of the flames, but these were met with sharp steel. 
They tossed new wood onto the blaze over the pit, the flames licking up to new heights. Alexis checked the woods, which seemed less daunting now, lit by a greater light than they had had for days. The trees shone with the reflected glow of the growing bonfire, but no stray spark had lit any of them off. Alexis knew if that happened they could do little to stop the fire from spreading out of control, and that they might meet the same gruesome fate as the insects.
Alexis turned her eyes back to the blaze just as it exploded. In a flash of sparks, burning wood and insects were tossed up and out. Like a striking viper an insect lunged from the nest, in form like the others but much larger, rising well over Alexis’ head even though some of its body remained hidden below the surface. It fell directly toward her, its mandibles snapping and its legs flailing, looking for something to grab onto to pull itself clear of the fire. Alexis had less than an instant to react, but her spear was before her and she only needed to brace herself.
The monster impaled itself on the spear, its own speed and weight driving the metal tip deeper into its body than Alexis could have thrust it. Thick black blood oozed down the shaft of the weapon and onto Alexis’ hands and arms. It thrashed violently, trying to get loose, trying to shake free of the thing that held it fast and kept its mandibles a few inches away from its enemy.
Alexis strained every muscle to keep her balance and maintain her grip. The blood continued to pour from the wound, making the wooden shaft slick.
The creature screamed, a high-pitched siren that could shatter glass. It bent its head so that its four eyes focused all their baleful rage on Alexis. Its yell was directed right into her face, and carried the foul stench of rot and decay with it.
Alexis loosed her own scream, a Lorgrasian war cry. For a lingering moment they held those screams, warriors locked in a fatal embrace.
The creature snapped again with its mandibles, still unable to close the gap between the razor-sharp appendages and the flesh that was so near. Its legs reached in vain for the woman that held it at bay. Its lower body burned and shriveled, caught in the fire that still raged around them.
Alexis could see its strength starting to ebb, and she held her position, knowing time was on her side. Finally help arrived, Demetrius hacking the creature just below where the spear had entered, severing its body in three strokes. Alexis took what was left and thrust it into the flames. She watched it wither and burn, her eyes ablaze with a fire that was more than solely a reflection of what was before her.
Insect bodies were strewn about the area, many burned, some sliced by weapons after they had been thrown clear of the fire while still alive. Rowan worked furiously to stamp out the burning embers that had been tossed outward, and used his cloak to put out one small blaze that threatened to get out of control. In a matter of minutes everything flung from the bonfire had been quieted, and the roaring central fire burned deeper into the nest. The screams of the insects stilled.
Corson slid next to Alexis, his face stained with soot and sweat. “You dealt well with ‘Mama.’ ”
“Thank you,” Alexis replied as she flicked the thick black blood from her hands. “I was fortunate.”
“That it sprang right at you? I wouldn’t want your luck.”
“That my spear was in front of me. If it had been at my side…”
“Being prepared is not luck,” Tala said. She took a long look at the fire settling further into the nest. “We should wait for it to burn out on its own. Make sure nothing living yet stirs below.”
Alexis smiled softly. “You will get no argument from me. I have had my fill of fighting what lives below.”
“Spear serves you well,” Lucien said, raising his warblade in salute. He gave Alexis a slight bow.
Alexis understood the gesture, and the respect it conveyed. “I am honored, Lucien.”
“Is the shard still in the pit?” Demetrius asked. “As much as was thrown clear when that monster—.”
“Mama,” Corson said, as if correcting his friend.
Demetrius shook his head, but his lips betrayed him with a smirk. “ ‘Mama’ then. My point is that the shard may no longer be below.”
Tala was beginning to dig into her pouch for the partial Sphere when a flash of movement caught her eye. One of the insects, half charred black, still clung to life. It struck at Tala’s leg with what little strength it had left, and was neatly cleaved in two by Lucien’s warblade for its last, spiteful act. But the mandibles had found their mark, driving through the thick leather of Tala’s boot and biting into the flesh just above her right ankle.
Tala gave a small shout, more from surprise than pain. She shook the thing off easily, its muscles gone lax in death.
“I sorry,” Lucien said, his eyes large and his expression pained. “I should be quicker.”
“Nonsense,” Tala replied. “I am thankful you were as swift as you were.” She gave a little grimace, then, seeing the concerned faces of the group, she said, “Just stings a bit.” She finished retrieving the Soul Sphere from her pouch, cast her spell, and then said, “It remains centered in the nest, about two feet beneath the surface. As the fire dies, it should be easy enough to fish out.”
She stepped away from the nest-centered blaze, but could not escape the eyes of her companions. “I am fine,” she told them, trying to sound more certain than she felt. The wound was beginning to burn and send sharp pains shivering up her leg.
Rowan diverted his eyes from Tala. He had been studying her face, and could see the pain and fear she was trying to mask. He waited until the others had busied themselves watching the fire or scouring the small clearing for any other half-alive insects, then worked his way over to Tala. “I’m no healer, but I might be able to help if I can look at the wound.”
She made to protest, but was wracked by a sudden wave of agony. Reluctantly she sat on the ground and removed her boot, muffling a cry as she did so.
Rowan started to suck air between his teeth as he saw the injury, but caught himself. He offered Tala an ineffective smile instead.
The puncture wounds were small, one on each side of the leg, but the skin around them had already gone to deep purple, almost to black where the holes were. Rowan thought he could see the swelling getting worse even as he watched.
Tala winced as the paladin gently laid his hands on the wound. He closed his eyes in prayer, channeling healing power through himself. Strain started to show on his face after a few moments. He pulled his hands away with a soft sigh.
“I can do no more,” he said, struggling to meet her eyes. Thin black fluid ran from the two punctures. “For now,” he added.
“The pain is less,” she said. “Thank you.”
He nodded, then tore off part of his bedroll and bound the leg with it, tying it off hard below the knee to try to slow the spread of the poison they did not understand, but which they both knew was in Tala’s body.
As the fire waned, Corson drew closer to the nest, trying to ignore the stench given off by the roasted creatures. “I don’t think they’d make a good supper,” he said to no one in particular. Inside the pit the flames were dying out, but the embers still glowed a golden red and the heat that rose from the hole prevented him from taking any more than a very swift look inside.
“We will need to wait a time before we can search for the shard,” Demetrius said. His words were for Corson, but Tala overheard.
“Now that the insects are gone, I might be able to lift it out with a spell,” she said.
“But you are hurt,” Rowan countered.
“My leg, not my mind.” Her stern look showed she would brook no further argument from the others. Seeing she had their acquiescence, she said, “Move me closer to the nest.”
Rowan lifted her gently and placed her down just as lightly at a spot she indicated a few feet from the hole. From there, Tala cast a finding spell, and once she was sure the shard was not being held she used a levitation spell. Strain showed on her face from the effort—the spell allowed her to lift very little, and even the ash and half-burned wood that the shard rested under were almost too much to overcome. She could sense when the shard was clear of the fire’s debris, the mental weight she fought against lifting at the same instant. She allowed the piece to drop in the dirt beside her, as it still glowed white-hot from the fire.
Rowan kicked some dirt on it to help it cool, then pushed it about with the toe of his boot. He touched it tentatively with a finger, and found that it was cool enough to handle. He offered it to Tala, looking first at the hand in which she held the partial Soul Sphere, then his eyes slowly moving up to meet hers. He did not like what he saw.
Tala’s eyes had gone glassy, their focus far away. There was a tiredness there that he did not like, and a calmness to her expression—a certain slackness—that he liked even less. He took her hand in his and tried to rub some warmth into the clammy coldness he found there.
“The poison is powerful,” she said in a voice that was no more than a whisper.
“You need to rest,” he told her in a soothing tone. “Sleep if you can.”
“I will sleep,” she agreed, “for a time or forever.” She met his grim concern with a smile. “I should have left the shard for the others to retrieve. The spells stole too much of my strength. I have named my people stubborn, and now I see I am no better.”
Rowan was lost for words. He could only offer a clumsy smile as he placed a bedroll under her head and watched her drift off with frightening quickness. Her chest continued to rise and fall in short, shuddering breaths.
“Is there anything we can do?” Demetrius asked.
“The poison is beyond me. We will need to find other help or pray that with rest and time she will overcome it on her own.”
Alexis bent down to take a closer look at the bandaged leg. Dark fluid soaked the wrap, and a smell like death wafted upward from the wound. “We cannot wait. We must try to find help.”
“It will be a least two days out of these woods,” said Corson. “And beyond that?”
“We could reach a village a few hours after we’re clear of the forest,” Alexis replied. “The horses should be waiting.”
“And then?” asked Demetrius.
“We hope there is someone in the village that might be able to help with a cure.”
“ ‘Hope,’ ” Demetrius repeated, spitting out the word. “Like the hope that this village hasn’t been destroyed by the Dead Legion. The hope that nothing will hinder us on this race back out of the woods.” He looked at Tala and then slammed his clenched fist into his thigh in frustration.
“I can offer nothing more without lying,” Alexis said, her tone as soft as Demetrius’ had been hard.
“I know.” Demetrius took a moment to calm himself. “Even if all our prayers are answered, I fear we need more time than we have.”
“Then best start now,” suggested Lucien. He lifted Tala in his powerful arms, cradling her as he would a delicate child. He started off without allowing time for further questions or discussion. The others grabbed torches and followed.
Corson trotted near his old friend. “We could easily get lost in this wood. Tala directed us in, but with no stars or sun…”
“I know,” Demetrius said with a sigh. “We ask for much. Maybe we should pray to Rowan’s god.”
“I have talked to him about this Savior. There seems a truth in what he says. His belief is certainly fervent.”
“That I’ll not deny, although some see this ‘truth’ you mention as mere folly and wishes. Rowan has said all prayers prayed by a just heart are answered, but perhaps not in the ways one would expect.”
“If Rowan prays for Tala’s life and is denied…I don’t see the good in that.”
“None of us would. Not even Rowan. He might just accept it differently.”
“And what of our quest if she doesn’t pull through? Without her to guide us…”
“There are others,” Alexis said. She saw the startled looks Corson and Demetrius wore. “I apologize. I did not mean to eavesdrop.”
“We spoke no secrets,” Demetrius said. “What others do you speak of?”
“Others with the magic. I traveled with a mage—her name was Karlessa. I did not even have time to despair of the quest after she fell in the tunnel outside the Pit Demon’s lair before meeting Tala.” Alexis paused to push away the painful memory her own words conjured up. “If she dies it will be a cruel loss, but we cannot give up. Another path will be shown to us—be it by Rowan’s Savior or the fates.”
“I pray that you are right,” Demetrius said.
They had traveled less than an hour when familiar sounds came from both right and left. Lucien stopped, placed Tala gently on the ground, and then drew his warblade. “Face me!” he demanded. “No time for games!”
Out of the darkness stepped a wolf covered head to paw in black fur. “Still your tongue, goblin. The Wolf King comes.”
Rowan tried to speak, but Lucien cut him off. “Wait hurts us. Wolf King answer for it.”
The black wolf snarled. “Speak to him thus, goblin, and you’ll end up in my belly.”
“Open your belly with warblade.”
“Enough!” The Wolf King moved into the small area illuminated by the torches. “You have destroyed the nest. This is a great favor for my people, and for that I will forgive your harsh words.”
Lucien made as if to retort, but this time Rowan would not be put off. “You do us honor with your words, mighty king. But one of our party has been bitten by the creatures, and we are in haste to seek aid for her wound.”
“You return to your own kind, outside of the wood?”
“We do.”
The Wolf King approached Tala, then sniffed twice. “She will not survive the journey, even if you know of someone that could cure her. There is too little time.”
Rowan sighed. “We have to try.”
“We have been plagued by that nest for years, so much so that we no longer hunt anywhere near it. Many wolves fell to the poison of those insects, but some were saved.”
“How?”
“There is one with healing powers, a man like you, a friend to all living creatures who has made his peace with the denizens of this wood and who is allowed to live amongst us. He may be able to help.”
“Can you lead us to him?”
“I can and will, although the smell of death is already strong on the she-elf. Time grows short. I owe you a debt for the destruction of the nest, so we will carry you. If the goblin carries the female, the two can ride on my back.”
There was nothing Lucien wanted less, but he dutifully took up Tala and mounted the kneeling Wolf King.
“Hold onto my fur goblin, tightly. I run swiftly and know my way through the trees. The path is not often straight.”
The wolves were swift and powerful, bearing their burdens with ease, tearing through the dark wood. Torches had been discarded, and the riders held on with both hands, feeling the cold air flow past their faces. Corson rode with his eyes closed more often than not. He could see little anyway, other than trees that seemed to lurch toward him and his mount before the wolf dodged one way or the other to avoid them.
Rowan had mounted the black wolf, who had said to him, “You do not realize the honor the king does you to allow you to ride this way.”
“He will have our gratitude, always.”
The wolf only grunted in reply, which reminded Rowan of Lucien. He laughed to himself thinking of what the goblin would think of that comparison.
As best as Demetrius could tell, they traveled north or northeast, although it was hard to keep his bearings the way the wolves ran. After an hour his muscles were cramped and sore, but the wolf beneath him kept up its reckless pace. As a second hour of riding neared its close, dim lights appeared ahead. The wolf began to slow, and Demetrius could see that a small house was built here, and the light came from braziers placed around it.
The house was not much more than a shack, four simple wooden walls with no windows and only a single door. As they dismounted the door swung open.
A man stepped out, one who had seen many years—his face was worn and wrinkled, his hair long ago gone gray. He wore a simple green tunic and plain sandals on his feet, and although he moved in slow, measured steps, his eyes were keen and intelligent.
“You bring me a guest, O King,” he said.
“Travelers who sought a treasure at the nest. One of their number was bitten. They seek your aid.”
His eyes fell upon Tala, and his face grew grim. “Bring her inside. Quickly, quickly!” He led the way, leaving the door open for the others to follow.
His dwelling was as plain as his clothes, and except for a row of jars covering the shelves along one wall, it contained only the bare necessities—a bed, a fire pit vented to a small chimney, a small chest with clothes. He indicated the bed and Lucien placed Tala upon it.
“My name is Ballthor,” he said as he started to remove the wrapping on Tala’s leg.
Rowan recited the names of his companions as well as his own. Ballthor simply said, “Mm-hmm,” never looking up from his work.
The discoloration on Tala’s leg had spread halfway up her thigh. After inspecting the wound, Ballthor asked, “Has anything been done for her?”
“I have done what I could to slow the poison and drain the wound,” Rowan replied. “I’m afraid that is all.”
“Did you use roots? Plants?”
“Prayer.”
Ballthor turned to eye Rowan. “A paladin?” A smile creased the corners of his lips.
Rowan nodded.
“How long since the bite?”
“A little over two hours.”
Ballthor stroked his gray beard, then went to the shelves and started picking through the jars, which were filled with various liquids and powders, most of which the travelers did not recognize. “Thank your god, Rowan. Elves have strong constitutions, but two hours should have done more damage. Your prayers were answered.”
“Then she will live?”
Ballthor shrugged. “I will do what I can. But you have given her a chance. Your prayers and the Wolf King. Why did he aid you?”
“We destroyed what he called ‘The Nest.’ ”
Ballthor looked genuinely surprised. “Destroyed it? How?”
“Fire.”
“A risky gamble. You might have killed yourselves and destroyed half the forest in the attempt.”
“Dark times sometimes call for great risk.”
“That is so,” said Ballthor. He measured ground leaves and plants out of several jars and worked them together in a small bowl, into which he poured a sour-smelling, thick, yellow liquid. “Did you retrieve the shard?”
Rowan hesitated, looking back toward his friends.
“I have lived in these woods a long time,” Ballthor said. “I can’t claim the friendship of all that dwell here, but I have learned to co-exist with most. That ‘nest,’ as the Wolf King so aptly calls it, was placed soon after the Dark One escaped his prison. It was simple enough to guess its purpose.”
Rowan sighed. “I sense we will have no secrets under your roof.”
Ballthor laughed. “I am no sorcerer. Just a simple druid. But if one pays attention to what one sees and hears, much can be learned.” He started to apply the paste he had created to Tala’s injured leg.
Demetrius cleared his throat. “Do you know of any other pieces of the Sphere?”
Ballthor glanced at him with a mischievous smile, then went back to his work. “I’m glad to see the rest of you are not mute. There is another shard in this wood, several days journey to the north. It is buried in an underground city of sorts.”
“What awaits us there?”
“I cannot say. I have little interest in trying to retrieve the shard, but great interest in preserving my own skin. If the Dark One’s minions have placed two small pieces here in this wood, I will let them be.” Ballthor finished applying the salve and then gathered up the used bandage Rowan had applied earlier. “I will burn this, and then apply a poultice to the wound. After that we can only wait while she rests. I offer you what little hospitality I can—a warm place to sleep if not a bed, and food and drink.”
“We thank you,” Rowan said. He followed Ballthor back outside.
The Wolf King asked about Tala as Ballthor set the soiled bandages in one of the braziers. It was quickly consumed, giving off a lazy curl of black smoke. “She is resting,” he told the great wolf. “I think you brought her here in time.”
The Wolf King turned his yellow eyes to Rowan. “We will take our leave now.”
“We owe you a debt,” Rowan said.
“Payment for exterminating the insects,” said the Wolf King. “The debt was mine, and it is paid. Farewell.” He gave a howl that seemed to shake the very ground, then dashed into the wood, his pack sending up an answering call and then following. The black wolf paused for a moment, eyeing Lucien.
“I hope we meet again, goblin.”
“ ‘Lucien’ is name. If meet, know whose shoulders your pelt will warm.”
The wolf’s eyes twinkled. “And I am Krellos. You will likely make a vile meal, Lucien, but I will taste your flesh regardless.” He flashed his teeth, the white standing out against the black of his fur and the woods beyond, then darted off to join his pack.
“Well, that was pleasant,” said Corson with a smile. He patted Lucien amiably on the back. “You really have a way with people—and wolves.”
“That why I prefer to talk with warblade.”
Back inside Ballthor’s home, the druid busied himself preparing a stew for dinner. Alexis asked how he came to have such a dwelling.
“I have always loved nature. As I grow older, the ways and things of man interest me less and less. The more we create, the more complex things become, and in the end there is more pain and destruction. Oh, to be sure, much of it springs from the evil some men harbor in their hearts, this Solek being a perfect example. But I decided years ago to live simply and at peace with as much of the world around me as I could. This forest is rarely traveled and provided a safe harbor.”
“How did you come to find safety here?” Demetrius wondered. “From the wolves and the other things that dwell here?”
“I was fortunate to find a she-wolf in need of healing. One of her litter was Denosis, now the Wolf King. The pack has afforded me much protection as has keeping fires lit outside. Most of the creatures that dwell here will not venture near, and many, over the course of long years, have learned that I will be a friend if allowed. If not, they can be certain I will do them no harm.”
“And those insects?”
“Ah, yes. Skezis, they are named. None here will weep at their passing. Brainless for the most part, but quite deadly if one stumbles upon them unawares. Luckily they never stray far from their pit. They killed several wolves before I learned how to deal with the poison.” He took a pot and placed it on his small table, then rubbed his beard thoughtfully. “I’m afraid I not only have but one chair, but I have only two bowls. You’ll have to eat in turns.”
“We are grateful for your hospitality,” said Alexis.
Demetrius settled comfortably against a wall, the aroma of the stew and the warmth of the fire making him sleepy. He dozed for a short time, until Lucien woke him to take his turn at the stew. It was bland but warm and filling. If only he had a soft bed to fall into… He smiled at the thought.
“What is it?” Corson asked, settling beside him with the other bowl in hand.
“Just thinking how nice a bed would feel right now. There are muscles I forgot I had letting me know their displeasure about recent activities.”
“I know what you mean, although it must be far worse for someone of your advanced years.”
“You're lucky I’m hungry, or you would be wearing this stew,” Demetrius said with a laugh. “Besides, I’m less than three years older than you.”
“True, but you’re over forty and I’m not. You’ve moved to the downward slope of life now.”
“In that case I thank you for coming along on this journey, to protect me in my feebleness.”
Corson gave a mock bow. “My pleasure.” His look grew more serious as his eyes fell upon Tala. She had remained motionless on the bed since they had arrived. “I hope she pulls through.”
“I think she will.”
“And if she doesn’t?”
Demetrius met his friends searching look with one of steel. “Then we will bury her, mourn her, and go on. There is little else we can do. For now, though, we have food and shelter and she is being tended to. We hope and wait.”
The waiting continued for more than a week, but Tala improved each day. She had awoken on the third morning, the swelling gone by then and the bruising that had stopped at her hip fading to a still ugly but definitely lighter shade of purple. She had been able to take nourishment soon after, and had tried a few tentative steps on the sore leg by the fifth day of their stay.
Ballthor was an excellent host, who declined offers from his guests to make good on the food they ate, insisting that the plants he cooked with were plentiful and that he rarely needed to hunt for meat—the Wolf King and his pack saw to his needs. As if making up for years of solitude, Ballthor thoroughly enjoyed the company of his guests, being of good cheer and telling and listening to stories with equal vigor. As for the group, they had rest they had not known since before their journey began, partaking in warm food and having a certain sense of security in his cozy home, not to mention the fact that his braziers and the house’s walls allowed them to forgo the nightly watch.
Alexis had asked on the third day if they should consider pressing ahead and then returning for Tala after they had recovered the next shard, but she had no argument to counter Rowan’s concern that without Tala’s magic they would have trouble locating it—Ballthor had said that he only knew where the entrance to the underground city was and that the shard was somewhere within, nothing more. So they waited for Tala to get better, and in truth Alexis was happy for the chance to recover her strength, just as the others were. Her mind drifted often to Lorgras, and to her friends lost under the Aetos Mountains, and she grieved for them with unshed tears.
The waiting was hard on Lucien. He was a goblin of action and spent many hours pacing around outside Ballthor’s home, burning off excess energy, the cold air invigorating. He knew the delay was necessary, and even when Alexis raised the possibility of action, he remained silent while Rowan, Demetrius, and Corson counseled patience. As much as his heart and spirit wanted to move on, his mind knew they were right. The humans passed much of their time discussing changes and happenings in the outside world, much of which was met with looks of wide-eyed astonishment by Ballthor. Lucien either took his exercise outdoors or stood silently during these discussions, answering questions tossed his way as amicably as possible for a goblin. In quiet times Demetrius and Corson often huddled together, as one would expect friends to do, and Lucien noticed Alexis and Rowan passing many hours in private conversation as well. He felt no sense of being left out, preferring as he did the solitude of his own thoughts, and he took refuge there often.
Tala had awoken before the others on the ninth day of their stay with Ballthor. She was tired and restless from too much time in bed, but her thoughts were clear. She had dreamed of the creature that had bitten her, dreamed of Solek and of the Dark One, of the Soul Sphere, and these nighttime illusions were filled with images of dark despair that melted together in what seemed a long, ugly fever dream as she fought the poison. She rose from the bed, stepping quietly around her companions and toward the door. Once outside, she paced around Ballthor’s dwelling. The leg was tender, but she thought she could manage the pain easily enough.
“I’ll return this,” Demetrius said, startling her. He held the partial Soul Sphere out toward her.
She took it, turning it over once. “You added the latest piece,” she observed with a smile.
“It heals itself once the pieces are placed properly. You told us that once before, but the way my hands trembled when I did it, I guess… Maybe I wasn’t sure if I trusted it, or myself.” He gave her a searching look.
“Great power went into its creation, and great power broke it apart. But the old power is what binds it again, nothing that I or anyone else could hope to do.”
He nodded. “I’m still happier to have you carry it. Just watch your step from now on.”
“That I will,” she answered.
Ballthor served them a final meal and provided more food and water for their packs, as well as a dozen torches and three thick blankets. “Winter is coming,” he told them when he was first refused. “I have a fire and enough other blankets to stave off the shivers, not to mention four walls to stop the wind.”
Each thanked him in turn for his hospitality and healing, Tala clasping his hands and saying that although she could never repay him, she would give anything in her power if he asked it. “Be safe,” was his only request. Rowan was last and tried one last time to convince him to join them, something he had spent a great deal of time failing at during their stay.
“No, and no again,” Ballthor said, his voice stern but his lips and eyes smiling. “I have forsaken the world you know and my place is now here. I wish you well, but I cannot accept your gracious invitation.” He added with a wink, “Regardless of how many times the invitation is extended.”
Rowan bowed once, a formal surrender. “Then we will trouble you no longer.”
“Two days journey to the north,” Ballthor said, taking the cue and pointing the way. “The entrance to the Lost City is easy enough to find, but what lies within few that live can say. If any have entered and come out again, I have yet to hear their tale.”
Lucien smiled, his great teeth flashing as they always did, making the look far more sinister than it truly was. “If meet again, we tell of it.”
Ballthor laughed and clapped Lucien on the back. “I don’t doubt it, my green friend. Whatever is there should tremble at your approach.” He raised an open hand, as if calling down a blessing on the group. “Farewell.”
They set out at a slow pace, some unspoken agreement becoming apparent to Tala as one after the other her companions stole peeks at the steadiness of her gait. Realizing verbal protest would be useless, she stepped to the front and moved to a faster beat, showing them she was capable of keeping up. Rowan took the lead thirty minutes later without slowing, saying “You made your point,” as he passed Tala with a nod of respect.
Corson was pleased to see the mood was light as they set out, his wit earning him more laughs than he was accustomed to with this crowd. But as they drew further away from the sanctuary they had enjoyed for a time, the gloom of the wood and the thought of what might lay ahead penetrated mind, heart, and soul, and a heavy seriousness settled over them. Corson dropped the one-liners, his guard going up as he looked for threats in the dire wood.
Whether any threat remained just out of sight, none could say, but they passed the day in relative peace. Alexis shared the first watch of the night with Lucien, and when it was over and she curled up to sleep, she was grateful for the extra blankets Ballthor had given them. It was more brisk this night than their last under the stars, the contrast more striking since she had grown accustomed to Ballthor’s fire. She shivered until sleep finally took her some hours later.
 



 
 
Chapter 6: The Lost City
 
Tala woke with a start, her dreams troubled again. She touched her leg absentmindedly, then realizing what she was doing she proceeded to rub the soreness away. She shook off her blanket, pulled the wrecked Soul Sphere from her pouch, and then mouthed the words of the finding spell. As always, she felt the tiredness come over her as the magic took her energy—something must be given in payment for anything gained, she had been taught, and mages found it was no different with their power. Her mind was sharp, and whatever lingering effects she might feel from the Skezis’ poison was confined to a dull ache in her leg. Once the spell had done its work, she stood, found her legs were steady beneath her, and then blew out a relieved breath.
“Your recovery is nearly complete,” Rowan said with a knowing smile. “You can still use the magic.”
“Without swooning, yes,” she answered with a laugh. “We did well yesterday. We need to keep moving north, a day’s travel, maybe less.”
They marched that day as they usually did in these woods, single file, saying little, torches lit and weapons at hand. Tala took her normal place near the rear, with only Corson behind her. She could fight as well as the rest, not with a sword or a warblade, but her bow was just as deadly. Her life she did not consider of more value than those of her companions, but the magic made her different, and she understood their unspoken concern about what would happen if she died. So she allowed herself to be maneuvered into traveling in a position that was always protected front and rear. She just hoped when they next met a foe she would not be expected to stand behind some tree or rock while the others risked their necks.
Corson preferred any position in line other than the one he was in—the rear. It was simple enough to follow Tala, but the front of the line was only apparent due to the dim flicker of the torches ahead, and behind him darkness closed like a rising tide of foul water. Every time he turned the blackness seemed to be lurching toward him, eager to swallow him up forever. By necessity his gaze frequently went to the rear, as he was tasked to make sure nothing stalked them, and these looks made his pace uneven and the travel even less pleasant. He was always glad when he rotated forward in the marching order.
He stumbled over a root, not for the first time, catching himself against the trunk of a tree, and then quickened his steps to keep close to Tala. Back he looked at the void, forward again, back, forward…
Corson never saw it strike since it came from above. He felt a sudden pressure around his chest and he was yanked into the air, and then toward the black canopy overhead. His sword fell from his hands, which kept him from slashing at his assailant. He gripped the thing that held him, a fleshy appendage that shone metallic green in the soft light of the torches below, his breath gone and the shout he tried to muster refusing to come.
Tala wheeled the instant Corson’s sword hit the ground. Her eyes and arms shot upward, and she caught a glimpse of what was pulling Corson up before she loosed an arrow. It drove home with a dull thunk, a foot or so above the flailing man. She called to the others and fired a second shot.
As the arrow found its mark, the pressure on Corson lessened and then vanished. The appendage slithered back into the trees as Corson made a sudden twenty foot return trip to the ground below. He was no acrobat, but his time on the wall at Mill Harbor served him well. He hit the ground and rolled, spreading the shock of impact. He came to his feet intact but for a slight ankle sprain and a set of bruises that would soon be blooming, grabbed his sword and shouted, “Go!”
Some twenty minutes later they stopped, out of breath and warily searching the trees above. Corson thanked Tala profusely, realizing how close he had come to becoming something’s midday meal.
“What was it?” Demetrius asked.
“I didn’t see much,” replied Corson. “A well-muscled thing, like a snake or the arm of a weight-lifting octopus.”
“Tree squid?” Rowan offered.
Corson turned toward the paladin with a look of surprise. Seeing the way Rowan’s eyes danced, he couldn’t help but smile. “Perhaps,” he allowed.
“It must have been huge,” said Tala, “to have enough leverage to reach so far down and pull a man up like that.”
“So now we watch up as well,” grumbled Lucien.
“We’re going to get strained necks from all this looking around,” said Corson.
“Better a sore neck than a broken one” said Demetrius. He placed a hand on Corson’s arm, saying quietly, “I’m glad you’re safe.”
“Not as glad as I am,” Corson answered, rubbing his chest where the thing had held him.
Alexis called to the group, “Let’s be off. The sooner we reach this underground city, the sooner we get out of this wood.”
Late in the day, Tala told them they had arrived as she peered off into the darkness to the northeast. “An entrance, I believe. Five hundred feet in that direction.”
They closed ranks, traveling in a pack now rather than a line, the need for speed giving way to the need for strength. They held their torches before them, but even the combined light did little to overcome the oppressive gloom of the dire forest. Suddenly it appeared, an open doorway framed in gray brick. A ramp angled down just inside the opening, and the stone that framed this descending structure behind the door simply sloped directly through the forest floor. It seemed odd and out of place, standing alone as it did amongst the trees, a stone monolith from another time.
“This was too easy to find,” said Demetrius with a frown. “I don’t like it.”
“You’re right, of course,” said Alexis. “But unless there is another way in, it is the path we must take.”
“Not sure I’d want to take the time to look for another way in, considering that thing in the trees might be coming after us,” said Rowan.
Demetrius grabbed a torch. “I will lead.”
They had traveled for days in darkness, yet somehow the stone door framed a blackness that seemed deeper and thicker. Demetrius took a deep breath and stepped forward, wondering if something in that entrance would extinguish the torch or simply swallow him up, but the light penetrated beyond the door, casting a glow against the inner walls, which were of the same gray brick that outlined the door. He moved cautiously down the ramp, making sure his feet did not slip on the worn surface, finding some comfort in the footfalls he heard behind him. He glanced back once to see it was Lucien, and the sight of the warblade the goblin held in his well-muscled arms bolstered him even further.
The ramp descended a hundred feet to a second open doorway. Beyond this the floor leveled out. Demetrius stuck the torch through this second opening, waving it back and forth a few times like a signal. It was possible the flame drew attention, but it did not draw a reaction.
Holding the torch aloft, Demetrius stepped into what he thought was a large room. But the light could not reach the ceiling or even the walls in any direction but behind him, where he had entered. As the others joined him and extra light was added, buildings came into view, stone facades that had cracked and crumbled with age, empty doors and windows that looked like moaning spirits, hollow and empty and lost forever.
“The Lost City,” Alexis intoned, recalling conversations with Ballthor during Tala’s recuperation. “Ancient beyond recorded history.”
“And holding untold dangers and restless spirits,” Demetrius added, “if legend be true. I’m more concerned with more recent occupants, those in Solek’s employ.”
“The shard?” Rowan asked Tala.
She checked, and then said, “A half mile ahead, but fifty feet below where we stand.”
“Lovely,” Corson said. “Another nest, or a pit perhaps.”
“Not find out talking here,” said Lucien. He took the lead, Demetrius taking a position by his elbow so the way would be lit. Lucien kept both hands on his warblade, ready for immediate action. Three torches were always kept lit as they traveled, either real or magical, but Lucien always requested that he be one of the ready warriors. None had thought to deny him. They had all seen him fight.
Buildings loomed above them like silent sentinels as they walked down what appeared to be the main street of the city, their footfalls echoing dully off distant walls. The glow of their torches did not penetrate the structures’ openings, and none who passed these empty doors and windows wished to explore. If any signs of past life had been left on these streets—a market stall, a cart, a water barrel, a child’s toy—time had long since ground them to dust.
A distant moan wafted through the city, a tired sigh, freezing them where the stood.
“Wind?” Rowan asked hopefully.
“More likely to be the tree squid,” Corson retorted. The air was close here. A breeze would have been a welcome relief.
From the darkness before them a light shimmered to life, then more appeared. They coalesced as they moved toward the adventurers, and something began to take form. In shape it was much like a man, although larger than any who walked Arkania and indistinct around the edges, as if the blackness of the city tried to pull it apart. It shone blue-white, its skin and clothing—a vest, breeches, and heavy boots—all the same glowing hue. Its face appeared pained, the mouth drawn into a permanent cry of agony, and it stared at them with blind eyes. When it walked it did not stir the dust or make any sound. It came to a halt ten feet in front of them.
For a moment all was still as the travelers and the specter regarded one another. Then a moan emanated from somewhere deep within the phantom, rising in volume until it was a wonder the sound did not shake the walls of the city down. The cry went on for a dozen seconds that seemed much longer to those listening, then abruptly stopped.
“I’m not positive,” said Rowan, “but I believe we are supposed to be fleeing in terror right now.”
“I let it taste my blade,” said Lucien. “Then it flees.”
“Not yet,” said Demetrius. “But if it comes closer…”
“I know why you have come,” the specter said in a voice as cold as a winter’s grave.
“Tell us then,” Rowan said with a neutral expression.
“You have come here to die.”
“Not so,” answered the paladin.
“That is the fate of all who enter here. I sense little fear in you, but the end is always the same. Cruel death.”
“We know death,” growled Lucien while he brandished his warblade. “If want to fight, do so.”
The phantom laughed, a harsh, mirthless noise that chilled the blood. It lifted its right arm, grasped its own hair, and then pulled its head off. Tucking the head under its arm like a package, it said, “I have done my fair share of fighting, goblin, but I am beyond the reach of your fearsome weapon.”
“Then why do you speak to us?” Rowan asked.
“The spirits here find no rest. Some call this ‘The Lost City,’ and believe it is so named because it is hidden. They are wrong. Those who perish here are lost forever, their souls trapped as mine is. We want no further company, nor would I wish such a fate on anyone still living. A warning is all I can give, and so I give it. Leave now. If you are so anxious to die, return to the surface and fall on your own swords. At least then your spirits might find rest.” The message given, the phantom simply vanished.
After a momentary pause, Alexis asked, “Should we believe it?”
“Does it matter?” Demetrius replied.
“I guess not,” Alexis said. “We all know we’re going ahead regardless.”
Corson was holding one of the torches, and as they resumed their journey he looked from one building to the next, the light illuminating just enough of the crumbling structures to show how many hiding places there were in the shadows. He mumbled calming words to himself.
You’re going to die here.
Corson shook the thought away. “Are we almost there?” he asked, more to hear his own voice than anything else.
“It was nearly a half mile,” Tala reminded him. “We just got started.”
“Sorry. Dumb question.”
No less than they’d expect from you. The group clown. The weak one.
“I bet I could lift more than Tala,” he said to himself. He hadn’t meant to speak out loud, but his words were audible, if only as a whisper.
“What’s that?” Demetrius asked.
“Nothing. Whistling past the graveyard.”
Weak in the mind. That’s the problem. Although any of the others could take you in a fight, Tala included.
He listened to the gentle sound of the torches burning, and studied the serious, focused faces of his companions. Demetrius walked next to him, sword drawn, eyes alert, ready for anything. A friend of which one could be proud.
But could he say the same about you? If you weren’t friends as boys, would he have wanted you along? Would he put up with you? Does he really want you here now?
Of course he would, Corson thought. “This place makes me jumpy,” he said.
“That means you’re alive,” Demetrius told him with a wan smile.
For a moment that pushed Corson’s doubts away. He listened to the way their footfalls echoed dully, the steps muffled by the dust and dirt from ages past which covered the stone road. He glanced back, the dead city fading to black behind them as they drew away.
Tala slowed as she checked the Sphere, took a dozen steps forward, and then three to the right. “Down from here,” she said, kicking at the debris on the road.
Rowan knelt at the spot, holding a torch close. He brushed away the dust and played his fingers around the stones that formed the road. He worked an area some four feet in diameter, trying to pry and push the stones, but found no give in them. “We either need to break through, or find another way. Are you sure this is the exact spot?”
“Definitely,” said Tala. “But straight down may not be the way to get there, as you just implied.”
“What if buried under fifty feet rock?” asked Lucien.
“Then we need to hire some dwarves,” Demetrius replied. “Let’s work in teams of two. We’re looking for a well, a stair, a trap door—anything that might give us access to a lower level. We’ll need to look in the buildings as well. Lucien and Tala, try forward and left, Rowan and Alexis to the right. Corson and I will go back and check the rear.”
He needs to keep you close, so you don’t do something stupid.
Corson hesitated, staring at his friend. The flickering torchlight played tricks on Demetrius’ face, making it seem to be some living thing, changing with each instant. Sometimes the shadows fell in such a way that it seemed this face Corson had known for more than three decades was hiding a sinister secret.
“What’s wrong?” Demetrius asked.
“Nothing,” Corson said, stirring as if waking from a dream. “Let’s go.”
They stood close as they searched, sharing the light, listening for a call of distress or discovery from their companions. Wary of the buildings, they decided to search the streets and the outer walls of the city first. Other than the main road, the streets were narrow and irregular, and were often lost amidst fallen debris.
“Nothing but ruins,” Demetrius announced after they had spent a fruitless time picking their way through the streets. “Let’s follow the city walls.”
They made their way back to the entrance, and Corson let out a relieved breath when he saw that it remained solidly in place—no trick or trap apparent.
You should leave now. Better to brave the forest than this tomb. You have the torch…just go and they will follow.
Demetrius let his hand slide along the wall, finding intricately carved stone. He stepped back and looked at the patterns, which were detailed but decorative only—no particular image had been left there. He moved to the right, not taking notice of the fact that Corson hesitated before deciding to follow.
The wall stretched on nearly a half mile until it reached the corner of the city. There a smaller structure jutted out, a ten-foot-high rectangular box. On each face was carved the image of a king, each tall and powerful and gazing upon them with empty gray eyes.
Demetrius studied it closely, then ran his fingers along the corner nearest him. He blew away the dust and called for the torch. “There is a seam here. It may be a door.”
“Looks like a tomb stood on end.”
Your tomb.
A loud boom shattered the silence, echoing from some distant part of the city. Corson held his breath as the reverberation faded, and thought he could almost hear his racing heartbeat.
“Found it,” rumbled a voice in the distance. Lucien. “Far left corner of walls.”
Corson and Demetrius traveled the perimeter rather than trying to pick their way through the heart of the city. Demetrius heard Alexis answer Lucien’s call, and he did the same, his voice amplified as it echoed through the underground city. Even along the walls they had to be cautious, and it seemed a long time until they finally arrived.
Lucien stood by a small structure just like the one they had found in the opposite corner, except that a slab of stone lay face down in the dirt, broken over rocks that might have lain there undisturbed for centuries. “Stairs,” he announced, pointing into the newly-made opening.
“We found a similar structure,” said Demetrius. “I thought it might actually be a door.”
“It is,” Tala said with a soft smile, touching the place where ancient hinges stood broken. “Our powerful friend here just pulled a bit harder than necessary”
Lucien flashed his toothy smile. “You want open. I open.”
“At least we don’t have to worry about it closing behind us,” said Rowan, pushing past Lucien to thrust his torch into the opening. Stone steps spiraled down into the darkness, and the walls were carved with hexes and dire images. “Wards and warnings. A crypt most likely.”
Alexis thought of the specter that had confronted them earlier. “Maybe we’ll see where our headless friend rests,” she said. She glanced at the spear in her hands as if it had changed into an overgrown twig. “If he and others like him walk here, our weapons will not be of much use.”
“Spirits such as that one can haunt but not slay,” Rowan said. “But we have all seen the dead walk in bodily form. Keep your weapons ready.” He led the way down.
The stairs spun down some thirty feet before reaching a floor of polished black stone. Rowan stepped away from the foot of the stair and held his torch aloft.
Neat rows of marble crypts were stacked to the ceiling, in numbers beyond counting. Sentinels stood guard in each row, some of granite, others of armor, all armed. These tombs showed little of the disrepair of the city above, the images carved on them intact, dust and crumbled stone not littering the floor. What did lay strewn about was of more concern.
“Bones,” said Rowan.
Even here in the crypt the bones were out of place. They were too numerous and lay at too many odd angles. There was no respect or honor or finality in the way they were arranged—the living had simply fallen there, and now the dead bones were all that was left.
Demetrius crouched down to study those closest to them. “Many of these people fell from wounds. Perhaps all.”
“The sentinels?” Lucien asked, his eyes playing over the guardians. They held many different weapons—swords, spears, maces, hammers, and staffs. Neither wood nor metal showed signs of rust or decay.
Demetrius pulled a hand over his face and blew out a breath. He shook his head. “Maybe. But as far as I can tell, there are no severed limbs and fewer broken bones than I would expect if they were hacked to death.”
“I would still be reluctant to pass before those waiting weapons,” said Rowan. “And look, further on the bones are fewer, as if this area right before us is the place one cannot pass safely.”
Demetrius took a torch and slid along the wall, taking great care, his eyes never ceasing their movement. He checked three other rows of tombs and then worked his way back to his companions. “Each row is the same. Bones near the first few stacks of crypts.”
Speed is the trick. Those who move cautiously are struck down.
Corson took a step forward, then caught himself. He studied the lines of armed guardians on each side of the path. “Do you think if we ran we could get past before the weapons fell?”
 “If it’s a trap and they’re all triggered at once, there is little chance of escaping them all.”
“But some traps are overcome by haste,” said Tala. “If the weapons fall as one passes, it is better to be a step ahead.”
“We seem to be agreeing it is a trap,” Rowan said. “The question is what kind and how do we get around it.”
“The best way to answer that is to trigger it,” said Demetrius. He picked up a skull, turning it over in his hands as he studied the puzzle before him. Finally he tossed it ahead about twenty feet. It bounced with a sharp crack that echoed in the giant chamber, bounced and rolled, and then came to rest at the foot of a sentinel that held a spear. Nothing moved.
“Not enough weight?” Rowan offered.
Demetrius shrugged. “Or one of a dozen other reasons.”
“Could we climb up and pass over the tops of the tombs?” Tala asked, lifting her torch high.
Demetrius and Rowan did the same. “It’s hard to tell how near they are to the ceiling,” said Demetrius. “The light makes shadows that trick the eye.”
“I’ll check,” Corson said. He stepped to the nearest stack of sarcophagi and made his way up.
Climb like a monkey. It’s good you have some use to them.
Corson grunted and pulled himself higher, six tombs, seven, eight. The tenth rose to within an inch of the ceiling, which was a smooth, polished black, just like the floor.
Useless. As usual.
He went back, disappointed at having to give the unhappy news that they could not pass above.
“We could try another entrance,” suggested Alexis. “Perhaps it will be different there.”
With no other good options, they made the journey, going back to the upper level, trying the staircase opposite—after an appropriate and far less noisy opening of the stone doorway—but found a sight so familiar that they could have been convinced they had descended the same stair.
“The other problem is we still need to go down further,” said Tala. “And if there is a path or stair or some other way down, it is somewhere amongst these tombs.”
“A most interesting puzzle,” Rowan observed as he sat on the floor with crossed legs, as if he planned to ponder it for some time.
“Aggravating,” said Lucien through gritted teeth. The knuckles of his green fingers grew pale where he held his warblade in a crushing grip.
“An effective trap,” Demetrius mused, “is one that is hidden, and one that strikes all who try to pass.”
“A quick one,” said Corson.
“Quick and possibly large. If a group sees one of its members caught, the others learn, but if they are all taken at once…”
“From the number of bones, this one seems to be doing that quite effectively,” said Rowan.
“In which case…” Demetrius found another skull, made sure his companions were well back from the aisle and the point where the nearest bones lie, then hurled it much further than he had thrown the first. Like its predecessor it smacked against the floor and bounced forward.
In the blink of an eye the room changed. Black metal spears shot from the floor and ceiling, lifting and scattering the bones. The poles formed a grid with only twelve inches of space between them, those going up three-inch cylinders with tops that had been impossible to see in the smooth black floor, those coming down tapering into sharp points that halted a mere three inches from the ground. The speed and weight of the spears left no doubt about the fate of anyone caught in them.
Lucien gave the spear nearest him a tentative tug, then applied more strength. It did not move. “How know?” he asked Demetrius.
“I didn’t. A guess, based on there being so many bones close, and fewer further up the aisle. A leader takes a few hesitant steps, probably eyeing those weapons, and when nothing happens everyone becomes bolder. When the trap goes they are all caught.”
“This is an ancient mechanism though,” said Tala. “Likely it was placed to stop tomb raiders. The Dark One’s servant did not set this trap, but I see why he chose the place. Beware; we may face other dangers of his device.”
They went to the center aisle and started forward, making their way through the bars, which remained in place. Corson looked down and saw a skull that had been impaled by a shaft, the sharp point driving through the back of the skull and out the eye socket.
That will soon be your fate. All of you.
Demetrius thought the bars, once triggered, provided some odd comfort. Certainly little could be thrown at them through the metal maze. But then his mind started to wander to more gruesome thoughts of secondary spears waiting to launch, boiling oil falling from above, or a fire pit opening below. He shook the thoughts away. He allowed his hand to touch one of the bars as he squeezed around it and found the metal cold and course. For some reason it sent a chill down his spine and he pulled his hand away as if recoiling.
Without warning the spears retracted, doing so at the same blinding speed with which they had appeared.
“Nobody move,” said Demetrius, feeling naked.
“Wouldn’t think of it,” Corson answered. He had frozen in an odd pose as he had been slithering around one of the shafts.
“I can’t be certain my weight did not shift when the bars moved,” said Alexis.
“Mine did,” said Lucien.
“I have no thought to trigger them again,” Demetrius said. “I doubt any of us would be so well positioned.”
Rowan studied the ground as best he could, fearful even to crouch down. “They are well-hidden when retracted. Even knowing they are there I cannot see them.”
Demetrius had taken a cursory glance at the floor as well, but his focus was now on the bones of the dead. Here they were not the jumbled mess that was seen at the beginning of the aisle. The bones formed mostly distinct bodies, and there were far fewer of them. Some twenty feet ahead he could make out a last full skeleton. The skull he had thrown had ended up further on, out of the torch light’s range. “I think we are near the trigger. We are nearly as far as any have reached.”
“How can we see the trigger though?” asked Alexis. “Especially when we are frozen in place.”
“The torches seem of little use,” agreed Demetrius. Something in his own words struck him. “Put out the torches.”
“Out?” Rowan said, lifting an eyebrow. “Are you sure?”
Lucien answered for Demetrius. “Another guess.”
Demetrius nodded that it was so, and then beat out his torch with a few stomps of his boot. The other two flames were likewise extinguished.
Utter blackness descended. The crypt felt even more like what it was in the dark.
“This is pleasant,” Corson said, seeking the comfort of his own voice and hoping for a reply. In the empty silence he felt very alone.
The stone has been placed. You are buried alive.
“Look up ahead,” said Demetrius.
“I can’t see anything,” Rowan said.
“Give your eyes time to adjust,” said Tala. “I see it too, Demetrius.”
Thirty-five feet ahead six beams of pale light crossed the aisle, the lowest mere inches from the floor, the highest eight feet up.
“Wait here,” Demetrius said. He crept forward to study the beams, which ran between sets of tombs. Of the source of the light he could see nothing. He peered beyond, looking for additional traps, but saw no more.
“Tala,” he called back. “Could you use the magic to light a torch and bring it here?” He glanced back in time to see a blue flame spark in the darkness. As it approached he could make out Tala’s face, the visage of a ghost in the dim blue light. He took the torch and played it along the tombs, and quickly found what he was looking for. “Hand and footholds,” he said, tracing a path up. “We should be able to cross safely.”
“How did you know they would be there?”
“There are usually ways around traps so that those that set them can pass unharmed.”
“You have experience in these things?” Tala asked, surprise in her voice.
“Not directly. I’ve read a lot of books. It’s how I passed a lot of time back home when I was off duty.”
“Someday you’ll have to thank the authors.”
They called the others forward and Tala held the torch aloft while Demetrius went up the side of the tombs and over the top of the now-unseen beams of light. Once he was safely on the other side, the light was extinguished for a moment so they could see the light trap from both sides and mark where it lay. Once that was done, Tala lit three torches and the whole party crossed without incident.
“How far now?” Alexis asked when they were on the other side.
“More than a quarter mile yet.”
The response drew frowns. “How should we proceed?” asked Rowan. “With the torches out we could see other light traps, but might miss triggers for other dangers.”
Demetrius studied the aisle ahead. “There are no bones beyond this point.”
“Meaning there are no more traps,” Alexis concluded, “or that no one else made it this far.”
“We move in stages,” Demetrius said, and Corson heard the command in his voice that he remembered from their days serving King Rodaan together in Corindor.
But now he leads you to your death.
“—with the torches out to see light traps,” Demetrius continued. “Once we know we can go forward for fifty feet or so, we re-light the torches and look for visible triggers or other pitfalls.” He turned to Tala. “Will that be too much of a drain on you, constantly re-doing the torches?”
“I will be fine,” she replied.
They started their slow procession, inching ahead in alternating light and darkness, wary that every step could be their last. Tala had the best eyes, but it was Demetrius, who had spent as much time looking for foot and handholds as for triggers who called them to an abrupt halt after they had covered nearly an eighth of a mile.
He crouched down and eyed the floor, bringing a torch close. A faint seam was only obvious when his nose was within four inches of it. “Pressure panel, I would guess. We go up and over again.”
They marked the second trap and forged ahead, their progress slower if anything, eyes and minds growing tired from searching in the dim light and muscles sore from tension that could not be released. There was an audible exhale from the group when Tala announced, “The shard is below us.”
Rowan was first to find the seam in the floor, and Demetrius and Alexis joined him in tracing the irregular pattern that it made, an area four feet across with jagged spikes that shot out to varying lengths, like an ancient drawing of the sun with various sized rays emanating from it. Lucien put a heavy boot to the area and a faint echo was heard below.
“Can you lift it?” Demetrius asked Tala.
“I will try.” She sat on the ground with her legs crossed and her hands relaxed on her thighs, closed her eyes and focused her mind. The inlaid stone started to grind upward, a fraction of an inch at a time. Strain etched into her face, and a bead of sweat formed on her brow and ran down her cheek like a single tear.
No one spoke, afraid to break the spell. The stone edged upward in starts and stops. Rowan could see Tala’s hands begin to tremble. Just a little more, he thought.
When four inches of the inlay showed above the floor, Lucien pressed it against the far side with his powerful hands, then started to lever it upward. Four other pairs of hands were soon joined with his in the effort. With a sound like a clap of thunder, the stone crashed onto the floor, having been flipped on its back.
“Thank you,” Tala said, her breath coming in ragged gasps. “I could not have held it much longer.”
“And we could not have lifted it without you,” Rowan said. He grasped one of the magic torches, noting without comment that the light had faded significantly. He thrust it into the pit, bathing the chamber in a pale blue light.
“I can’t see far enough in to spot it,” he announced while still peering below, his voice echoing deeply. “We’ll have to lower someone down.”
Finally something you can do to help. Use that tongue for something other than glib comments.
“I’ll do it,” said Corson. He pulled the rope from a pack and started to fasten it under his arms. When he was done, Rowan handed him the torch and Lucien and Demetrius took strong holds on the opposite end of the rope.
Corson gave the rope a try to make sure it was tight and secure, touched the hilt of his sword to make sure it was where he expected it to be, then stood at the edge of the opening. He pushed off, letting out a short grunt as the rope went taut, a quick jab of pain reminding him of his earlier rib injury. He gathered himself and then held the torch below him for the best view as he was slowly lowered down.
The chamber was twenty feet across, and cylindrical in shape. The walls were rough-hewn out of the light gray rock, nothing like the polished black of the floor above. “I see the bottom,” he called up when he had been lowered a dozen feet. “It’s maybe twenty feet below where you are all standing.”
“Any sign of the shard?” Tala called, peering down from above.
“The bottom looks clean,” Corson said. “Hold me here a moment.” 
Demetrius and Lucien stopped playing out the rope, leaving Corson dangling in the center of the chamber.
“What’s wrong?” Tala asked.
“Nothing. I think I see something in the wall.” He struggled to point to the spot as he spun slowly, having to twist his head back and forth just to keep his own eyes on the irregularity he had seen in the wall. “I’m going to try to swing over. Just hold the rope where it is.”
After a few fruitless wiggles he started to sway his legs in a rhythm and gained control of his body. A few more swings and he was moving in a distinct arc, each pass moving him closer to the wall. “Lower me another two feet,” he shouted, noting his trajectory would carry him too high when he finally reached his target. The rope slid down as per his request.
As he drew close to the wall he held the torch before him. Sticking out from the rock was what appeared to be a stone box, six inches square and of the same gray stone as the rest of the chamber. It was easier to see when he swung close and the shadow it cast in the torchlight stretched out against the outer wall. He reached for it, once, twice, three times, each time his fingers coming closer.
They don’t need you now.
He swung in again, his fingers brushing the stone.
They’ll cut the rope and leave you here.
Most of his hand found the stone, but his weight pulled him away, the near miss stealing his momentum. He kicked out, working up speed again, reaching…
Time for treachery.
When he was near the top of the swing’s arc, the rope went slack. Corson grabbed at the stone, but just as he did his weight shifted downward. He slapped the wall with his side and heard a crack as the box started to give, but then his hand slipped off and he tumbled, his torch spinning away as he fell. The floor of the chamber slowed his descent but did not stop it. Rather, it crumbled beneath his dead weight. He fell into total darkness, barely having enough time to realize he was below the chamber and falling into oblivion before he splashed into a pool of foul water. The water was only knee-deep above a muddy floor. He had to take a moment to steady his shaking limbs before he managed to right himself and stand. Only then did the shouts from above register in his mind.
“I’m okay,” he called, able to see the hole he had made in the chamber when he had fallen but little more. It hovered fifteen feet over him, a light blue patch in an otherwise black world. “What happened?”
“The rope frayed on the edge of the opening,” Tala replied. “Did you get the shard?”
“No. There is a stone box of sorts on the wall. It may be in there. I had a hand on it, and heard it start to break away from the wall as I fell, but it held.”
They’ll leave you now.
“I don’t think the rope that’s left is long enough to reach you,” said Demetrius.
“Tala, could you lift me, like you did the rock covering the opening?” Corson asked.
There was a pause, long enough to make Corson uncomfortable. “I will need time to regain my strength before I try. And living beings and rocks are different.”
This is your tomb.
Demetrius called out again. “We can lower someone with our part of the rope to the floor of the upper chamber, then drop the rope to you, then work back up from there.”
“I guess that—” Corson cut himself off, hearing a faint exhale of breath that was not his own. He slowly pulled his sword from its scabbard. “Can someone drop a torch to me? Fast?”
“What’s wrong?” yelled Demetrius, the concern in his voice obvious.
“Something is in here with me.”
A torch came tumbling through the hole, falling into the water a few feet away from where Corson stood frozen in place, the magic glow not quenched by the liquid as a flame would have been. Corson lifted it and saw fiery pink eyes staring at him from only six feet away. Suddenly they lurched forward, two embers propelled by an unseen body. Corson swung his sword up defensively, the blade biting into flesh and bone.
The thing let out an awful, high-pitched squeak, then fell at his feet, dead, the blood from its wound dancing into the water.
“Corson!” Demetrius called.
“I got it. A rat, sort of. A rat-thing the size of a big dog.” He waved the torch before him, seeing other eyes watching. “Apparently it has a family.”
Lucien listened to Corson’s words as they rose up from below, as if they came from some distant dream. He heard the splash of a foot falling heavily in water, the singing of a blade tearing the air, the rising voices of a small host on the attack. Unable to bear simply standing by any longer, he jumped into the pit.
Corson slashed with abandon, dropping rats or just keeping them at bay. The torch had made them hesitate, but they soon felt the lack of heat coming from it, and their fear of the flame vanished. Knowing their advantage lie in their numbers, they raced forward as one to overwhelm their quarry.
The forward movement stopped for an instant as a second hole was punched in the ceiling, and another splash signaled a new entrant into the contest. Lucien was on his feet and attacking even before Corson knew it was him.
Recovered from their shock, the rat-things pressed forward, but now a warblade, expertly wielded, had joined the sword opposing them. The water soon grew thick with their blood.
When it was over, a pile of bodies lay at Lucien’s feet. Corson moved the torch in a wide arc, checking to be sure the area was clear. “I want to say ‘You’re crazier than you are ugly,’ but I think I’ll just say ‘Thanks.’ ”
“You would do same for me.”
You would? He does not know you very well.
I would, Corson thought, but his eyes drifted upward, where he could see the others through the hole that Lucien had made. The goblin had made quite a leap.
Demetrius acknowledged Lucien’s call that the foe had been defeated, his voice surprisingly close. He had rappelled down on the remainder of the rope and was now peering down upon them from the floor of the chamber.
“Do you see the stone outcropping?” Corson asked. “Off to your left.”
Demetrius secured his sword and held his torch aloft. Its blue glow had regained some of its intensity as Tala’s strength slowly returned. “I see it. You’re right; it’s hanging half off the wall now. It should be easy enough to bring down. I might even be able to hit it with my sword.”
“A spear would be better,” Alexis called from the crypt above.
“Can you hit it from where you are?”
“No. I’ll drop the spear down to you.”
A moment later Demetrius had the spear in hand, and eyed the stone compartment that hung precariously off the wall.
The two misfits are below. They’ll leave you once they have the prize.
Corson wound the loose end of the rope that was still fastened about his waist in his hands. “Demetrius, I’ll toss up my part of the rope so you can pull us up.”
“Hold there. If the shard falls through one of these holes you can retrieve it.”
Buried alive.
“But we can—” Corson heard the clack of the spear striking the wall and then rattling to the floor.
“I see you need lessons,” Alexis called.
“Just out of practice,” Demetrius answered. “And the spear is heavier than what I’m used to.”
Buried alive.
Sweat beaded on Corson’s brow. He looked at Lucien, expecting to see the same apprehension, but instead the goblin simply looked upward placidly, waiting.
Demetrius fired again, the noise this time different, more muffled.
“One more like that and it’ll come down,” Alexis said.
Corson started to search. The rat-things had come from somewhere. This place he had fallen into was apparently some sort of ancient sewer, the walls made of simple stone blocks. He took a few steps and paused, noticing a subtle breeze from the left.
“You have to hit it with the spear,” Alexis said with a laugh, as Demetrius missed and mumbled curses to himself.
Buried alive.
Corson found a hole in the wall. He touched the stone around it and found that it crumbled easily in his hands. The torch revealed only a dark tunnel beyond, but the fresher air he smelled was a promise of escape.
Buried alive.
“Got it!” shouted Demetrius. The stone enclosure shattered on the floor of the chamber, its weight not enough to puncture through as Corson and Lucien had done. Demetrius grabbed the spear and sprang to the rubble, finding the crystalline shard with ease. “It’s here! I have it.”
“Corson?” It was Lucien’s voice. “We need rope.”
Buried alive.
A distant rumble met their ears and the earth began to move. Everyone went to ground as stone started to crash against stone.
“The place is tearing itself apart!” Tala shouted. “Hurry!”
“Throw up the rope!” Demetrius yelled. “I’ll pull you up!”
Run! Flee! Too late! Too late! Buried alive!
“No!” Corson roared, defiant. There was something of a perverse pleasure in the tone of these last thoughts that revealed its true source. Corson now understood that the thoughts were not the verbalization of his own doubts, but rather the voice of the phantom they had encountered upon entering the Lost City. 
“The tombs are shaking loose!” Tala warned. “We are out of time!”
Corson sniffed the air once more, ignoring the calamity all around him, just to be sure he hadn’t been mistaken. What he was considering was an awful risk.
You removed the keystone! Buried alive!
Corson called out. “I’ve found another way out! Jump down here!”
The others hesitated, unsure what to do. The only reply was the horrible grinding sound of the world continuing to crash down around them.
“We’ll never make it past the traps!” Corson shouted, trying to reason. “We have to try this way!”
The reminder of the traps was enough for Alexis. She could see the way the tombs were rocking, and that cracks were appearing in the ceiling. Any instant those bars might be triggered… As Lucien had done, she leapt into the pit. Rowan and Tala, their decision now made for them, followed.
All the dropping bodies made the floor of the chamber more hole than stone. Demetrius took one last glance upward, unable to see anything but hearing the tombs start to come smashing down, and beneath that a more distant rumble—that of the Lost City crumbling as well. He dropped into the sewer.
Corson herded everyone into the opening he had found. “Weapons ready,” he ordered. “There could be more of those rat-things. Move swiftly.”
Demetrius gave him a smile and a nod of approval as he passed into the hole. “Well done, Corson.”
Buried alive!
I believe you are, Corson thought. He followed Demetrius into the hole in the sewer wall.
Lucien led the way through the passage, the walls of simple mud. He saw a small den to the right, baby rat-things which were already the size of small dogs cowering in the corner behind two protective females. He ignored them and kept on.
The tunnel sloped upward past the den, and Corson had just reached that point when it sounded like the whole world collapsed behind them. A rumble like thunder sundered the air, and a wave of dust and dirt flew around them. After a moment all was still except for the choked coughing that escaped from every throat.
Corson had to fight to open his eyes as they watered from the dust. Once moderately able to see he went back a few feet, just enough that the torch could confirm there would be no retreat. Ground-up hunks of stone filled the sewer right up to the entrance of the rat-things’ lair. He noted with some satisfaction that the voice he had had in his head was blessedly silent.
It was Demetrius’ voice that interrupted his brief reverie. “That was good thinking, Corson. We owe you our lives.”
Corson could not suppress the smile that played on his lips, but he knew they were far from saved. “Let’s just hope these creatures burrowed to the surface.”
The tunnel was uncomfortably small—they were forced to either crouch or crawl—and was as dark as everything else they had encountered in this forsaken forest, but their spirits were lighter, the second shard held in these woods now theirs, another test passed. They knew they were heading out now, even if that journey might take days—they were heading out.
The tunnel meandered a bit from time to time, but its progress was steadily upward. A sense of claustrophobia naturally pressed on all of them, confined as they were with no retreat, but they spoke not of it. In less than an hour Lucien was pushing aside the mat of sticks and other woodland debris that served as a covering for the hole, and then was helping his companions one by one out of the tunnel.
“Wow,” said Corson, looking first at his hand and then at the trees beyond. “This place is like a sunny day compared to that underground city.”
They rested then, but only for a brief time. Being free of the underground city might have been cause for celebration elsewhere, but the deep gloom of the forest reminded them that they were not yet free of its danger.
Demetrius started to feel the itch to move on building within him. He handed Tala the shard he had recovered. “Which way now?”
Tala added the newest piece to the incomplete Sphere, the eerie light of the fusion pronounced here in the darkened wood. Once the pieces had bound themselves together, she cast her finding spell. “We go west to the Great Plain.”
“My land?” asked Lucien.
“Not that far,” Tala answered, “but nearly to the border. If you wish to visit your people…”
Lucien shook his head. “While we quest, you are brothers and sisters. If need to go to goblin realm I happy to lead. If not, I stay with you.”
Demetrius was looking at Tala with a quizzical look. “How does that spell work?”
“The finding?”
“Yes.”
“I’m not sure I could teach someone unpracticed in the art to cast it.”
“That isn’t why I’m asking. When you use it, do you see images? Is it like a map in your head to give you directions?”
“Images. Like a bird flying directly at the object we seek, but incredibly fast. When we are far away it is very vague—just now I passed through the forest and over the Wandering River into the Westerland and the Great Plain in my mind’s eye.”
“Can you see the shard? How it’s defended? Where it rests?”
“Not usually. From here I only know it is on the Plain, and seems to be in the sunlight, rather than buried in a pit.”
“Thank the gods for that,” said Alexis.
Tala continued. “When we are closer things slow down, and sometimes I can make out surroundings or other detail. Mostly just direction, unfortunately.”
“Do you have any control of the images? Can you look around?”
Tala shook her head. “I’m sorry. I know that would be a great help, but I cannot. Nor can I search out alternate paths. We could have stumbled on the tunnel we just escaped through if we had approached from the right direction, but the caster can’t command the spell to spy such things out.”
Demetrius wore a chagrined expression, then smiled lightly. “I am grateful for what you can do with the spell. I’m just used to weighing alternatives and choosing the best option. It appears, at least for now, that our options are rather limited. We’d best be on our way.”
Tala’s spell did have one other use—it served in many ways like a compass. They headed directly west, wanting to find the shortest route out of the forest, even though their destination this time was actually southwest of their current position. The woods were no less dark than they had been before the party entered the Lost City, but they seemed less dreary now, and the sense of dire foreboding they had all felt had been chased away. “It’s like it took its best shot at us and we survived,” Rowan said in summary of how they all felt.
Their guard remained up, however, and their steps cautious. Now and then a faint rustling was heard, and yellow eyes drew close enough to reflect the torch light before they inevitably melted back into the darkness. The party had clearly been marked and given free passage by the wolves. Lucien wondered when he saw those eyes if they might be Krellos’, and his hands reflexively tightened on his warblade while a smile played on his lips. But always the eyes disappeared before the coat of their owner became visible.
Early on the third day since their escape through the rat-things’ tunnel the forest began to thin and rays of sunlight began to penetrate the wood. The cold air started to bite at them as they reached the edge of the forest, and the growing light stung their eyes. Above, the sun blazed in a brilliant blue sky, while a fresh carpet of snow blanketed the land.
“What’s that strange yellow orb in the sky?” asked Corson as he shielded his eyes from the glare coming from above and below. “I seem to remember it from my youth.”
Demetrius took a deep breath, his feet planted solidly in eight inches of snow. He felt reborn. He sucked in the crisp, clear air and then let it out in a long exhale, the weight of the dreary forest lifting from his mind. “We’ll be cursing this snow and cold soon enough,” he said, “but right now it’s a lovely sight.”
“It is,” agreed Alexis. A single tear trickled down her cheek. “I had feared even the snow would be fouled by the Dark One, just as the land was. It covers the scars of his treachery well.”
For a moment they all enjoyed the unspoiled beauty of virgin snow on open land, the fresh air, the ability to see without a torch. Rowan looked back at the forest and felt the weight of its closeness pressing in on him. He took a few steps away from it as if it might yet reach out to claim him, thanking the Savior at the same time for delivering them from its grasp. No sooner had the prayer silently left his lips than he spotted something hovering at the fringe of the wood. “Our friend is back,” he announced calmly, careful to point only with a subtle tilt of his head. “He may have never left.”
 Everyone stole a brief glimpse at the Mist before it faded back into the shadows.
“It’ll be harder for it to stay out of sight on the plains,” said Tala. “At least we have that advantage.”
Traveling in an open area in broad daylight exposed them, but it also meant they could spot their enemies from afar. Corson felt in his heart that his step was lighter, but after a few hours the snow made his legs sing a different tune. He uttered no complaint, but he dreamed of a hearth with a roaring fire, a comfortable chair with a padded stool, and a hot meal.
Demetrius nudged him out of his daydream, holding out a cold piece of dried meat.
“I was just thinking of a meal. Got a chair and a fire in that pack?”
“Not likely,” Demetrius said with a laugh. “Magic is Tala’s game.”
“ ‘Magic’ is right,” she called back at them. “Fantasy isn’t my department.”
“Maybe I can make it mine,” said Alexis. The comment drew hopeful looks from the others. She was looking past them, back in the direction of the forest, and she held up an open hand, as if presenting something.
One of the white steeds of Lorgras had found them. He raced toward them, his coat nearly as white as the snow. He went straight to Alexis, who stroked his nose and whispered in his ear. The horse bobbed his head twice, backed away and reared, kicking at the air and letting out a joyful whinny. With one last look at Alexis he darted away.
“He’ll bring others to us,” she said. “We’ll be easy enough to find with the tracks we’re making.”
“They obey your command to wait,” Lucien stated, clearly surprised.
“They patrolled the edge of the wood and beyond, awaiting our return.” Her gaze left the departing horse and settled on Corson. “Soon we’ll have mounts. Then we’ll see about finding that fire and chair for you.”
Corson replied with a formal bow. “I am most grateful, my lady. You will forever have my sword and my heart.”
“Keep them,” she said with a laugh. “I suspect you’ll need them in the future.”



 
 
Chapter 7: Westerland
 
As they trudged on through the snow, they looked often to the horizon with expressions both hopeful and uncertain. Alexis remained resolute in her confidence—this was her land, and she knew the horses. When the thundering hooves of a dozen mounts creased the snow she merely nodded and smiled.
“Why so many?” Rowan asked.
“Horses fall in battle, get tired. Even these. Still more may yet join us. They know we may ask much of them, and they are willing to give it.”
They mounted up and continued to the west. Whether it was the lead horse or Alexis that led the way was difficult to say, but the others—both horses and riders—followed without question. To reach the Westerland from Lorgras they needed to cross the Wandering River, and Alexis knew where the bridges were, and where settlements might be on the way. Here in the south of her land there were a handful of small hamlets and villages, places where farmers could buy and sell. The great city of Lumia, the capital and seat of the Queen, was far to the north.
Shortly before the sun sank beneath the plain to the west they came upon a farm and were granted shelter and food. The lady of the house was much like Alexis, tall and strong and with a graceful elegance that belied her tired look and worn clothes, while her husband was shorter and stockier, his hands calloused from working the fields. Their daughter was approaching her fourteenth birthday, and she already stood taller than her father. The girl shrank back a bit upon seeing Lucien, but her parents had been satisfied by whatever Alexis had told them as to the goblin’s intentions, and while they could not offer all the comforts of a well-stocked inn, they certainly were excellent hosts.
Corson did not get the chair he had hoped for, nor a bed, but a warm meal, a warmer fire, and a roof to sleep under were more than enough to bring a contented smile to his face. When the lady and man of the house offered to keep watch through the night he protested like his companions, and like them was easily convinced to accept this great favor. His sleep was deep and undisturbed, and when he woke the next morning to the smell of frying bacon he thought for just a moment that he was back home. He passed through that hazy twilight between sleep and consciousness while wearing the expression of a young boy waking on his birthday, then felt his heart dip as the reality of where and when he was dawned anew. He chided himself for being ungrateful and inhaled deeply, the aroma chasing away the doubts and disappointment. He fixed a smile on his face and greeted his hosts with a hearty “Good morning!”
The party departed right after eating, their stomachs satisfied and their packs refilled. Demetrius pointed out the gray clouds that were forming to the west, bringing the promise of fresh snow.
“A storm might slow us,” said Rowan, frowning up at the leaden sky.
“It would also cover our tracks,” Demetrius replied, indicating the place behind them with a thrust of his chin.
Rowan followed the gesture and saw the fresh marks the horses had made. If anyone—or anything—wanted to follow them, it would be simple enough to do.
Before noon the wind kicked up as the front rolled in, driving a dusting of snow into the air, icy particles that bit at the skin and stung the eyes. The wind soon settled and new snow began to fall, large, wet flakes that stuck where they landed. It built up quickly on man or beast if not shaken or brushed off at regular intervals, and started the work of hiding their tracks soon after they were made.
Tala brushed snow from her hair and flipped up the hood of her cloak. To take her mind off the weather she asked Alexis about the bridges over the Wandering River.
“We are heading for one of three wooden bridges that connect Lorgras with the Westerland. They are all nearly half-a-mile long. The closest is the Cattering Bridge, named after a small hamlet on the far side. There is a great bridge of stone and metal in the north, where the main road from Lumia crosses the river. That one is over a mile long.”
“Can the river be forded?” asked Rowan.
“Only where we crossed earlier, at its source near the mountains in the Garden Valley. It is wide, deep, and swift elsewhere. The bridges are the easiest way. Boats can be used as well, but not many are big enough to deal with the horses. I call them boats, but really most are little more than rafts owned by the locals.”
“Can it be crossed on foot in winter?” asked Corson.
“Only when it has been very cold for very long, and even then only in places, and with great caution. It will still be flowing when we arrive. It is still far too warm.”
Corson chuckled. “I’d hate to see what you northerners call cold.”
“Just as I’d not enjoy your southern summer. Lorgrasian travelers have said even the nights are sweltering.”
“Well, you get used to it.”
“Ha!” Demetrius exclaimed. “You’ve been known to sleep nearly naked in a shallow pool of water when the weather is hot.”
“I sweat a lot,” Corson said with an exaggerated pout. “I don’t want to be weakened in the morning from fluid loss. I never know what onerous task my captain might set for me.” He gave Demetrius a mock bow.
“I, for one, look forward to warm nights,” Tala said, giving a little shiver to emphasize the point. She glanced at Lucien. “I’ve heard goblins are little affected by heat or cold.”
“Thick-skinned,” Lucien confirmed with a nod. “Why Corson’s insults do not harm me.”
“Ouch!” said Corson. “I think I’m having my wit impugned.”
“It’s like any other skill,” Tala said. “It needs to be practiced to keep it sharp.”
“Lot of practice,” said Lucien.
“All right, all right,” said Corson. “I’ll work on it day and night.”
Demetrius shook his head. “Don’t encourage him. He’s had thirty-seven years of practice already.”
“Then a breakthrough should be imminent,” Corson declared.
An old abandoned mill provided shelter that night, the stream that had once turned the wheel providing ready water for the party and their horses. The snow had kept up through the day, adding several inches to the ground cover, and Rowan watched with a frown as it increased in intensity just after nightfall. The wind gusted now and then such that visibility was near zero. “Your horses are powerful and large,” he said to Alexis, who shared the first watch with him, “but even they cannot maintain speed in this weather.”
Alexis watched the driven snow for a moment before answering. “They will be slowed, but they are used to it, and have traveled in worse weather. Like us, they’ll do what they can.”
Rowan scanned the horizon slowly, letting the silence envelop them for a time. He turned and watched Alexis as she made a slow circuit around the camp. He started to raise a hand as if to speak to her of things other than horses and snow, then thought better of it and went back to his watch.
Demetrius had the second-to-last watch of the night, and was paired up with Tala. He tried to find sleep again once relieved, but it refused to come. His mind raced with all the things they had been through, and with the unanswerable questions about what they might face in the future. He rose and went outside, giving a nod of acknowledgment to Lucien and Corson, but not disturbing their work. He watched the snow, which had slackened a bit and now fell gently, almost reverently, on the still countryside. Nothing else was seen to move, no sound reached his ears. In this peaceful setting, it was hard to believe all he had seen wasn’t some sort of weird, cruel dream. A glance at Lucien galvanized his new reality. As a young man he had fought goblins on the frontier, had killed them and seen friends killed by them, and now here was one he could not only call an ally; he could call him friend.
The morning sun remained hidden behind light gray clouds, but the world brightened anyway as it peeked unseen over the horizon. Moving on was a relief to Demetrius. The lack of sleep this night wouldn’t bother him today—tomorrow perhaps, which is how his body always seemed to react to short nights. It crossed his mind that he might be anxious, but he shook the thought away. At such times he normally felt tightness in the chest, a flutter in the stomach. He knew Corson thought of him as a man unflappable, as one who could look at an advancing enemy with as much steel in his spine as he held in his hands, but underneath a warrior’s bravery was always that hint of fear, and Demetrius considered that a good thing. A warrior needed courage, but excess bravado was an invitation for death to come calling. Demetrius knew fear, and acknowledged it when it came. Having faced the Dead Legion, having held his dying king in his arms, and to pretend otherwise would be folly. It dawned on him that what he felt now was not fear but uncertainty, and it ate at him like fear never could. When a task was before him, no matter how difficult, he could plan, act, give orders…do. But now, in this in-between time, he simply felt small and helpless. It was a feeling he did not care for at all.
The snow had abated by mid-morning, and while the deep blanket that covered the land slowed them, the horses were sure-footed and bold, and the miles did vanish behind them. To no one’s surprise, Tala was the first to spot the bridge, which they approached as the hidden sun passed its zenith in the sky.
Alexis breathed an audible sigh of relief when she saw the wooden structure was still intact. “I had feared it might be burned, either by my people, our friends in the Westerland, or Solek’s forces.”
“Solek’s army is a unique one,” said Demetrius, “considering he can raise it from wherever the dead lie. Our side burning a bridge would accomplish little, but like you I thought the Dead Legion may have brought it down. Destruction for the sake of destruction seems to be their way.”
Once across into the Westerland, Tala palmed the Sphere and cast the finding spell. Her brow furrowed in confusion or concentration, and she took far longer than was her custom. “The shard is moving. It is still to the southwest, and still in the Westerland, but we are not as close as we should be.”
“Did you see anything else?” Rowan asked.
She shook her head. “No. I am sorry. Just that the shard has moved, and is moving now.”
Demetrius studied each of his companions in turn, meeting their eyes and getting their attention. “Whatever carries it may know we’re coming. If the Mists warned the guardian, it may be fleeing.”
“Or finding better place for defense,” said Lucien.
“It may simply be that whatever holds it moves about,” said Tala. “We may yet surprise it.”
Alexis turned her horse away from the group. “Regardless, we will learn nothing debating it here. If it flees, I wish to see if it can outpace the steeds of Lorgras.” With that she was off, her mount kicking up a spray of snow. The others quickly took up pursuit.
Alexis set a quick pace. If the enemy was attempting to fly before them, she wanted to close ground. If not, then speed here would cost them little, especially with spare horses being available. She encouraged the others to take lunch in the saddle, which was agreed to without complaint.
The sun broke through the clouds by mid-afternoon, warming the air and compacting the snow on the ground as the upper layer began to melt. “When the cold comes tonight the snow will crust over with ice,” Demetrius observed. “With all the crunching noises we’ll make tomorrow, we’ll be like a cow with a bell.”
Rowan nodded rueful agreement. “Nothing to be done for it,” he said with a sigh.
They continued on past dark, the light of the moon reflecting off the snow’s icy surface and giving them plenty of visibility. Corson looked longingly at each rare house they passed, the windows lit by the glow of inner fires. His belly ignored the hard cheese he nibbled on and grumbled for warmer, more substantial food.
Alexis grudgingly agreed to a halt around midnight as Rowan pointed out a small group of abandoned buildings. A tall, windowless wooden structure that may at one time have stored grain or some other item provided shelter from the wind and a place they could light a fire in relative safety.
Demetrius woke the next morning an hour before dawn. He had slept well, but as he expected he paid for the previous night’s insomnia now, his head pounding, his eyes bleary and bloodshot.
“You look good,” Corson noted, unable to hide his own tiredness behind his light words.
“Feel even better,” Demetrius said with a soft groan. He took the cold meat Corson offered him with thanks and gobbled it down. Food often helped, he thought, trying to focus on that instead of the knowledge that the glare of the sun and the rough tread of the horses in the snow were going to be a day-long assault.
The food did help, as did the cold, fresh air. By the time the sun peaked over the horizon, Demetrius felt almost human. He had been right about the ice layer on the snow though, and they traveled to a cacophony of noise. The noise, the tracks, moving across an open plain—the military part of his mind cringed. Even the advantage of white horses against a snowy backdrop was lost due to their clothes, his black cloak and the gold and green of his uniform, like the bright colors on dark backgrounds most of the others wore, being easily visible from a distance. “What kind of progress are we making?” he asked Tala.
They reined up while she cast her spell. “It is stationary now. It has moved since yesterday, but we are much closer. If its guardian is running away, it is unable to cover ground as swiftly as we can.”
“Do you think we can reach it today?” Rowan asked.
“If it remains stationary, possibly. I would guess we would not arrive until after sunset in any case.”
“Just as well,” said Demetrius. “Darkness may give us some useful cover.”
The Great Plain over which they traveled was mainly tall grass, dotted here and there with small groves of trees and the occasional farm. In summer the grass was a breathtaking sight, particularly when a breeze kicked up and gave the blades a gentle sway. It was then that it became obvious how it had earned its nickname: The Green Sea. But once the snow fell in quantity the plain became a sea of white, and against this background the dark brown of upturned soil was easy to see. Corson spotted it first, a few hundred yards to their left, and Demetrius led the party over to investigate.
“Graves,” Alexis breathed when they drew close.
Rowan dismounted and studied the nearest. “Recently opened, empty, and apparently dug out from the inside.”
“The Dead Legion,” said Corson, stating what they all knew.
Lucien drew close to Demetrius. “How many you think?”
Demetrius studied the open holes covering the ground. “Maybe three hundred. The Legion usually travels in far larger numbers.”
“Added forces?”
“That would be my guess.”
Alexis studied the snow beyond the open graves, then pointed to the southeast. “They went that direction. Past where the dirt trails off you can see their tracks.”
“They may have the shard,” Corson offered. “Or they might have been called to help protect it.”
“Possibly,” Tala said. “All of this is pointing to Western City. The Legion may be assaulting it. We sometimes forget there is open war in Arkania. Solek’s gaze falls upon far more than just us.”
“Then our approach may not be known,” Demetrius said, a thin smile born of hope curling his lip.
Late in the day Tala checked on the shard and found that it was moving again. “Toward Western City,” she confirmed to the others. “We will not be able to reach the city or the shard’s current position today.”
“If the shard is in the center of the Dead Legion’s war camp, that is just as well,” said Demetrius. “We will need to see what we face and plan how best to proceed. The six of us assaulting their camp would be…difficult, but if they are attacking the city, we may have other opportunities.”
They shivered through the night in a recently abandoned farmhouse. The Dead Legion appeared to have passed here within the last few days, the home’s occupants beating a hasty retreat. Tonight there would be no fire. The enemy was close.
Morning broke with the sky the gray of cold steel, and the icy wind carried little promise of rising temperatures. They hoped for more snow, to mask both their approach and their tracks, but the sky stubbornly refused.
Just after noon Rowan spotted a trampled line in the snow to the south. A swift inspection confirmed that it was made by many marching feet, and that not all of those feet were shod with boots or even had skin covering bone. The Dead Legion was near.
They followed this new trail, which slowly turned to the southwest and pointed the way to Western City. Tala assured them that they were closing on both the city and the shard.
The city came into view first, rising as it did over a vast plain. The walls were thirty feet high and twelve feet thick, and around them was a moat some forty feet across, which could only be easily crossed by using one of two draw bridges which sat on opposite sides of the city, although in winter the moat’s murky water froze and allowed limited but slippery access to the lower walls. Guard towers were placed every twenty feet along the wall, and were always manned. The city beyond was large, but the desire of the Westerlanders to dwell within the safety of their capital’s walls was even larger. As the population grew the builders began to go up when no more space was available on the ground. Several structures peeked over the top of the wall, including the majestic hall of Duke Fallo, which rose nearly two hundred feet into the air and marked the center of the city. The watch fire on top of the hall blazed furiously, warning all who could see it that the city was under attack.
Alexis slackened the pace further as the army besieging the city came into view. They covered the plain a quarter-mile deep around Western City, and groups of Dead were pushing their catapults and siege towers forward through the snow. An assault was imminent.
“How many do you think?” Alexis asked.
“Ten thousand,” said Rowan.
“Fifteen,” Demetrius amended.
“They say city cannot be taken,” Lucien said. “My ancestors tried.”
“Your ancestors did not come in such numbers,” Demetrius replied, “and they could bleed, feel pain, and die. This is a new kind of army.”
“Look at the colors,” Corson said, pointing to a banner being hoisted by some of the dead warriors. It was the red and white of Delving. As they scanned the host of the Dead they could see other banners: the blue and gray of Lorgras, the green and gold of Corindor, even the black and orange of the Westerland.
“They mock us,” said Alexis.
“And try to make the duke feel helpless,” Demetrius added.
Lucien squinted at something in the distance. “I think I see flags of goblin packs on far side of city.”
“You do,” Tala confirmed quietly. “A large army that appears to have traveled a long way. The Dark One is expending great energy here.” She shook her head, lost in thought.
“What is it?” asked Rowan
“The Dark One is powerful, but even his power has limits. Assuming he remains in his fortress in Veldoon, then I believe he has one here through whom he channels his power. If we strike that one down, this army would fall, if only for a time. He would need to re-gather his strength before he could make another move.”
“Could the same creature hold the shard?”
“Both channeling and the shard would be entrusted to one of our enemy’s strongest captains. My guess would be ‘yes,’ but it is only a guess.”
“Either way,” said Demetrius, “this creature is surrounded by an army. We might pinpoint him with Tala’s magic, but getting to him could be an issue.”
“If he leads, he will be near wall,” Lucien observed.
“Perhaps. That is what you and I have seen and come to expect in human and goblin armies, where leadership is by example. But his troops are such that he might choose to remain safely in the rear, assuming he is of living flesh and blood of some sort.”
Corson laughed. “I like how you put that. But if he, or she, or it, is different from the Dead, he-she-it might make a nice target for a bow and arrow once spotted.”
“I hope to get the chance,” Tala said, “but the first order of business is to find him.” She took out the Sphere and closed her eyes.
From behind a soft moan reached her ears, at first no more than a gentle sigh of wind, but then gaining volume and clarity. Tala’s eyes flew open and she turned in time to see the Mist go flashing by overhead, the black wraith well above them but no longer interested in remaining concealed. The moan became a horrible, cackling laugh as the Mist passed by and raced toward the army besieging Western City.
“I’m afraid we’re going to have company,” Tala said. As the Mist became lost among the other distant figures that opposed them, Tala continued with her spell-casting. “It is moving again, directly toward us.”
Lucien drew his warblade. “An opportunity,” he announced.
“Perhaps,” said Demetrius. “But we must see what force is sent to greet us. We cannot fight an army. If too many come, we must ride and pull them away from the city. If they pursue and get strung out so that we can fight them piecemeal, then regardless of their numbers our chances improve.”
“The pursuit is mounted,” said Tala, her face ashen.
“I had thought the Dead did not ride,” said Rowan.
“It is not the Dead. It is the damned.” She turned her horse and started to move away. Once the others saw the steeds and their riders, they did the same.
*          *          *
Lucien stood with his legs spread, his feet planted firmly in the snow. He held his warblade in a defensive position in front of him. He waited placid and immovable, a rock desiring nothing more than to break up the wave heading toward him, heedless of the fact that most would still sweep past undeterred. He squinted against a gust of wind that drove stinging particles of snow up from the ground, and to better see the enemy as they approached. 
Their horses were fiery red in both coat and eye, red that reminded him of molten rock and of blood. Their breath showed as steam in the frigid air just as his did, but there was something of fire to theirs as well. If he had any doubts about these mounts coming from the pit, he had none about the riders. They were red, green, black, or mottled combinations thereof, with drawn faces and blazing eyes, sharp teeth in their mouths and curled horns on the top of their heads. Their garb was black, leather studded with dull brass under hooded cloaks. Claw-like hands gripped swords and bows that were alive with the fire of the underworld. They stood a bit shorter than he, except for their leader, who towered over seven feet tall. They numbered at least fifty, and as they approached Lucien felt a bead of sweat trickle down his right arm, but he stood unflinching before the thundering hooves of the demon horde. Above all of this the Mist swirled and danced, like a dog frolicking near its master’s feet.
An arrow from one of the bowmen streaked toward him. Lucien’s warblade flashed and the arrow spun away and fell harmlessly into the snow.
The demon leader held up a hand and the horses slowed, some moving right and the others left until they circled Lucien completely. He fixed the goblin with a look that was half malevolence, half amused disdain. “I am not surprised that you did not flee like your cowardly friends,” the demon said, his voice rough and raw. “You die bravely, but you are no less a fool.”
“If I die,” Lucien replied, “I die as warrior goblin should, with slain enemies around me.”
The demon laughed. “Well said, but wrong.” He looked to the horizon and the fleeing white horses, which were barely visible against the snow on the ground and that which was kicked up by their hooves. “Lorgrasian horses. Swift and strong but not enough against our mounts.” He gave orders in a strange tongue full of odd sounds and clicks, something insect-like about it that made Lucien’s skin crawl. The horde departed, whooping loudly as they took up the pursuit, the Mist going with them. Only four demons remained with the leader. 
The demon captain stared at Lucien again. “I suppose your foolish notions of honor would wish me to dismount and fight you hand-to-hand.”
Lucien inclined his head slightly. “You name human friends cowards, and so I name you if you not face me.”
The demon smiled, ignoring the challenge in Lucien’s words and expression. “But the problem is that I’m running a war here and in you I see a fine addition. Normally I would parry a few careless blows on your part and then remove your head, but that would render you ineffective for further use. Whereas my bowmen here can shoot you to their hearts’ content and you could still help us assault the walls of that wretched little city back there.”
Lucien glanced almost casually at the four demons who took up positions in a box around him, their bows at the ready. “Only head you worry about is yours. I still name you coward.”
The demon laughed again, but there was little of mirth in his eyes, which blazed all the more brightly with hellfire. “You have spirit, goblin, which will soon belong to me as well.” He jumped off his horse and landed nimbly on the snowy ground, and then threw aside his cloak. His taut muscles rippled as he drew his great sword. The weapon was made of black metal, engraved with words written in some unknown, ancient tongue. Flame sprung off it as if it were a log set ablaze. He glanced at one of the bowmen. “Do not interfere with my sport unless he draws blood. If he lands a lucky bow, fill him with arrows.” He grinned evilly at Lucien. “Fair play is not one of my concerns.”
The demon’s approach had been almost casual, but his first blow was lightning quick and had deadly intent. Lucien parried it, feeling unaccustomed strain in his arms from the power behind the strike. His hands stung from the vibrations sent through his weapon. The ring of metal on metal reverberated over the open plain, bringing a knowing smile to Lucien’s face.
Tala was the first to rise from the snow, her first shot piercing the throat of one of the demon archers. Even before it slid from the saddle with saliva and blood gurgling out of the wound, she released a second shot, catching another foe unaware.
The two falling demons were all the distraction Lucien and Tala’s allies needed. Demetrius and Corson unseated the third demon and Alexis and Rowan the fourth.
The lead demon had only struck one blow, the one which acted as a signal for his enemies. Realizing he had been ambushed, he drew back a step, regarding his situation with barely controlled anger. “Well done, treacherous ones. There is something of the pit in all of you.”
“Otherworldly power, perhaps,” Rowan said. He pulled open his cloak so that the cross he wore was apparent. “But not that of the pit.”
The demon spit at the sight of the Savior’s symbol. “I will pay you personal attention, human. After I feast on your innards, I will see your soul is tormented for all time.”
Rowan held his sword before him, the white flame alive in the presence of the hellish creature. “My soul is not yours to torment. It belongs to one far more powerful.” He lunged forward, the light in his eyes making the demon give ground. Sparks and fire leapt from the blades as they crashed together.
Despite all his power, the demon retreated before the onslaught, unexpected as it was. He had not thought any mortal could challenge him in single combat, had thought this quick-witted group of six might cause him some exertion before he killed them, but nothing more. He parried the blows that rained down on him, unable to regain the initiative. He looked into Rowan’s eyes and cringed away from what he saw. Beneath him his feet added a final betrayal, slipping on the snow and causing him to fall.
There was no thought in Rowan’s mind, no anger or malice. There was only power and right, and as the white flame of the sword cut the air he was in tune with both the natural and spiritual worlds. His movements flowed forth without need of conscious decision on his part. Later he would realize he was unaware how his companions had simply watched in slack-jawed wonder, how the demon’s expression turned to one of terror as the white sword hammered ever closer. Rowan’s ceaseless drive to destroy this foe came from without and from deep within.
The third slash of the Avenger blade after the demon had fallen knocked the creature’s black blade aside, and the fourth arrived before he had a chance to recover, cleaving his skull from the top of his head down to his chin. As black blood gushed from the wound in ever-weakening pulses, the white flame on Rowan’s sword faded, as did the light in his eyes. Suddenly weary, he dropped to one knee beside the demon’s body.
Demetrius stepped close to Rowan, ready to help him to his feet, but he paused when he saw that the paladin was giving a prayer of thanks. Only when the prayer was finished did Demetrius offer his steady arm.
“Impressive,” said Lucien, raising his warblade in salute. 
“Are you okay?” asked Alexis.
“Fine,” Rowan replied, unsure if she meant his physical or mental state. “Just a little winded.”
Tala stepped to the fallen body and cut the cord that held a small container around the demon’s neck. She found a small latch and opened it, gasping at what she saw inside.
“What’s wrong?” Corson asked.
“Nothing,” Tala said, a tremor in her voice. “Absolutely nothing.” She held out the piece of the Sphere for the others to see. It was nearly half of the Soul Sphere. She grabbed at the other part in her pouch, nearly dropping it into the snow in her haste. She took a steadying breath and brought the parts together. When the fusion was complete, the total Sphere was almost three-quarters whole.
Rowan shook his head in amazement. “I had not even dared to hope.”
“Our quest grows far shorter,” Alexis said.
“And no less dangerous,” Demetrius added. “I am pleased to find such a large piece as well, but that pack of demons that rode off after our horses will eventually return. We cannot be here when they get back.”
“Rowan’s blade maybe disagree,” Lucien said.
Rowan smiled tiredly. “It might at that, but it will do little against such numbers, especially mounted archers. Demetrius is right.”
“We should go to the city,” said Tala.
“But it’s under siege,” Demetrius protested.
“It was. If I am right about this demon being a conduit for the Dark One, it no longer is.”
They set off at a brisk trot, not wanting to run recklessly ahead, but watching over their shoulders for the return of the demon horde. As they approached the army surrounding Western City, they could see that the entire field was devoid of motion, save for the carrion fowl that followed an army around. The birds danced among the dead, picking at whatever flesh they could find.
“It is as I hoped,” Tala said. “The demon acted as the local channel for Solek to wield power. Once he fell, the spell was broken and the animated dead fell as well.”
“Can Solek re-animate them?” asked Rowan.
“In time, but it will take great strength to do so. There should be time to…” She allowed her words to trail off.
“Time to render these bodies ineffective for further military use,” Demetrius finished for her.
“Yes.”
Rowan said, “Then we need to get the duke to set his men to the task.”
“Approach the wall cautiously,” said Demetrius. “Their archers will be on edge.”
As they made their way through the sea of dead, stepping carefully between the skeletons and half-rotten bodies, Corson couldn’t help but think about what would happen if Solek managed to re-animate the Dead Legion at that moment. It dawned on him that the Legion might be setting a trap, just as he and his companions had done to the demons. He swallowed hard and tried to focus on Western City up ahead.
A challenge came from the wall just as they entered bow range.
“I am Alexis of Lorgras,” was the bold reply. “We have slain the demon lord and caused his army to fall, but much of the demon horde yet lives and they may return. We urgently request to speak to Duke Fallo.”
“The duke cannot just—” The man stepped aside, another taking his place. This one removed his helm as he gazed across the field of the fallen, long locks of gray hair falling gently to his shoulders.
“I know you, Alexis of Lorgras, and I would welcome you to Western City. My eyes have grown old, but they still recognize an elf and a goblin among your party. Would you ask me to freely open the gate to them as well?”
“I would, Duke Fallo.”
“I have never willingly opened my door to a goblin. Just moments ago thousands of goblins were preparing to storm our walls.”
“As were humans from many lands, including yours and mine. The Dead know allegiance to neither man nor goblin, only to the Dark One and his minions. We fight Solek and his armies as surely as you do, and Lucien, the goblin I travel with, has helped deliver Western City from our common foe. He should receive your thanks, not your insults.”
“Your words grow harsh. But, alas, these are hard times. Come speak with me then, all of you. If Lucien has earned my thanks, he will receive it.”
The metal doors of the city were opened just enough to allow the travelers to enter, and then were slammed shut behind them. Duke Fallo, having made his way down from the wall, greeted them while flanked by a dozen guards, who kept enough distance so as to not insult the guests, but close enough to be conspicuous. The duke had just ended his sixtieth year, and although his face was creased with age and worry, he was still an imposing figure, hale and hearty. But on this day, his face showed nothing of the strength of his body, a shadow of fear lurking behind his eyes. “You wished to speak with me,” he stated plainly, not bothering with introductions.
“The Dead Legion needs to be disabled while there is time,” Alexis said.
“They seem disabled to me. Did you see some spark of life as you passed amongst them?”
“A spell animated them,” answered Tala. “They have been stopped for now because we have slain the demon that led them. But spells can be re-cast.”
The duke took a long, appraising look at Tala. “And who are you to know this? A spell caster, no doubt.”
“I am Tala. It is true that I have some knowledge of the magic arts. I can also see a threat that can be stilled if swift action is taken.”
Duke Fallo continued to study her, an uncomfortable silence growing as he did so. Finally he called one of the guards to his side. “Take a hundred men and start removing their heads.” He looked back to Tala. “Is that sufficient to end their usefulness to the enemy?”
Tala nodded, but said, “A few thousand men would be even better.”
The duke laughed, a harsh biting noise. “I’ll not send so many out until I am convinced there is nothing amiss.”
As if on cue, a call from the wall came down. “The demon riders return!”
The duke glared at Tala and then Alexis before starting up the stone stair that ran to the top of the wall. Unbidden, Alexis followed, with her companions trailing and the duke’s personal guard coming behind.
They stood side-by-side on the battlements watching the demon riders thunder up to the edge of where their army had fallen. The underworld creatures meandered about for a few moments, assessing the situation, and their gestures made it apparent they were arguing amongst themselves about what to do next. The debate ended swiftly, and the riders wheeled their horses about and departed.
“What was that all about?” the duke demanded, still looking out over the field.
Alexis responded. “They have no leader and no army. It seems they have decided to retreat for now.”
The duke made a harrumphing noise and studied the field for another minute or two. Turning to the nearest guard, he said, “Take the hundred men out now.”
“Still only a hundred?” Alexis asked.
“I am still Duke of the Westerland, Lorgrasian. A hundred men is my order.”
“As you wish,” Alexis said with a subtle bow.
The duke took a deep breath to calm himself. “My hospitality is lacking. I hope you’ll forgive me. I find that my trust in any but my own is in short supply these days. Please be my guests for dinner and stay the night. My table is not as full as in better days, but I judge it would be more than you have had if you travel these lands on foot in the winter.”
“We would be most grateful,” Alexis said.
“Perhaps while we dine, you can tell me how you came to be together, and what has brought you here.” Despite the duke’s attempt to be more polite, the words held a certain challenge.
Alexis knew better than to rise to the bait. “We would be happy to tell you all you wish to know.”
The duke’s table might have been lacking by his own standards, but it was far from bare, and the travelers ate well. The duke mellowed through the meal, strong wine and the tale of their adventure softening him. They asked for little—a bed for a night and replenished supplies, specifically food and water, warm cloaks, and long lengths of rope—and the duke gave it willingly. Near the end of the meal a guard reported that Lorgrasian horses had approached the city, some saddled but none with riders. Learning they belonged to the party dining with him, he ordered the steeds brought in, cared for, and fed. After inquiring how the work of disabling the dead went and being told the progress was slow but that the workers were un-harassed, he ordered half his available men to the task. He refused to look at any of his guests as he did so, simply grumbling under his breath about the weeks of work they would then have burying those bodies.
“Better your men bury them than fight them,” said Alexis.
The duke nodded his agreement, almost reluctantly.
After they had thanked the duke for his hospitality and been shown to their chambers, Tala, with her companions around her, cast the finding spell to determine where they needed to go next. She sat still on the edge of her bed, breathing deeply with her eyes closed while she flew over Arkania in her mind to some unknown destination. Suddenly her eyes flew open and she uttered a small gasp.
Rowan took her arm. “What’s wrong?”
Tala shook her head to clear it. “I am okay,” she said, avoiding his question just as she avoided his eyes. She worked the Sphere around in her hands as if trying to warm it, blew out a long stream of air, then repeated “I am okay,” before re-casting the spell.
The second casting took longer than usual, and Rowan was almost certain he saw a flash of fear cross Tala’s delicate features despite her best efforts to hide it, but in the end she was successful. “We need to head toward Ludroe’s Keep,” she announced.
“Ludroe’s Keep!” Demetrius exclaimed. “That’s on the far side of Ridonia.”
“So it is,” Tala answered evenly. “And it is where we need to go.”
“Thank the Savior for the horses,” Rowan whispered. “It will be a long journey even with them.”
“What is best path to take?” asked Lucien.
Demetrius collected himself and put his mind to the question. “The swiftest way would be the road from here to Arna’s Forge, then across country south of the Aetos Mountains and the Eastern Forest. Of course, the swiftest route will be the most watched as well.”
“It can’t be helped,” said Alexis. “And even if we take a slower path the enemy will likely be able to find us.”
“Why bother looking for us?” asked Corson. “He knows our destination. He can have his forces meet us there if he so chooses.”
“That is so,” said Tala, “but it would mean diverting his strength from the conquest of Arkania. I think he will be aware of us, but will count on the protections already provided for the remaining shards to stop us.”
“Who can know what’s in such a twisted mind?” Rowan said with a shrug. “We know where we must go. Our choice is simple: go or not. I trust there is no need to even discuss it.”
There wasn’t. They slept and were riding out of Western City before the sun was up.
*          *          *
The road between Western City and Arna’s Forge was one of the best in Arkania, paved with stones over most of its nearly 500 mile length. But once the winter snow arrived the road was no more than a depression in the white blanket that covered the world. A traveler wouldn’t see even a single stone unless he got down on hands and knees and worked the snow aside, but the road still marked a path showing the quickest route between the two great cities.
Alexis set the pace, knowing the horses as well as she did, often speaking to them in the evening to understand how well they were holding up under the rigors they were being asked to endure. The riders made it a habit to change horses during small breaks for the noon meal, and they never traveled much once the sun set. It became apparent that a large portion of the Dead Legion had passed this way as they moved to assault Western City, the homes near the road without fail being abandoned, and many were burned to the ground. It was usually simple enough to find shelter for the night, and often some meager portions of food had been left by the occupants in their haste to leave. The party took as little as they could, knowing the owners might return with the danger apparently past, and Rowan always left a gold coin behind worth far more than what they took. Still, some guilt lingered. “One cannot eat gold,” he said. “And this winter may give way to a grim spring.”
“We do what we must,” Tala said, and to that Rowan could only agree.
Early on the twelfth day of their journey they approached Arna’s Forge, debating all the while whether they should stop for rest and supplies or steer clear. They decided to draw near but with caution, to see if they might find better forage for the horses than the grass the steeds had been pawing from under the snow. The discussion turned to who might move close to the city safely—Alexis had stayed away before, and none of the others felt their return would be a welcome one.
“It looks like it won’t matter,” Corson announced. He had been looking ahead rather than focusing on the debate, and at his words everyone’s attention turned to the mighty city which rose up from the plain along with the first mountain of the Aetos range.
From a distance, the Great Hall built into the mountain looked wrong, different than before, cold and dead. As they drew closer they could see the damage, the walls chipped, cracked and broken, the statues of dwarven kings that had stood for centuries now shattered where they stood or toppled to the ground below. The city wall came into view, a sad imitation of what it once was, the iron gate open and bent on its hinges. No movement inside these fractured walls could be seen.
The company approached and entered the city, no one speaking. The dead were few, and those who had yielded their lives were badly maimed or beheaded, the bodies those of men and dwarves. Demetrius had little doubt they would find no one alive within Arna’s Forge and that back at Western City, as the gruesome work continued, dwarves would be found among the assembled host of the Dead Legion.
Alexis dismounted and entered the Great Hall, the mighty stone doors that had once guarded the entrance now smashed to rubble. More dead littered the main hall, the gold in the carpet stained dark with blood, the banners that had once adorned the walls now in tatters on the ground. More dead were on the stairs leading to the levels above, their bows and axes at their feet or still clasped in frozen hands.
Alexis heard the footfalls of her companions behind her as she crossed the hall-turned-tomb and walked into the throne room. Signs of spilled blood were apparent throughout the room, and everything was a shambles save the throne, upon which sat the lone body in the room. King Meldros wore mail plated with gold, and in his lap he held his own head in his gauntleted hands, the helm askew and the eyes staring blindly forward. Alexis closed her eyes and turned away. “There were times I wanted to slay him with my own hands, but now I feel nothing for him but pity. He has lost everything. It is better he is dead, rather than having to look upon his great fallen city.”
“He trust too much in walls,” said Lucien. “What hold back living not stop dead.”
“This city is now a foul place,” said Rowan. “We cannot rest here. I would prefer to take my chances on the open land.”
All agreed, and soon they rode back out of the city’s destroyed gates. Alexis started to turn her mount south, but Tala said in a hushed tone, “Turn north. Our friend is watching.”
The group dutifully followed Tala’s lead without question or comment, each fighting the urge to steal furtive glances at the dark spy. Eventually Tala called them to a halt and motioned back toward the upper reaches of the Great Hall of Arna’s Forge. “It was perched up in one of the upper windows. It has fled to the east. If we are fortunate, it will give whatever awaits it there a misleading report.”
“It will be simple enough to see that our tracks stop and turn back,” Demetrius pointed out.
“But if they move to intercept us further north we have gained an advantage,” Corson said.
“Let’s pray that Mist does what we hope,” said Rowan, “and that there are no others watching us for now.”
By the time they were ready to find refuge that evening, the tracks they might leave in the snow became a non-concern. A storm that had begun gently enough in mid-afternoon now raged, a screaming wind driving the snow that fell from black clouds above. It was all they could do to stay together and keep moving in what they hoped to be the right direction. Visibility was so poor that even the mountains in whose foothills they planned to travel were temporarily lost from sight.
They braved a fire that evening in a ramshackle barn, shaking off the snow and cold and allowing their clothes and skin to dry out. They were lucky to find a stable that provided some shelter for the horses—the doors were broken and part of the roof was gone, but the horses huddled together under what roof there was and shared the warmth of their own bodies.
Alexis had taken the first watch, and so had gained a relatively long, uninterrupted sleep until dawn when her duty had ended. She peered out through the opening where the barn doors came together and let out a long sigh. The snow continued to fall at a prodigious rate, and, if anything, the wind howled with even greater fury. She looked skyward and saw nothing in the low, heavy clouds to indicate the storm might pass soon.
Rowan stepped up beside her. “I take from your expression that the weather will not be our ally today.”
“It will hide us from distant eyes and cover our tracks, but it will slow us greatly. I would prefer speed to stealth right now. The journey is still a long one.”
“As it was when we both set out from opposite ends of Arkania. We’ve come a long way already.”
She nodded but there was no smile on her lips. “We have lost much as well.”
“But not all.”
“No,” she was forced to agree. “Not all. That is why we press on. But the longer the quest takes, the more I fear we will save little even if we defeat Solek. He has fouled the very land and killed the people of our world in numbers beyond counting.” She glanced at Rowan, studying him, looking for the strength that she felt waning in herself, then looked away, ashamed of her own words and feelings. “I’m sorry. Sometimes I think we may have already lost and we simply fight on out of stubborn pride.”
“If that is a reason to keep on, it is good enough. Fighting evil is always a worthy cause, no matter the destruction already sewn.” He touched her gently on the shoulder. “And I don’t believe that there is so little of the life we have known left that we fight for a lost cause. It may take years to restore the land and rebuild the cities, but it can be done. It will be done.”
“How can you be so certain?”
He touched the cross that adorned his shirt.
Alexis smiled softly. “A vision, Rowan?”
“Hardly that, my lady. Faith.”
She squeezed his hand and said, “Have enough for both of us.” With an effort she forced the door open, the drifting snow resisting her. “I need to see to the horses.”
Rowan followed silently to help.
*          *          *
Corson was the first to cross the line and actually utter the word “blizzard.” By the time he did, there was no point in arguing whether that was the case or not. Progress now became painfully slow, and more and more they used Tala’s spell to make sure they moved in the right direction. As strong and smart as the horses were, there was no road here to give guidance or some semblance of solid footing beneath the snow that piled ever deeper. Like their riders the mounts pressed on with bowed heads, trying to slice through the storm and keep the driven snow out of their eyes.
“How wind blow in face no matter which way we turn?” Lucien grumbled.
“I’d blame Solek,” Corson answered, “but I’ve seen the phenomenon too often back home. Nature plays its own jokes.”
Opportunities to take shelter were fewer now that they were away from the road, but the dwellings they did find were just as abandoned. The whole world seemed to have fled. Despite how slow they were going, they still took time to find cover and build a fire even for the noon meal, their clothes and cloaks soaked or frozen and not nearly as effective in holding back the cold as they would have hoped. At least the swirling snow hid any sign of the fire and its smoke from spying eyes.
The storm broke the next day, only a few stray flakes drifting to the ground. The sun made an appearance the following day, and although it did little to break the chill at least they were starting to dry out. The snow on the ground had no intention of melting, sun or no, so the horses continued to struggle, but they held their heads high and seemed relieved the worst of the weather had passed.
Day followed day, and they continued to travel east in the shadow of the Aetos Mountains. They melted snow for water, and took what game they needed, the animals that ventured out into the snow-shrouded countryside easy to track. As they progressed further to the east the temperatures held cold, but the snow pack was shallower, the storm apparently not as fierce here. The horses seemed to gain strength as they had to fight the snow less and less, and although they covered fewer miles than they would have liked, the memory of the blizzard was still fresh enough that they were thankful for the ground they did cover.
At dawn one morning Demetrius woke to find Rowan gone. He rose from a makeshift bed of straw and ventured outside to find the paladin facing the rising sun, down on one knee with his head bowed. When his prayers were finished he rose and turned to find Demetrius watching him.
“I apologize,” Demetrius said. “I didn’t mean to intrude.”
“I’m not offended,” Rowan said with an easy smile. “It is a special day.”
“I wondered about that, to be honest. I’ve seen you pray before, but not usually in such communion with nature. And I know you don’t normally worship the sun, the planets, or trees as some others do.”
“Nor do I do so today. I was simply enjoying the sunrise. It was particularly beautiful this morning. Today is the day I celebrate the birth of the Savior.”
Demetrius let out a short, surprised laugh. “How can you keep track of what day it is? They’ve all blurred together on me.”
“They would for me as well, but I cheat.”
Demetrius raised an eyebrow. “You? You’re the last man I would guess would cheat.”
“I make notches in my belt to note the passing of days—marks actually. Too many notches and I’d have no belt left.”
“Marks, like a man in a prison cell.”
“Except that I count the passing days to know what day it is, not how long I’ve been imprisoned. I am free in both body and soul.”
“Well, I’m sorry I have no gift to give you on this day. That is a tradition of sorts, is it not?”
“It is. And you’ve given me a great gift, as have the others we travel with: friendship. A priceless gift and one I’ll always treasure.”
“In that case, I have to thank you for providing the same gift in return.”
Rowan sniffed the air. “I think I smell bacon. I know I don’t, but one can always dream.”
Demetrius indicated the home they had sheltered in with his thumb. “Maybe someone found a hidden stash. Who knows, maybe it’s a gift to all of us from your Savior.”
Rowan’s stomach answered with a growl. “Let’s go find out.”
 



 
 
Chapter 8: The Abandoned Castle
 
They reached the Crystal River on the tenth day after they left Arna’s Forge. Where it met the mountain it was shallow and easy to cross. Once on the far side, Tala announced, “We are now in Ridonia, and some fifty miles ahead is the Eastern Forest where my people dwell.”
“If I recall my maps correctly,” said Demetrius, “the most direct path from here to Ludroe’s Keep is through the forest. Might we go to your city and replenish our supplies?”
Tala paused so long that Demetrius thought she might not have heard the question. Finally she sighed and said, “You recall your maps correctly, although the forest is dense and on horse it is quicker to go around. I fear outsiders would not be welcome in Dol Lavaan, the home of my family and many of my people, especially in these times. To admit this shames me greatly, but I can answer no other way. We can shelter in the woods at night, and find sufficient game there as well.” She looked to each of her companions, one after another. “I wish it were otherwise, but we would do well to avoid Dol Lavaan.”
Alexis started forward again, making no comment. Lucien, Rowan and Corson followed in turn. “I’m sorry,” Demetrius said as he fell into line.
“So am I,” Tala replied in a voice barely above a whisper. She hoped Demetrius hadn’t seen the tears that she was fighting to keep from forming in her eyes.
The Eastern Forest had its own dangers, like any place in Arkania, but was no more than a gentle wood when compared to the darkness and denizens of the Great Northern Forest. They saw nothing more threatening than a few lean wolves when they entered the fringe of the forest to forage or camp, wolves that weren’t desperately hungry enough to consider attacking a party so well organized and armed.
Demetrius noticed Tala’s frequent, lingering glances into the heart of the woods. Finally he asked amicably, “Are you looking for something, or just longing for home?”
“I had thought there might be scouts, but I have seen none.”
“You’re concerned by that,” he stated.
“I fear all the elves remain in the city now—total defensive withdrawal.”
“This area is in the shadow of Solek’s realm,” Demetrius reminded her.
“All the more reason for constant patrols.”
For seven days they traveled at the edge of the forest, then crossed a small neck of land to the eastern shore—turning north from there to follow the coast up to Ludroe’s Keep. The sea looked as gray as the winter sky, the foam churned up by the waves washing up endlessly on a barren beach. A damp, chill breeze blew inland in rugged gusts, biting through their meager clothing and sending collective shivers up their spines. They only spent a few uncomfortable hours near the water’s edge before taking an inland path that was slightly more direct to their destination than the curving coastline.
Corson was glad to move out of sight of the sea and said as much.
Demetrius was surprised. “You always loved the ocean.”
“Not so much in winter, but it’s even worse now. The water moves as it has throughout time, but it still seems dead to me. I could hardly bear to look upon it.”
“I think our journey has made you melancholy.”
Corson laughed. “And what are you so chipper about?”
Demetrius shrugged. “Maybe just that we’ve had some time without wondering whether the next moment would be our last. It has been a quiet month.”
“And here I thought you were frustrated at the time the journey was taking. That Solek was up to who-knows-what while we made our way across the breadth of Arkania.”
“I was and still am. But a commander knows his soldiers need a break from battle from time to time to be at their best. Great commanders know even they need rest.”
Corson clapped his friend on the back while he let another hearty laugh escape from his belly. “And only a commander would consider a month of riding through deep snow with little food and scarce shelter to be a ‘break.’ ”
They spent what they hoped would be the last night of this leg of the journey in yet another abandoned farmhouse. The place had been unused for quite some time, the cobwebs thick and rats having cleared out whatever food there was to be had at one time. Before they set the watch and settled in for some rest, Tala spent some time in spell-induced meditation, and when she was done she told them their destination was a castle on the near side of Ludroe’s Keep.
“Not the city proper?” asked Alexis.
“I’m not surprised,” said Rowan as Tala shook her head. “The Keep was one of the first cities to fall to the Dead Legion. A few refugees made it to Delving and told the tale. The city was always on alert for an attack from Solek, but their outposts, of course, had seen no army from Veldoon go through the Saber Pass. The Dead Legion caught them unprepared and the city fell quickly.”
“The rest of us fared no better, even with warning,” said Demetrius.
“Sadly, true. But the devastation to the Keep was thorough, as it absorbed the full force of the Dark One’s newly unleashed wrath. The survivors said the place is no more than a charred ruin now. Not easily defended, not that it would need to be, unless the caretaker of the shard we seek had decided to move in. Tell me, Tala, is the castle we are looking for on a rocky hill, surrounded by a ring of tall evergreens?”
Tala’s eyebrows shot up. “That was the impression I had. Have you been there?”
“No, but the refugees spoke of the place. It was home to various royals in the past, but it fell into disrepair and was reputed to be haunted for the last twenty years or so. The locals steer clear of the place.”
“The timing is right,” said Demetrius, thinking of the years that had passed since the shards were hidden. “The locals may not be far off when they refer to the place as being haunted.”
Morning broke clear, the red disk of the rising sun peering over the horizon with empty promises of warmth and comfort. They ate and mounted up with little discussion, knowing that today they would likely look death, in whatever guise he chose, directly in the eye. Lucien rode in the lead, his battle senses on full alert. Like his companions he used his eyes and ears to great effect, but his heightened sense of smell was an added skill he exploited whenever possible. His frequent sniffs yielded little but the scent of the sea, and under that an odor of death and decay. He commented on it, adding, “Not smell of Legion. More like old battle, where bodies left to rot.”
They arrived at their destination in the early part of the afternoon, and while Tala confirmed it with a spell, the place was unmistakable based on Rowan’s rough description. Evergreens stood sentinel in three concentric rings, the most recent snow still decorating the branches. Behind the trees a hill rose up at a sharp angle, boulders and rocks still showing through the wintry blanket. Atop the hill was built a castle, the large gray bricks that formed its walls showing their age, their surface pitted and scarred, green moss snaking half-way up to the top. The walls rose some forty feet and met at circular towers, which stood at each corner of the square outer wall. The group worked their way around to view the castle’s entry, staying beyond the boundary set by the trees for the time being. Within a stone archway was set a double door, one of heavy wood set behind a thick iron portcullis. The metal bars showed signs of rust, but even at a distance seemed a formidable, unmovable barrier. Along the top of the castle’s front wall was the structure’s only decorative element, a dozen three-foot-tall gargoyles, each in a unique pose, but all sporting ram-like horns, fangs, and stone wings.
“If this place is defended,” said Rowan, “they are keeping out of sight.”
“We could try the gate and door,” suggested Demetrius, “although it would be no different than knocking. If anyone is inside they’ll know we’re here.”
“But they’ll have to reveal themselves sooner or later, or else let us walk away with what we want,” said Corson. “And we do need to get inside.”
“That we do,” said Tala from behind them. They turned to see her tired, drawn face. “The shard we seek is somewhere within these walls, but where I cannot say. There is a warding spell upon the place that will not allow my gaze to penetrate it, nor will it brook the use of magic within the walls I would wager.”
Lucien uttered a goblin curse and spat. “More magic. Rather face hundred warriors on top of wall.”
“Your strength and your warblade may yet be of use here,” Demetrius told him. “Let’s try that gate. Tala, cover the battlements above us with your bow. Shout out if you see any movement.”
Tala took up a ready position on the inner edge of the trees while her companions worked their way up the hill. The snow actually made the task of gaining the top easier, its depth adding stability to their steps that the loose pebbles underneath never would have allowed in warmer months.
Lucien eyed the iron gate for only an instant, sizing it up in his mind. He bent and grabbed one of the lower crossbars with both his powerful hands, gathered himself and lifted. The only result was an angry grunt issuing from his throat. The gate did not budge.
Alexis, Corson, Demetrius, and Rowan fanned out beside the goblin, taking their own handholds on the gate. Alexis counted to three and they strained as one, but the gate remained stubborn. After two more tries they stepped away, backs and arms sore, the barrier still unchanged. Lucien slapped at it angrily with his warblade while he choked off a frustrated scream of rage.
Demetrius looked up the face of the wall. “We’ll have to try some rope.”
“I’ll get it,” said Corson. He scrambled back down the hill and into the trees where the horses waited. The longest length of rope they had was coiled and fastened to the saddle of Demetrius’ horse. With a nod at Tala, whose eyes only flicked off the battlements atop the castle long enough to acknowledge him silently, he worked his way back to the others.
Demetrius nodded for him to proceed, knowing his younger friend to be better with ropes and more agile than he. Corson’s fingers suddenly minded the cold, fumbling to tie a secure knot. Once convinced he had a loop that would hold, he gauged the distance to the top and set to lassoing one of the gray stones that capped the wall. His third try met with success. Giving the rope a pair of hard pulls, he tightened the loop and pulled it taut. He spit into his hands, and then gripped the rope, flipped his feet up onto the wall, and started climbing.
Corson’s ascent was quick and unopposed. Once on the battlements, he scanned the walls, which were empty. “It’s clear,” he shouted.
Demetrius was second up, and after he thanked Corson for the helping hand over the top, he too took stock of the place. While Corson remained in position to help the others, Demetrius crossed the wide wall and looked down into the interior of the fortress. As he did so, his breath caught in his throat.
The four walls of the castle surrounded an ice-blue plane, which shimmered like frozen glass but gave no sense of depth or surface. Demetrius thought it to be a void or perhaps a portal, but to where he could not guess. His eyes never left it as he was joined by each of his companions in turn.
“What is it?” Corson asked.
“I do not know,” Tala replied. “But I do not doubt its source is not of this world, and that falling into it would have dire consequences.”
The sound of cracking stone came from behind and below them. As one they wheeled, seeing nothing but the solid wall upon which they stood, the battlements, and the snow-covered trees and land beyond.
Lucien crept toward the outer part of the wall, his warblade before him. Slowly he leaned over the stone façade to peer downward.
He leapt back, swinging wildly, as blurs of green and black swooped up and over the wall. He caught one with his blade, cleaving off a wing. It spun like a shot bird to crash on top of the wall, then scrambled to its feet and sprung at Demetrius, who was closest. As it impaled itself on his sword Demetrius could see that it was one of the gargoyles past which they had just climbed, their stone coverings having fallen away to reveal living, breathing terrors. The creature hissed and spat while thick, dark blood spilled from its mouth and wounds, and its claws clacked and scratched on the stone while it snapped and bit, trying to get at the man whose sword held it just out of reach. Even as it died its black eyes remained open, staring at Demetrius with rage and hate.
Confusion reigned atop the wall as the battle was joined. The group tried to spread out to give themselves room to fight, their flying opponents coming at them from every angle, with claws that tore skin and tried to blind eyes. Alexis was raked across the back by one clawed hand while the other grasped her long blond hair. The thing could not hope to lift her alone, but it was able to throw her off balance, forcing her to take a hand off her spear to regain her footing. The tip of the weapon dipped down, creating an opening for a second gargoyle, which slammed into her, its weight and velocity enough to send her sprawling backwards. Her spear clattered to the ground while Alexis tumbled over the battlements, where she faced the cold blue sheet with nothing interposed between her and its icy grip.
Tala saw Alexis fall, and the fury of her bow now focused firmly on the gargoyles which had done the deed. Her shots were swift and sure, but the gargoyles were lightening quick, and an arrow that might have meant death when launched often found only air when it arrived. The stream of shots did serve a purpose though, as the gargoyles had to react to Tala: Alexis had managed to get a precarious grip on the wall. The creatures wanted nothing more than to finish her, but the need to dodge the incoming missiles kept them at bay. They flittered away, spun, and charged in again, coming from different sides. Tala shot right and left while yelling for Rowan to grab Alexis.
It was Lucien that answered. “I have her.” He lunged to the edge of the wall, his blood-stained warblade in one hand while he reached with the other to take a firm grip on Alexis’ arm. A gargoyle lighted on him, tearing at his head with its claws. Lucien simply held his position, ducking his head and closing his eyes to protect his sight. The gargoyle was only able to draw one set of marks on each side of the goblin’s head before an arrow pierced him and then a sword cleaved him in two. Ignoring the oozing gargoyle blood that ran down his back, as well as his own which streaked his face, Lucien pulled Alexis to safety. Before she could utter thanks he whirled and rejoined the battle with a horrible war cry. Even the gargoyles paused a moment at the sound, as if they knew it was their death knell.
Once organized the adventurers easily outclassed the now-living statues. Surprise had given the gargoyles enough of an edge that they had left their marks—literally—on their enemies, and they had nearly succeeded in destroying Alexis. But near success was no different than total failure, and soon the gargoyle’s bodies and assorted severed limbs decorated the top of the wall.
After a stillness settled, Alexis was first to act on a thought they each had. She lifted the limp form of a fallen foe and flung it over the battlement. As it struck the ice-blue plane a flash like lightening made Alexis recoil and cover her eyes. When her sight returned, the gargoyle was gone, and the once still plain was suddenly a swirl of motion, eddies and whirlpools pictured in the surface, although there was no sense of depth. It was like a painting that hinted at a third dimension that the viewer knows isn’t there.
She turned to thank Lucien, rubbing away the blood that trickled from one of the slash marks on his face. The wounds were deep enough that she wondered if they would leave scars.
“Scars might be an improvement,” Corson said. He winced as he touched a wound of his own.
Lucien gently pushed Alexis’ hands from his face. “Not harmed. I glad you safe.”
Tala was studying the wall opposite them. She pulled an arrow from her quiver, nocked it, and let it fly. The stone it struck crumbled to nothing, revealing a rough opening nearly large enough for a man to squeeze through. The hole was only a few feet above the blue vortex.
“The way in,” Rowan announced. “I wish my eyes were as good as yours.”
“We’ll need the rope again,” was Tala’s reply.
Demetrius volunteered to go first. Taking a firm grip on the repositioned rope, he rappelled down the wall. Ten feet from his destination he heard the twang of Tala’s bow sing out twice in rapid succession. He turned his head just in time to see two more gargoyles fall into the abyss. When he looked back to the top of the wall he could see his companions peering down. “All clear?”
“It was just the two,” Tala said.
“Thanks.” Demetrius finished his descent, kicking at the opening to enlarge it. Eventually his feet found solid stone, but not before he had managed to knock out a rough door five feet high and three across. The interior was a simple hallway, gently lit by torches or some other source beyond his sight. He pushed off the wall to gather forward momentum as gravity pulled him back, and he easily swung inside. “Looks okay down here,” he called back. “But do we want to bring everyone down?”
“We’ve done well staying together until now,” Rowan replied.
“I’m concerned about more gargoyles, or who knows what else, disposing of our rope. We’ll need to get back up, and I see no way to tie it off down here.”
“You’re not leaving me behind,” Corson said as he surprised his friend by dropping into the hall. “Besides, I can flick the rope back off that battlement when we’re all down.”
“And when the majority of it drops into that blue thing?”
Corson pulled at his ear. “We’ll have a short rope. Good point.”
It turned out that the rope was long enough to simply be strung over the battlements rather than fastened around them, and after it was readjusted someone could climb down using one half while the other was held by those already below. Tala went last, and once she had descended they pulled the rope to safety behind her.
The narrow hall they had entered sloped down and turned slowly until it doubled back on itself. Once past this turn, it leveled off and opened into a room somewhat smaller than the interior of the castle walls above. They realized that despite the place’s solid ceiling, it was directly under the shimmering blue entrance to the void.
“A portal of some sort,” said Tala, eyeing the ceiling like the others but referring to the blue plane. “Probably as thin as a piece of paper.”
The room was a large kitchen, unused for years and in utter disarray. Cobwebs and pots hung from the racks over the dust-covered food preparation area. Utensils, pans and containers littered the area, some coated with thick mold that had gone black. A pungent smell of decay hung heavy in the air. Toward the far wall were cots upon which cooks and servants might have slept long ago, and to the right a stone stairway led to a lower level.
“This area seems normal enough for an abandoned keep,” Rowan observed. “The hall and quarters above, though…who knows?”
Tala palmed the Sphere and made a brief attempt to cast the finding spell. She shook her head as she placed it back in her belt pouch. “Nothing. We’re on our own now.”
Demetrius scanned the room. “It could be anywhere in here, but something tells me it won’t just be left among the rest of the mess. Those stairs need more investigation.”
The next level down was a wine cellar, the casks under a layer of dust but still intact. Against the nearest row rested a skeleton, a goblet in one hand, the head tilted to one side as if the person has simply nodded off and never awoken. Lucien fingered his warblade warily, but the bones showed no signs of life, nor was there a weapon of any sort in its immediate vicinity.
“There is another stair,” said Corson as he worked his way past the skeleton. He kept his eyes on the prone form until he was well past it, half expecting it to spring upon him. At the stair he crouched to inspect the steps. “No dust.”
Demetrius peered over the younger man’s shoulder. “You’re right. Just like that first hallway, now that I think about it. Both new additions I suspect. What we’re looking for is likely below.” He drew his sword and headed down.
The stair opened into a room far larger than the kitchen or the wine cellar. Across from the stair’s base was an open doorway leading to another hallway. The gray walls in the room were plain and unadorned, as were the floor and ceiling, and only two objects made their home here: two stone scorpions, each as tall as a man and twenty feet long. They faced one another, their pincers reaching out as if to snare anyone who would dare take the direct path from stair to hall which ran between them. Poised tails made the longer route behind them no more inviting.
“At least we know we’re going the right way,” Corson offered with a queasy smile.
The group studied the stone beasts from the relative safety of the walled-in stair, ready to retreat and regroup at the first sign of motion. “The question is ‘What will trigger them?’ ” said Demetrius. “It is tempting to attack them in their current form, perhaps sever the tails and pincers, but…”
Rowan finished the thought. “Striking them may be the key to their animation.”
“Unlikely,” said Alexis. “That would mean someone or some group could simply walk past in safety. I would guess something in the floor here or the hallway beyond is the trigger.”
“So if we work off of that assumption,” replied Rowan, “how can we use it to our advantage?”
“Be ready to strike when they come to life,” said Alexis. “I suggest mounting them and driving a spear or blade through them. If the floor before us animates them, we can retreat up the stairs and come up with an alternate plan. I doubt Tala’s bow would do much good against them, and that’s the only ranged weapon we have.”
Rowan nodded at Alexis, and then turned to Demetrius. “It seems as good a plan as any.”
“I agree,” Demetrius said, pulling absently at his sleeve. “Two of us on the statues, two cross, and two remain here.”
“I will take one of them,” Alexis said. “My spear is probably the best weapon for the task.”
“I go as well,” said Lucien, with a look that would brook no argument.
“Corson and I will cross,” Demetrius said. “Tala, I believe Alexis is right about the usefulness of your bow, but be ready anyway.”
“I will,” she said, nocking an arrow.
“I’ll move a few paces out from the stair,” Rowan said, “in case my sword is needed.”
Alexis took a few tentative steps into the room, then veered to the right while Lucien went left. She approached the stone scorpion from the side, knowing no matter what happened she would have at least an instant before either the pincers or tail could be brought to bear against her. She reached toward the scorpion with her spear, the metal tip clicking against the stone surface. Seeing no change, she gathered herself and leapt onto the creature’s back. She positioned herself, getting as good a footing as she could hope for on the arched back of the beast, and lifted her spear up with both hands, poised for a quick strike. She saw that Lucien had taken a similar pose atop the other scorpion. Receiving a nod from the goblin, she called out, “Okay, we’re ready.”
Demetrius and Corson started across, Rowan going with them for the first few steps before halting. The two men from Corindor worked their way past the pincers, moving back-to-back so their weapons could stay trained on the potential foes on each side of them. Once past they pivoted and backed away, careful to gauge where they stepped but not wanting to take their eyes off the scorpions.
Demetrius went into the far hallway first, motioning for Corson to stand ready at the entrance. He took two steps, then two more, and for a fleeting instant he dared to hope that the statues had been placed only to frighten explorers away. The notion fled from his mind as a sound reached his ears from somewhere below, a noise like ancient stone gears grinding to life. His knees buckled as the floor beneath him tilted, trying to force him back. His instinct was to rush forward, to leap up while there might still be time, but his friends and those two scorpions were behind him. With a will he turned and re-entered the room through which he had just passed.
Corson had turned away from the scorpions as the floor beneath his friend’s feet began to move, but now he turned back, alerted by the sound of cracking stone behind him. He hesitated, and saw Demetrius fly past him, his cloak flowing behind him, his sword held forward, his face as hard as the stone walls which surrounded them. He turned to follow, to join the fight, wondering why he always seemed to do so a few steps behind his friend, and thankful that if Demetrius had ever noticed the fact he had never called attention to it.
The sound of gears setting something in motion reached Tala’s ears as well, but the gears in question were different than those that had stopped Demetrius. These caused the stairs beneath her to go flat, turning them into a steep ramp. The change was so swift that she lost her balance and was thrown forward, but she recovered nicely, leaping into the air and landing with her bow ready to fire. What she beheld caused her to loose the arrow instantly and reach for another.
Alexis had never let her concentration lapse. She had fully expected something in the area to set free the beasts she and Lucien had mounted, and as the sound of stone moving against stone came from both right and left, her eyes never left the statue beneath her. A lattice-work of cracks appeared in the stone shell, starting at the pincers and working its way back. A bead of perspiration trickled past her temple and tried to sting her right eye, but she blinked it away. Like a wave washing up onto the beach the stone façade cracked and fell away, freeing the massive scorpion beneath, but unexpected was the fact that the stone shell over the creature’s back, where Alexis was poised to strike, remained in place. The metamorphosis took only a second and then legs, pincers and—Alexis was sure without even seeing it—the deadly tail were freed. She drove her spear down as hard as she could, wincing in pain as the blow was deflected off the stone armor and the shock jolted her arms and shoulders. The scorpion whirled, trying to reach her with pincers or tail, or to throw her clear. Realizing she was in the one place she could do no damage, she tried only to maintain her balance as the scorpion spun right, then she leapt off to the side, unaware how close the first arrow Tala had fired had come to skewering her leg as she flipped through the air. She landed lightly and then thrust her spear before her to parry the scorpion’s right pincer, which had followed her flight and had sliced forward for a killing blow.
Lucien’s concentration was every bit as sharp as Alexis’, and he too let nothing distract him from his target. The stone had melted away from the scorpion beneath him as it had from the other, and his warblade was no more effective against the shell remaining on its back than Alexis’ spear had been. Lucien had taken up the killing position readily enough, although with some small sense of shame. A goblin warrior attacked with skill and strength, not with surprise, not from behind. In his present company he had allowed himself to step up onto the monster’s back, telling himself that to attack in such a way was acceptable and that they deserved no better, using magic as they did. As the warblade deflected off the beast’s stone shield, Lucien went into a battle fury, his already formidable skill heightened by his rage. A human warrior driven to such anger was prone to make a fatal mistake, but a goblin battle chief in a full-blooded fury was a thing of awe to behold. As he dropped to the ground and found targets not covered by stone, the warblade flashed and tore through the scorpion as easily as it might have rent the air.
The scorpion wheeled left, then right, then tried to retreat, but never could gauge its opponent nor gain a footing for battle. Its right pincer was cloven in two beyond the natural joint, rendering it useless, the left was sliced off. Twice it tried to sting with its tail, the stinger moving with blinding speed but only finding a stone floor. The first blow caused a few chips of stone to fly through the air. The second, much harder, drove the tail in an inch and forced it to become stuck for an instant. As the scorpion bunched its muscles to free itself the tail became taut, and at that moment Lucien’s warblade flashed and removed the tail three feet above the stinger. Now weaponless, the scorpion backed away as the goblin moved in to finish it.
Rowan started forward as soon as the cracks appeared in the scorpion statues, then charged when Alexis’ first blow deflected off her opponent without doing any damage. Opposite the now-living creature he could see Demetrius and Corson racing to the attack as well, and from behind he heard the twang of Tala’s bow.
Alexis was in a purely defensive mode. She batted away a succession of pincer attacks, doing no damage but taking none herself. With the others racing to her aid she would have been content to remain where she was and occupy the scorpion’s two forward weapons, but her real concern was the tail. As the terror advanced, forcing her back, it also boxed her in, giving her precious little room to dodge when the tail flicked forward.
The scorpion’s motion made it difficult for the group to take advantage of their superior numbers. As it spun, Demetrius and Corson had to swing in a wide arc to try to flank it—approaching under the raised tail was not an option they wanted to pursue. Rowan was forced to halt and retreat a few steps as the gigantic scorpion corralled Alexis back toward him, then he too tried to move around to flank the creature.
Tala waited with her bow poised, watching the battle unfold in front of her and looking for an opening. She tried to forget the near disaster of her first shot, knowing her mind needed to be as steady as her hand if she was to help her friends. As she saw the tail start to come forward, she loosed an arrow.
The missile found its mark, and while it could not stop the forward momentum of the scorpion’s sting, it may have slowed or deflected it enough to save Alexis. The stinger just missed her as she rolled to the left, instead cracking impotently against the stone floor. She tried to use the momentum of the dive to regain her feet, but the scorpion swiped at her with its right pincer, catching her full on the head and sending her sprawling face-first to the ground. She allowed herself only an instant to reclaim her spear before she rolled to the right again, swinging the wooden shaft above her blindly as she moved. The random swing was a fortunate one, batting away a follow-up pincer attack.
Seeing Alexis down, and the scorpion’s tail again pivoting in front of him, Demetrius gave up on flanking maneuvers. Praying the scorpion was focused fully on the fallen prey in front of it, he jumped in, hacking at the base of the upraised tail. The blow did not sever the tail cleanly, but it bit in far enough to render the stinger an ineffective weapon, though still a danger as the scorpion writhed in pain, causing its tail to thrash around haphazardly.
Rowan was given an opening as the creature turned from Alexis to Demetrius. He took out several legs with one powerful slash of his blade, then leapt back before a wildly swinging pincer could connect with his head.
As Corson had started forward behind Demetrius he saw that everyone but Lucien was battling one scorpion. Thinking the goblin might need help, he veered to the right and drew back his sword to strike. His mouth parted in a surprised gasp at the speed and fury of the goblin battle chief, and he had a moment to wonder if he might have been struck down as well if he had ventured within the warblade’s range. As Lucien finished off his opponent, Corson turned in time to see Rowan, Demetrius, and Alexis eliminating the other. With a soft sigh he sheathed his unbloodied sword.
“Everyone okay?” Demetrius asked, taking in the scene around him.
“Better than those scorpions,” Alexis answered, giving the one she had battled an extra jab with her spear. “Thanks for the help—all of you.”
Corson turned away at the words, at first feigning a study of the hallway ramp that had pushed Demetrius back, then doing so for real. He pushed with feet and hands but felt no give. His feeble attempt to scale it only resulted in modest progress before he slid back down, his boots and fingers unable to find purchase on the smooth stone.
Lucien joined him, and together they put their shoulders against the blockade and pushed. Again they met with failure. As Alexis and Rowan stepped forward to help, the floor/wall slowly dropped back into place on its own. Opposite, the stairs they had first descended reappeared.
Now it was Demetrius who studied the floor. “I felt no give beneath me when I triggered the thing.”
“A pressure pad does not need to give to be set off,” said Rowan.
“True enough.” Demetrius started forward, gauging his steps and counting as he went. When he felt he was at the right point he leapt forward. To his relief, nothing happened. Another half-dozen steps convinced him he had passed the trigger cleanly.
The others followed his lead, and soon they were making their way forward again. The hall stretched another forty feet before turning right, where it widened into a pair of parallel halls split by a wall. Demetrius stepped into the left hall, looked around the corner, and stopped. “A maze,” he announced.
“Go right at every opportunity,” Tala suggested. “It is slow, but we will eventually reach the end.”
Demetrius retraced his steps to the maze’s entrance and set out again, going right this time instead of left. He worked his way around a wall, always veering right, when the now familiar sound of stone-on-stone sounded once again. The walls began to move, forcing him to hop a couple of steps left to avoid the one nearest him. When they ground to a halt he realized he was now dealing with a new maze. He turned to see that only Tala was with him. The others had been cut off by one of the moving walls.
“We’ll see you on the other side,” said Corson, his voice sounding distant as it made its way through the stone.
Tala took the lead, beckoning Demetrius to follow. She managed a handful of turns before the maze shifted again. The wall directly in front of her slid back as if to make way, while those on the right and left both moved left. She danced ahead, turning to see if Demetrius could follow. Her eyes lit up as she saw what the moving left wall revealed, and she grabbed Demetrius’ hand and yanked him forward. 
Demetrius, feeling unthreatened by the wall, was surprised by the look on Tala’s face and the urgency in her grasp. Following the direction of her gaze he turned, and beheld an ice-blue vortex in the floor, like the one that now served as the castle’s courtyard above but smaller. The wall finished its movement and the portal was hidden from them once again. Demetrius hated to think what would have happened had he been pushed left by the wall.
Tala was ready to voice a warning when she heard Rowan call out. “Be careful! There are areas here with the blue portals!”
“We just dodged one ourselves,” Tala replied. To Demetrius she said, “And here I thought this room no more than a nuisance to slow us down.”
They huddled close as they walked, keeping away from the walls as much as possible to increase both their decision time and their options when the next shift occurred. They realized their plans to always move right were being foiled as well, so they tried their best to simply make progress away from the entrance, guessing the exit to be placed as far away from that point as possible. They knew it was an assumption, maybe not even a good one, but for now it was the best they could do.
Eventually a rhythm in the wall shifts became apparent—roughly every ten seconds—even if no pattern to the direction of movement did. Often a wall section would move one way and then double back to where it started. If he felt they were being forced in a bad direction Demetrius would often hold up a hand, and they would wait for a new pattern to see if their choices were better.
The thing Demetrius feared the most happened after they had been in the maze nearly ten minutes. They had stopped any effort to stay in verbal contact with the others, the voices fading as the ever-changing room managed to force the two groups apart. They had glimpsed only a handful of the portals, and seen no other traps or dangers, and had made steady if slow progress across what was shaping up to be an extremely large room. For a moment a path several wall lengths long opened in front of them, and they pressed ahead until the next shift. A wall cut them off in front, while those to the right and behind closed in. To the left the nearest wall pushed back, revealing a portal. This last change had left them in a rough cell one square long and three wide, with the portal at one end and Demetrius and Tala at the other. Demetrius drew his sword while they waited for the next change.
“What good will that do?” Tala asked, gesturing at the weapon.
Demetrius shrugged. “Maybe as a wedge. I don’t know. I guess I just want to go down fighting.”
“We do not know that—”
The walls ground to life again, the rumble coming from every direction, but of the walls surrounding them only one moved—the one to their right, forcing them one square closer to the portal.
“Could be coincidence,” Tala said without conviction.
“I actually think it is,” Demetrius answered, rubbing the sweat from his brow. “Just bad luck. But one more bad break…”
They waited, the seconds stretching out, leaving them to listen to the sound of their own pounding hearts.
The wall to the right lurched again, coming at them. Demetrius saw the wall across the portal move away, but the leap over the blue void was too far for him by several feet, even if he had time and space for a running start. He tried the sword at the base of the moving wall, but it was thrust back at him, the space between wall and floor too small for the blade to fit. He scanned the wall frantically, desperate for another option.
“Back!” Tala yelled.
Demetrius turned, seeing as she had that the wall near the portal in the direction of the entrance was sliding further left, leaving a diagonal and much shorter leap over the void as a possibility. He followed Tala’s lead, quietly berating himself for being so focused on moving forward that he had reacted to only the front and side walls. To his surprise he saw Tala dart further left and jump diagonally over the portal a second time. The reason she did so soon addressed him directly, another massive wall pressing forward to take the place of that which had just departed. He pivoted, took two large running steps, and then jumped to the open space where Tala stood looking for their next move, his boot clipping the receding wall before he cleared the void and landed safely on his rear end.
Tala helped him to his feet and led him away from the vortex. Compared to where they had just been, the maze now seemed to yawn wide with possibilities, the walls parting before them as if to make up for the near fatal trap. Soon Tala and Demetrius had left the portal well behind, and fell into steady progress once more. Two other portals eventually came into play, one directly in front of them revealed like a caged tiger as the wall hiding it slid aside, but they danced away from them easily. A few maze shifts after this Tala grabbed Demetrius’ arm and pointed left, where what looked like an exit waited. They worked their way over and stepped into the hallway they hoped was an exit. After several shifts of the maze confirmed they were out, they breathed a sigh of relief, having safely escaped.
Demetrius called out with the news that he and Tala were across, hoping his voice might guide the others. Lucien answered from somewhere nearby, and a few moments later appeared with Alexis. As the two of them stepped into the safety the hallway, Alexis saw the worried question written on Demetrius’ face. “We were separated from them soon after we were parted from you. I’m sure they’re fine.”
They took turns calling out. Each unanswered cry caused hearts to sink and stomachs to tighten.
“I should go back,” said Demetrius, his voice taut.
“No,” Tala said gently. “You cannot help them find the way if you are lost yourself, and they might arrive while you are gone.”
“And if they are in danger? Or worse?”
“You cannot stop the walls. And if it is ‘worse’ there is even less you can do about it. The portals will not give them up if they have claimed them.”
Demetrius drew his sword half out of its scabbard, paused, and then slammed it back in. He stalked a few paces away, seeking something to lash out at, even a loose stone to kick, but even that small satisfaction was denied him.
He gazed at nothing, looking further down the hallway but without focus. He listened to the sounds behind him, the steady, slow cadence of the shifting walls, the times between punctuated with the calls of his companions. His mind started to form a thought around how long they should wait, but he pushed it aside. Just before a shift he thought he heard a different voice. The walls came to a halt, and he waited, holding his breath.
“We’re getting there!” It was Rowan. And he had said “we.”
The two stragglers came into view a few wall shifts later, looking somewhat abashed but unharmed. “We took a few bad turns,” Corson said by way of apology. “Hope you haven’t had to wait too long.”
“Now we know who not to follow on way back,” Lucien said.
The happy reunion was short-lived, and stern, serious looks soon returned as they forged ahead. This new hallway went on for a time, straight and true, and they paused when it finally turned right, reading the words carved into the stone at the end of the straight section: Having fun yet?
“An opponent with a sense of humor?” asked Rowan.
“Not ask Corson,” said Lucien. “He only novice at such things.”
“Lucien, your wit has become as sharp as a round stone,” Corson retorted.
“Joke or no, I don’t like it,” said Demetrius. “But it doesn’t matter.” He led the way through several short turns of the passage until it opened into a small, empty chamber.
As he stepped warily into the room, a section of the wall opposite slid upward to reveal another chamber beyond. He emitted a small laugh and glanced at Alexis, who had moved next to him. “Whoever set this up sure isn’t shy about revealing obvious traps.”
“Because he knows we have no choices other than pressing on or turning back,” Alexis said. “Either way works for him.”
“I’m tempted to split the group. Half go in and half stay back.”
“You did not seem too happy the last time the group got separated,” Tala reminded him as she looked beyond him and into the newly exposed chamber.
He nodded, knowing he couldn’t deny what must have been obvious to the others, although he was ashamed to think his anxiety was so apparent. It could be seen as weakness, especially by Lucien. A goblin warrior would never let personal feelings interfere with his ability to lead and fight. Depending on your point of view, that could be construed as either a weakness or a strength. Demetrius cleared his throat. “Well, I was pleased we were split up when you and I were nearly trapped and pushed into that portal. At least the others were safe. I guess there is no right answer.”
“Exactly,” Tala replied. “So do not agonize to find one.”
“I say we spread out a bit, “Alexis offered. “If a trap springs, better we not all be in one place.”
“Like the scorpion room,” Rowan agreed with a nod.
“Okay,” Demetrius said. “Groups of two. Alexis and I first, Tala and Corson, Lucien and Rowan.”
Hearing no objections, he drew his sword and proceeded with Alexis at his elbow. They moved slowly, pausing frequently, looking for movement. Before them the new doorway beckoned, inviting them inside.
Demetrius poked his head through the opening. The room was similar in size to the one they were leaving, except the ceiling was much higher and there was no visible exit other than the one he peered through. He glanced at Alexis, who shrugged. He stepped inside, his head on a swivel, studying walls, floor, and ceiling. Behind he heard the footsteps of Tala and Corson as they made their way across the first chamber. He went to the far wall, seeing nothing of interest there, then slowly started to his left while Alexis moved right. With a jolt the floor moved beneath his feet, throwing him at the wall. He regained his balance and wheeled about, seeing the floor had split in the center, the gap widening quickly, while the entryway began to seal itself once again, stone sliding downward from some hidden hole. Just before it slammed shut Tala came skidding underneath it, her legs pulled close to her body so she could avoid being pinned. Faintly Corson’s voice called from beyond the wall, the sound drowned out by the booming sound of the door striking the floor.
Tala regained her feet and charged forward, leaping the gap in the floor and joining Demetrius on the far side of the room. Any sense that they were clear of danger was short-lived. The floor continued to slide beneath them, forcing them to shuffle their feet to stay upright, and the walls offered no place for them to pull themselves upward. Opposite them Alexis had backed up to the near wall, straining to see what would be revealed beneath the opening, thinking it likely to be a beast or perhaps a pool of deadly liquid. Suddenly a perplexed look crossed her face. “Shards,” she announced, pointing. “Thousands of them.”
Tala knelt at the edge of the moving floor and peered down. She reached in and cupped a dozen small, crystalline objects in her palm, then lifted them closer for inspection. “They are all of one shape. They feel right.” She poured them back out of her hand, and they fell like raindrops into the ocean. “So many…”
“How can we tell which is the real one?” asked Demetrius. Before he got an answer, he bumped the wall behind him, even though his toes hung over the edge of the floor. Knowing the floor would continue to recede into the wall, he stepped forward and dropped into the shards, sinking in to his thighs. He probed with a foot, but couldn’t feel the bottom.
Both women joined him in the pile as the floor finally slid from sight. Alexis moved toward the place where they had come in, and was able to trace the outline with her finger, two thin cracks that ran from the top of the shards to the ceiling. She listened at the wall, and then putting her lips close to the stone called out, “We’re all right. There are thousands of shards here. We just need to find the right one.” She listened for a moment, then turned to the others. “They are fine. Nothing has changed out there. They said they will try to get the door open again.”
Tala nodded, then dug into her pouch for the Sphere. Taking one of the shards in hand she placed it this way and that until she found the spot where it fit. “Well, the shape is right, but with the magic buffers on this place—” Her own words gave her pause, and she closed her eyes and cast the finding spell. With a frown she continued her last thought. “Still there. Not only can’t I use magic to find it, I’m not even sure when we do find it that it will attach like it should.”
“Then this is hopeless unless we can get all these shards outside the castle walls.,” said Demetrius.
Tala uttered a mirthless laugh. “By the time we do that, Solek will have conquered all of Arkania.”
“Wait!” said Alexis, smiling. “I have a piece of the Sphere still. I know we thought to keep it separate and hidden, but as far as we’ve come, it seems this might be a good time to try it.”
Tala nodded agreement. Demetrius only said, “Be sure not to drop it.”
Carefully, Tala took the shard from Alexis’ outstretched hand. She fitted the piece into the Sphere and let an audible sigh of relief escape her throat as they fused together. “Now all we need to do is find the next one,” she said, as if the difficult part was over.
*          *          *
After Rowan heard Alexis explain that those trapped inside the shard room were well, he backed away from the stone door, tracing its outline with his eyes. He turned and made sure the opening to the room he occupied was still present—it was—and then began to study the room in earnest. Nothing struck him as out of the ordinary. He rubbed absently at his upper lip, and then sat cross-legged on the floor some twenty feet from where the door had separated the party.
“How you just sit there?” asked Lucien, incredulous. He had been pacing like a caged tiger, his warblade held before him in a furious grip.
“I currently have nothing better to do. I don’t believe the door can be opened from this side.”
“How you know?” Lucien’s growl always made him seem angry.
Rowan couldn’t be sure the goblin wasn’t really furious, but he went on calmly. “I don’t. You’re welcome to try whatever you think might work.”
Lucien scowled and turned away. He sized up the former opening, struck the stone once tentatively with his warblade, then slashed at it four times in full fury. No mark appeared where the weapon’s sharp edge struck.
“Magically sealed,” said Rowan. “You won’t break it down with any ordinary blade.”
“Warblade not ‘ordinary.’ ”
Rowan simply shrugged.
Corson was making a slow circuit of the room, giving the walls occasional half-hearted pushes, as if he hoped one of the stones would act as a trigger and re-open the door. He wore the expression of someone who had just buried a favorite pet.
“Why so down, Corson?” Rowan asked. “Alexis said they were fine.”
Corson’s smile was forced and faded quickly. “It’s not that. It’s just…”
“You think you should be on the other side.”
Corson’s jaw dropped a fraction of an inch before he caught himself. He took a long breath. “I was in front of Tala. As soon as the door started to close she jumped through. But I hesitated, and then I just stood there and watched.”
“You couldn’t have followed her through,” Rowan pointed out.
Lucien’s warblade rang out several times against the stone wall. His thought that the wall might prove less protected than the door had turned out to be wrong. He grumbled to himself and stalked angrily around the room.
Corson watched Lucien pass, then saw that Rowan was still looking at him. “I know I couldn’t have followed Tala through, but it should have been me leading the way.”
Rowan gave a dismissive wave. “We spread out on purpose. The goal was not to get everyone caught in the same place. Maybe you made a better decision.”
“I made no decision. I just froze for a second while she acted.”
“None of us thinks you a coward if that’s what worries you. I’ve seen your mettle in battle.”
Corson shook his head. “It’s not that. I won’t run from a fight. I’m a soldier, trained and unafraid to do whatever duty requires. But there are soldiers and there are leaders.”
“Everyone can’t lead.”
“All of you could.”
“As could you if it’s required of you. We face enough on this quest. Don’t let your own doubts be another obstacle.”
Corson nodded, but his eyes showed no less dismay. He turned away from the paladin and started randomly pushing stones again.
*          *          *
No one in the shard-filled room had spoken for several minutes. Tala took one piece after another and held it in place against the Sphere, then cast it aside when it did not fuse. She moved slowly, mechanically, and discarded shards in close proximity to where she stood, meaning that the chance of picking up the same one some time soon was significant. Demetrius had watched her silently for a moment, then shook his head and settled back as if floating on a shimmering crystalline pool of water, staring upward at nothing in particular. Seeing this, Alexis turned back toward the doorway.
Her hands played over the stones gently, probing for anything of interest, but she saw it before she felt it—a small depression in the shape of the shards that filled the room. She traced it with her index finger, then picked up one of the shards. Aligning it, she pushed it into the small, concave spot in the door, and when she took her hand away it remained in place. She stood with her arms crossed, staring with a scowl at the unmoving door. “I think I’ve found a way out,” she announced, pointing at the shard in the door. “But it probably needs the real piece to work.”
Tala tried to connect another piece with the Sphere, and then flung it aside. “Is that all we need? Just the right piece?” Her voice held more anger than she intended. “I am sorry,” she said after composing herself. She worked her way over to the door and studied the imbedded shard. “If you are right, it leaves us with another dilemma.”
“How so?” asked Demetrius.
“If we attach it to the Sphere, how can we use it on the door?”
“We’ll just try the door then,” said Alexis. “Once it’s open, we can take the piece and place it with the Sphere.”
“We don’t even know for sure if the shard will open the door. It could be another trick.”
“We don’t even know if the right shard is in the room,” Demetrius pointed out, immediately regretting saying such a thing.
Alexis grabbed a handful of shards and started trying them one by one in the door, casting the failures to the far end of the room. “Until we have a better plan,” she said with a sigh. The others moved over to help.
*          *          *
Alexis had told Corson through the stone door what they were doing, and that it might be a very long wait. Thirty minutes had passed since the news, and Corson had decided it was best to leave them alone to do their work undisturbed, so he went to the near corner, worked his cloak into a makeshift pillow, and tried to stretch out for some rest. Rowan continued to pray or meditate in the center of the room, while Lucien had finally stopped his angry pacing and was sitting in the opposite corner, quietly grumbling to himself.
Corson could hear the gentle click of each shard as it was put in place against the stone, a two-second rhythm forming that was interrupted every thirty pieces or so—he assumed this to be when Alexis grabbed a new handful of shards. The noise didn’t bother Corson; he found it comforting, a reminder that his friends were still there. His mind started to play with numbers, working out how many shards an hour they could check, but when he tried to grasp just how many small pieces of crystal might be in the next chamber it made his head hurt.
The soft lighting and warmth of the room, combined with the subtle, hypnotizing rhythm of the clacking shards finally had an effect on him, the cold and snow they had know for so many weeks fading into memory. Slowly, Corson drifted off.
When he awoke, it was to shouts of alarm.
*          *          *
Alexis and Demetrius worked tirelessly at the door, Alexis fitting and casting aside pieces to her left, Demetrius making sure a fresh supply was always placed in her hand when needed from the right. Tala fell back, pushing through the shards and letting her mind drift, trying to catch an inspiration, a simple solution to the puzzle. She knew there might be no answer at all, but she wasn’t prepared to yield mentally to that possibility quite yet.
The first drop hit her forehead and she brushed it away, thinking nothing of it. A second and a third followed in quick succession, and that was enough to command her full attention. She looked up just in time for another drop to hit her in the eye. She blinked it away and tried again.
A latticework of sorts had formed in the ceiling, the grout darkening and weeping drops of water. Tala mumbled to herself, wondering aloud what was happening.
Demetrius said, “I see it, too.”
“If water is getting through, it might be a weak point. Possibly another way out.”
“We can’t reach the ceiling without a ladder,” said Demetrius. He estimated the ceiling was fifteen feet over their heads.
Tala grabbed an arrow and nocked it. Taking careful aim at one of the darkened grouts, she let fly. The arrow slapped harmlessly against the stone and dropped back into the pool of shards. “Worth a try,” Tala said, retrieving the arrow with a shrug.
The dripping became more insistent, like a gentle spring rain. Alexis held out a hand and pulled it back, shivering in response to how cold the water was. A few moments later individual drops were replaced by steady streams of water, and the confusion the three had been wearing on their faces became looks of alarm.
“Help me!” Alexis barked at Demetrius as she returned to her task while the water splashed behind her. She moved at a more fevered pace, inserting and discarding shards as quickly as she could.
Demetrius thought to tell her that even if they had the right piece it might need to be in place for more than a fraction of a second, but he decided not to when he saw the angry determination on her face. He kept handfuls of shards at the ready while he stole glances behind, seeing that the water now fell in torrents. He wondered when it would quit melting away through the shards and start flooding the room.
Tala readjusted her position a couple of times to stay out from under the falling water, but soon there was nowhere she could go to avoid being soaked. After a time she realized with a sinking feeling in her stomach that the wetness she felt soaking through her boots was from standing water rather than that which fell. She closed her eyes and concentrated on the sensation, feeling the level rise to her knee. “The room is filling up,” she said in a flat tone, not expecting a response and not getting one. She held the Sphere in her hand and rubbed it absently, wanting to feel its power, hoping the ancient wizards that had forged it might send her an answer.
The water was up to Alexis’ waist when she shouted through the wall to let the others know of their predicament. Her voice betrayed no panic, although she had already heard the failed attempts to break through. She was simply passing on information. In some distant part of her mind, she wondered if they were the last words she would speak to her friends.
As the water neared the mid-point of Demetrius’ chest it also neared the key-depression in the door. They stayed on task, futile though it seemed, since they had nothing better to try. He studied the ceiling for a moment while Alexis continued to pluck shards one at a time out of his hand. “At least the rising water will eventually get us up there. If there is a weakness, we’ll get a chance to find it.”
Tala had been studying the deepening pool of water. Upon hearing Demetrius’ comment she looked up and nodded her agreement, then looked down once more. The shards were not completely buoyant, but neither did they remain laying at the bottom of the room. She brushed an arm through them, watching as they floated around and away from her. Despite her excellent eyesight, she couldn’t see more than a few inches into the murky soup the water and shards had created. Something about that bothered her, enough so that she said aloud, “This is odd.”
“What is?” asked Demetrius.
“I cannot see far into the water.”
“So?”
“So nothing. Except we have been able to see just fine since we entered this castle, without windows, torch, or spell.”
Demetrius pondered this for a moment. “I guess I assumed the walls had been infused with a spell of some kind, like the branches you lit up for us in the Great Northern Forest.” His own words gave him pause. “But you said no spell can be cast here.”
“A warding spell has been placed against casting, yes. Magic in the walls, the fusion of the shard—these are unaffected.”
“But why light the place?” Alexis asked. “That could only help us.”
“Whoever set this up seems to have a warped sense of humor, at least based on the maze,” said Demetrius. “Perhaps he’s happy to pull us in and then turn the lights out at some opportune time.”
“Maybe…” Tala paused to think, while water lapped against the bottom of her chin. “He likes games. He sets a trap and leaves a way out. What fun is there in a puzzle with no answer?”
“The death of your enemies, for one thing,” said Alexis.
“Then why not acid?” Tala asked with a raised eyebrow. “Why not have the roof simply cave in on us?” A soft smile crossed her lips. “Light can reveal, but it can also hide.”
“Hide what?”
“The shard. Remember earlier when we fused the shards, how a yellow light emanated from the crystal as the pieces were brought close together, and then a brighter light issued during the fusion?”
Alexis had completely stopped working at the door. “When you joined the piece I had been keeping we saw nothing.”
Tala nodded. “The light in this place is meant to hide it. If this room was fully dark, we could probably see the right shard just by getting close to it with the Sphere. It would give off a soft glow that would grow warmer the closer the two pieces got to one another.”
“So our tormentor set the trap but left a way out…if we can solve the puzzle,” said Demetrius.
“If I am right we have the answer,” Tala said, bobbing now to keep her head above the rising water. “Now it is a race.” She held the Sphere above the water, made sure her grip was firm, took a deep breath, and then dove into the icy water. She moved away from the surface, forcing her way down into blackness, and then worked by feel, raking the Sphere through the shards, or pushing handfuls of the crystal objects with her free hand past the Sphere. There were so many…
She surfaced, gasping for air. Shaking the water from her hair and eyes, she saw the expectant faces of Demetrius and Alexis as they waited for news. They floated now as well, the surface of the water higher than it had been when she had gone under. “Keep trying the door,” she told them between gasps for air. “If I have any luck, you’ll be the first to know.”
“If you need to catch your breath, I’ll take a turn diving,” Demetrius told her, even as he fished out a handful of shards for Alexis.
“Next time,” said Tala. She spun, kicked, and dove again.
*          *          *
Lucien and Corson worked in smooth rhythm, warblade and sword alternating rapid blows against the stone door. Corson felt sweat running down his face, and he could see the veins on Lucien’s thick neck bulging out from the non-stop work. The cold outside seemed only a memory from ages ago.
Rowan remained stationary in the center of the chamber, but now his eyes were closed and his head was bowed. He blocked out the noise and the growing panic he felt despite his outward composure, ignored the sense of helplessness and despair that beckoned him with open arms. “Let us find a way,” he said, too softly for even his own ears to hear. “We seek to do your will, to do what is right and good. Deliver us from this peril.”
Corson finally stopped hammering away, his heavy arms dropping while he panted for air. Lucien gave the unrelenting stone one more vicious whack, then stalked away. Corson watched him go, then turned to Rowan. “Say one for me as well,” he said.
“I will,” the paladin answered.
*          *          *
When Demetrius resurfaced he looked first to the ceiling. Less than five feet now, he guessed. Without comment he gave the Sphere to Tala and watched as she disappeared into the murky water.
They had not caught so much as a glimpse of light, despite untold dives. Not that they had fooled themselves into believing they had come into close proximity with each shard. They had divided the room into rough thirds, and Demetrius made sure to dig into the shards that concentrated at the bottom of the pool as much as possible, but even then he guessed they’d be lucky to even be able to check one shard in ten. He managed to catch his breath enough to speak. “We’ll soon get a crack at that ceiling,” he said to Alexis.
She nodded, but her face betrayed a subtle despair that had not been there a few moments ago.
“What’s wrong?” he asked.
She let out a short laugh. “You mean other than the fact we’ll likely drown in a few minutes.”
Demetrius laughed despite himself. “Yes.”
“I tried the ceiling with my spear. There was nothing I could see…” She paused for a few seconds, studying the ceiling to avoid his gaze. “Perhaps a sharp sword will be better.”
As the water level continued to rise, taking the room’s occupants up with it, the sounds of those outside trying to smash through the door was stilled. Demetrius wondered if the silence was due to the depth of the water muffling the noise, or if they had simply given up. One by one their chances of escape were disappearing. He tipped his chin at the ceiling. “Next time I come up I’ll give it a try.”
Alexis had joined the others in taking turns diving into the water with the Sphere, looking in the murky soup below for the one shard that might be their salvation. They shivered and their bodies grew numb, and each one upon taking the Sphere had to be certain their grip was true, lest a numb hand cause them to drop the object they had been assembling and doom them completely. When Demetrius’ turn came again he took a deep breath and dove, allowing his clothes and equipment to help pull him toward the bottom, a boost he felt he needed. The water was now some fifteen feet above the surface of the shard bed, and the pressure of it pushed painfully on his ears as he struggled down. When he reached the shards he dug into them, throwing up handfuls and moving the Sphere back and forth. His eyes strained to see a glimmer of light—a glimmer of hope—in the darkness, the tell-tale yellow-green glow that would identify the real shard. He tried to keep panic out of his movements, but the thought of the rising water pushed on his mind as relentlessly as the pressure of it pushed on his head. When his lungs burned and he was sure he could take no more, he flung up another half-dozen handfuls of shards, then pushed off from the bottom to race back to the surface. Gasping for air, he gave the Sphere to Tala, then tried to rub a brutal cramp out of his calf.
“Three feet,” Alexis said.
Demetrius nodded understanding between ragged breaths. He flexed the fingers of his right hand to try to get more feeling—if anything the water seemed to be getting colder—then drew his sword. He took a couple of ineffective swings at the ceiling. “Tough to get leverage,” he said. He gathered himself and then kicked up with his legs while he swung the sword in a swift arc. The metal sang out as the blade made solid contact. He tried to find the point of impact after the blow, but could not; no mark remained.
“I’ve tried probing the grout to no avail,” said Alexis. “It’s hard to tell with the water coming through, but I don’t think it’s any weaker than the stone. Tala is sure it’s all protected with spells, otherwise the others might have been able to smash through by now.”
Demetrius sighed, then took one more stab at the barrier above, trying to drive the point of his sword through the grouted area between then stones. After the effort failed the tiredness he had been trying to ignore seeped even more deeply into his bones.
Tala’s latest dive was unusually long, and Demetrius felt a mix of fear and hope as he and Alexis exchanged questioning glances. Finally the water spit the elf out, and he grabbed hold of her while she fought for air.
“Saw it…I think…” She rubbed the water from her face and allowed herself a few deep inhales. “You might have kicked it up on the last dive.”
Alexis gently pulled the Sphere from Tala’s grasp. “Where?”
“Try the center, where Demetrius has been working. I thought I saw something as I started back up, but by the time I could turn back it was gone.”
Alexis nodded and dove.
Demetrius reached up with his hand and touched the ceiling. “Time grows short. Maybe we should go down together after she comes back. Two sets of eyes looking at once might help.”
Tala agreed but added, “You hold the Sphere. I am not sure how long I will be able to stay down. I am still trying to catch my breath.”
Alexis returned empty-handed. “Nothing,” was the only report she gave.
Demetrius took the Sphere, made sure Tala was ready, then headed down. Faintly he wondered if there would be air to breathe when he was ready to surface. Probably after this dive, he told himself. The next one...he didn’t have a good feeling about that. The sensory deprivation struck him hard, knowing Tala was somewhere near but being unable to see or hear her. He moved the Sphere back and forth before him as he descended, hoping against hope to see a light in the darkness. His free hand found the bed of shards and he worked at them as he had done before, but his focus was now on those at the surface. If Tala had seen the true shard, then it was either suspended in the water or lying atop the pile.
Demetrius ignored the lack of oxygen as long as he could, but it seemed far too short a period of time. The darkness had yielded no hint of their salvation, and he propelled himself upward with a leaden heart. As he breached the surface of the water, his head scraped against the ceiling.
Alexis pulled on his shoulder to turn him around, and held out her hand for the Sphere. He gave it to her, mistaking the look on her face for panic. It was actually excitement. She wheeled about, holding the Sphere out toward Tala, who held a shard in her palm. As the Sphere neared it, the shard took on the faintest of glows, a gentle green easily missed but for the growing darkness of the room and the fact the three of them were looking for it. That soft light warmed them more than any fire could.
Alexis exchanged the Sphere for the shard, swam to the wall where the door had been, and dove. She worked her way down, keeping in contact with the wall using her free hand, the numbness in her fingers all too apparent. In the darkness she was quickly lost, and only by reaching the false shards did she have any sense of how far down she had come. Her frantic search for the indentation in the door took longer than the air in her lungs would allow. Before she kicked back toward the surface, she gave the wall three rapid smacks with her spear.
Demetrius had his head turned sideways to keep his mouth and nose above water when Alexis returned. Out of breath, she simply held the shard up. He took it before Tala could grab it, and then descended once more.
He moved quickly to the bottom, then found the wall, trying to gauge the height he needed to target from memory. He moved his hand up and down in an “S” motion, slowly making his way to the right. Faintly he heard a noise to the left, dull and distant but beckoning. He reversed course and the sound grew louder, and as he drew near he recognized the muffled noise of weapons banging against the other side of the wall. If they were striking the door…
His lungs screamed for air and his head pounded from the pressure, but the noise held him. He forced his hand to move in a steady pattern, the rhythm of the weapons drawing him, making him hang on. He continued to probe, and then felt his index finger dip ever so slightly. Keeping the finger in place until he was ready, he took the shard and slid it into position. Immediately he felt movement, first as the door began to rise, then as the water started to run into the other chamber, trying to pull him with it. He pressed against the wall, waiting for the opening to grow larger. He felt rather than saw the world starting to go black as his body yielded to the lack of air. He removed the shard and let the water pull him down.
*          *          *
Rowan’s eyes had flown open at the first rap of metal against the stone from somewhere inside the sealed chamber. He remained motionless through the second and third clacks and for another ten seconds afterward. Rising, he went to the spot, arriving just after Corson and Lucien.
“Signal?” the big goblin asked.
“Likely,” Rowan replied. “But of what?”
“We should respond,” said Corson, drawing his blade.
Rowan pulled at his chin. “I agree. Strike the door only.”
“Why?”
Rowan shrugged. “It just feels right.”
Lucien and Rowan worked together, not trying to break through, but keeping up a steady beat, while Corson kept his ear to the wall to see if any sound could be detected from inside. “I may be wrong about this,” Rowan admitted.
He soon learned he was not. The door started to inch upward and icy water rushed out, soaking their boots and pants up to the knee instantly. Rowan stepped back, away from the flow, but found he needed to brace himself to keep his feet as the rushing torrent spilled into the room. When the door had opened about four feet it stopped, and an instant later Demetrius came tumbling out. Rowan caught an arm and helped him up.
Demetrius spit out the water that filled his mouth and nose, took a few desperate breaths, then responded to Rowan’s questioning look.
“They were floating on top of the water. They should join us shortly.”
Tala entered the room gracefully, having ridden the current through the opening after diving into the now shallow pool. Alexis followed less smoothly and feet first, her head marked red where it had struck the lower part of the half-raised door. She got up rubbing the sting away, and mumbling about the price one paid at times for growing tall.
The water filled the chamber faster than it went out the opposite door and toward the maze, but even so its depth never rose above two feet. While they gathered their breath and their wits, the trapped trio told their tale, and Demetrius showed the prize they had gained. “I guess we can join this with the rest of the Sphere now,” he said, turning toward Tala.
“I would wait until we are out of this place,” she said. “Just in case.”
They sloshed back through the standing water, and were happily surprised to find that the shard’s placement in the door apparently had other benefits. The walls of the maze were now lined up such that a straight path was available through the room, and beyond that the ramp and stairs flanking the room that had held the stone scorpions ignored their passing.
As they moved up into the wine cellar, Alexis was grateful to finally be free of the standing water. Her clothes were still soaked and the chill in her bones was setting up camp for a good long stay, but at least she had a chance of drying out now. Her boots made a squishing noise with each step that was almost sickening. She was looking longingly at the cots in the corner when Rowan called the group to a halt.
“Perhaps we should remain here tonight,” he suggested.
Demetrius shook his head. “We are in enemy territory. We should put the castle well behind us before we rest.”
“Normally I would agree. But the three of you are sopping wet, and the winter air is unforgiving. Down here we could have a fire, eat a warm meal, and sleep in cots. Tomorrow your clothes should be dry enough to venture out. Besides, everywhere we step is enemy territory these days it seems.”
Demetrius glanced once at his drenched companions and yielded without further argument.
*          *          *
When he rose the next morning, Demetrius silently blessed Rowan for his foresight. They had found no food or water but had had a small fire to warm themselves and the food they carried, and the cots were a welcome change. He was reluctant to leave, and the looks on his companions’ faces told him they felt the same way. He sighed and then shuffled up the ramp first, found the rope where they had left it, wrapped a few coils around his arm, and then motioned for Corson to lasso a battlement and ascend. After the others were safely back on the wall above, he shimmied up himself, taking one last look downward into the ice-blue portal. As tired as he felt, it seemed to beckon to him with the soft promise of peace and eternal rest. With a grunt of pain born of sore muscles he scrambled over the inner battlement and onto the wall.
Demetrius grabbed the rope and followed the others around to the side of the castle where they had climbed the outer wall. Seeing that the horses still waited safely in the trees below, he muttered a “thank you.” As he was doing so he heard Rowan whisper thanks to the Savior for the same thing. Demetrius watched Rowan finish and couldn’t hide the bemused grin on his face.
Rowan met his gaze evenly. “Well, I suppose I’d rather be thought amusing than drawing anger for my prayers. That’s happened before.”
Demetrius shook his head and smiled more broadly. “I was laughing at myself. I had just given thanks for the horses as well, but I have no idea to whom or to what I was speaking. It struck me that at least your prayer had a point.”
Rowan studied Demetrius for a moment, their eyes locking. “Not that that’s enough to make a believer out of you.”
“I have trusted too long in my sword and the strength of men. But you’ve made me think. Perhaps that is enough for now.”
“Maybe so.” He turned to survey the white landscape. “I did not miss the snow. My feet were just beginning to feel warm again.”
“At least the horses will keep our boots off the ground. When you thank the Savior for that, add my gratitude as well.”
“I will,” Rowan said.
Once to the horses, Tala asked for the shard Demetrius carried, then re-fused it with the Sphere. The glow it emitted as it bonded had an added brilliance, a reminder that they were free of the castle’s magic. While the others prepared the horses, she walked a short distance off into the trees, wanting to cast her finding spell while she was alone. A troubled shadow crossed her face, but her features quickly regained the calm the spell usually required and induced. When she was done she returned to the others, who waited with expectant looks. “To the far south,” she announced. “The next shard is in Delving, near Upper Cambry.”
Alexis looked at Rowan. “Home for you.”
“And not good news, if a piece of the Sphere is there,” he replied.
“At least that far south we’ll be warm again,” said Corson, trying to sound cheerful.
Rowan laughed. “There is that.” He took a deep breath and mounted his horse. “Another long journey, which gets no shorter until the first step is taken.” He started off and the others followed.



 
 
Chapter 9: The Dead Paladin
 
Corson was trying hard not to think about the cold, the endless blanket of snow, the long trip ahead and what would be waiting for them when they arrived. He laughed at himself, thinking if he could push all of the things he was trying not to think about out of his mind there might be nothing left.
The miles did drag on though, and the covering of snow the ground wore only added to the sameness. The day was clear at least, and the sun crossing the sky gave some indication that time was passing, and therefore the miles must be passing as well. They rode single file and mostly in silence, forsaking the pleasure of conversation for the ability to hear an enemy’s approach. Corson had just rotated to the back of the line, and one of his backward glances revealed that they were being followed. He had his horse move up next to Lucien, who rode just in front of him. “The Mist is back,” he told the goblin in a low tone.
Lucien only nodded, fighting the urge to turn and look. “Tell others.”
Corson worked his way up the line with the news. As the word spread the group tightened up the line, riding more closely together.
“Is it close enough to hear us?” Demetrius asked.
“Not if its hearing is no better than ours.”
“I can think of no reason to let it follow us,” Rowan said. “Once we stop to rest it will have a chance to reveal our position to the enemy, and a night watch will avail us little if the Dead Legion descends upon us in numbers.”
“I agree,” said Demetrius. “I say it has gained all the information it will be allowed for now. But our tracks in the snow will make it almost useless to chase it off. It will pick up the trail with ease if it wants to.”
Despite the logic of the point, they determined to rid themselves of the spy. As one they turned, facing the Mist. It hovered twenty feet in the air, perhaps a hundred feet behind them, and even when it was obvious that their collective gaze fell upon it the creature showed no sign of trying to hide or flee.
“Be gone, foul shadow!” Alexis shouted. “Go back to your dark master!”
The Mist remained where it was.
Lucien drew his warblade and advanced toward it. “Be off!” he growled in his most menacing tone. He added some further words in his native tongue, the meaning lost to the others but the message clear enough.
The Mist held its ground.
“This is different,” Tala said quietly. She drew an arrow, took a leisurely aim and fired. The arrow passed through the Mist and fell harmlessly in the snow some distance beyond it.
“I don’t think it’s going to be persuaded,” Rowan said. “It appears to be as stubborn as some of us.”
“So be it,” said Alexis, turning back toward their destination and taking the lead. “As long as it’s there, all it can do is watch. I’ll be more concerned when it leaves.”
*          *          *
Five days later they reached the Crystal River, and the Mist had remained their constant companion, like a wild dog tagging along at a distance, hoping for scraps. It never drew near or moved far away, and when they paused or stopped, even for the night, it simply hovered a short way off from their camp. The first and second nights they set the watch with two on duty, so one could always keep an eye on the Mist, but it apparently had no mission of ill-intent to take up while they slept, and it simply waited patiently until morning and then followed once more when they set out. It watched them, wanted them to know they were watched, and for now that seemed to be enough. The weather remained cold, but no snow fell and for that they were grateful. For the most part the sky had been clear, occasional gray clouds threatening a storm but swiftly passing to the east without delivering.
The Crystal River flowed rapidly as it neared the sea, and only a thin layer of ice had formed on the surface, not nearly thick enough to support them or their horses. They followed the river west, planning to cross at the first intact bridge they could find. Ridonia and Delving had existed in peace beside one another for as long as anyone could recall, and while no major road had been constructed to connect large cities, several small roads did exist and a string of bridges joined the two kingdoms. The first bridge they came upon only reached a few feet out into the river before ending in charred stumps.
“Either the Legion passed this way and burned it to keep the kingdoms from supporting one another, or the locals torched it to keep them from crossing,” Demetrius speculated.
“War is an odd thing,” Tala mused. “Both sides might contemplate the same act of destroying a lifeless object in the belief it will benefit their cause.”
“Buildings, castles, bridges,” Demetrius replied. “Tools that can be used, but if you no longer need them and the enemy might find them advantageous, it is best to take the option of use away from them.”
“Well, someone,” said Alexis, “be it friend or foe, has taken this option away from us. Let’s move on, unless we aim to build a raft from what little wood is left.”
If anyone had any thought about making a boat, they kept it to themselves.
A few miles further on they found another destroyed wooden bridge, although this one had been much smaller than the first, a few planks wide with ropes strung at chest-height to steady oneself—a small footbridge.
“Just as well,” Rowan said with a shrug. “I wouldn’t have trusted this one to hold the horses, and our journey is far too long to go on without them.”
They proceeded on, progressing only a few feet before Corson called out in a tone of mock disdain, “Will you look at that.”
Keeping the same distance as in days past, but now with a river between it and its marks, the Mist gazed at them from across the river.
“Well,” Corson continued, “we know it can shriek, but I bet it can’t laugh, otherwise it would be mocking us right now.”
“If only we could fly as it does,” said Tala.
“Any chance that you’ve been working on that levitation spell while we slept?” asked Rowan.
Tala laughed. “Even if I had, I still would not be able to lift a horse.”
“Or Lucien,” Corson added.
“If cut Corson into little pieces, maybe can send him across” Lucien answered. He pulled out his warblade and checked the sharpness of the edge.
“It would take too much time,” Tala said. “And I am not certain I could do a good job of reassembling him. The only incantation I know that might help is this one.” She spoke aloud to her mount, and it set off in search of the next bridge.
Another two hours’ journey brought them to a stone bridge, intact and undamaged. Whatever group had destroyed the wooden bridges had either decided doing the same to the stone one was too much effort, or had simply not ventured this far west. The group crossed quickly, as if concerned the bridge might tumble down at any moment. Once safely on the south bank of the Crystal River, Corson gave a mock salute to the Mist.
The party gathered together, and Demetrius asked Rowan, “Do you think we can move south from here, or should we go east first, since we had to take that little bridge-related detour?”
“South, without doubt, and even a bit more west, since we didn’t reach the confluence of the Crystal and Little rivers. If we’re fortunate, we’ll strike the main road around Humbold Bay, which goes through Bellford and then to Upper Cambry. The road will probably be snow-covered this far north, but the further south we go, the better chance we’ll have to use it.”
“Paved?” Alexis asked.
Rowan indicated it was. “Large stones and quite flat as well. Easy for horse or foot travel, or for drawing a cart for those who have them.”
“As long as that Mist follows us, none of our movement will be secret,” Demetrius said with a resigned sigh. “A road would be a nice change, and might shorten the trip somewhat.”
Delving was a land of gently rolling hills here in the north, with most of the land being open, occasional copses of oak or poplar dotting the landscape. It took six days for them to reach the road, a wide, deep depression that snaked along the shore of Humbold Bay. The bay itself was visible in the distance, its surface glazed over with a thin layer of ice. Demetrius asked if it could be crossed in winter.
“A man can walk out a short way in the northernmost part of the bay,” Rowan replied, “but it can’t be crossed. The winter here is rarely severe enough for that, and the ocean currents bring warmer water into the southern outlet. The bay doesn’t freeze over at all in the south.”
The road showed signs of recent use, densely packed footprints of both men and horses denting the snow. Demetrius dismounted to inspect the footfalls. “Both men and horses were properly shod. It doesn’t appear to be the Legion.”
The tracks made the road even easier to follow, and they did so for several days. The further south they ventured, the less deep the snow, and the night wind lost some of its bite even though it often howled with fury. Late one afternoon Lucien noticed Tala squinting to see something in the distance. “What is it?” he asked.
“A small party moving on the road, I think. Going south. They march on foot, so we will overtake them soon.”
They approached cautiously, and when they drew within shouting distance Rowan called out, indicating that they were friends. The others turned at the call and held their ground, but they did so with weapons drawn.
“They wear the red-and-white,” Rowan said, his shoulders sagging with relief. He tossed back his cloak to show he wore the colors of Delving just as they did, and then rode forward to meet them.
There were six men in the company. Their uniforms were dirty—they actually wore dull red-and-gray—and they had a gaunt, hollow look about them. But they were also well-trained soldiers, and there was a look in their eyes and a stiffness in their spine that indicated if battle was desired it would be given. At the sight of Rowan’s uniform the shortest of the group stepped forward, lowering but not sheathing his sword.
“You travel with interesting company, sir,” the man said, letting his gaze play across the riders behind Rowan.
“Good and loyal friends, all,” Rowan told him. “To myself and to Delving.”
The man took that in, rubbing a hand through his curly black hair. “Well, you seem alive enough.”
Rowan smiled. “We are not of the Legion if that’s what you fear, though we’ve been on the road long enough that we might smell like it.”
The man laughed at that, as did his companions. “We’re not likely to be of better aroma. What brings you—”
“Look!” one of the men shouted, gesturing with his bow at the Mist that had just become visible to them after drifting over a small copse of trees.
Rowan turned almost casually to regard it, then addressed the leader once again. “A Mist. A servant of the Dark One. It has been following us for nearly a fortnight.”
“I know what it is,” said the man, his voice tense. “We’ve seen a half-dozen at least.”
“When?” asked Rowan, alarmed.
“A week ago, at most. They are the vanguard of the Legion. When you see the Mists, the Dead are not far behind.”
“This one only tracks us. We have seen no sign of the Dead, except for some bridges over the Crystal River that were burned. That may have been their work.”
The man shrugged. “I can’t speak to that. All I know is the Dead took Humbold, Whiton, and Lower Cambry months ago.”
Rowan face took on an ashen pallor. “I was there at Humbold and Whiton.”
“Then you know we fought valiantly, but had not the strength to break them. We held out at Lower Cambry for a short time—long enough for many to escape across the bay. Once we knew we couldn’t hold the remainder of our forces crossed and then went north. There was a force left north of Bellford, and the rest of us went around the bay to Humbold. The place was a ruin, but even rubble can be defended better than open plains. For a time we thought the Legion had gone elsewhere, or perhaps had simply crawled back into their graves, but then our advanced scouts said they were massing and moving back through Whiton.” The man stopped for a moment, glancing back at his companions. They nodded for him to continue. “Kylers, Orstead, and I were in a small force a mile or so down the road from Humbold. They came at dusk, the Mists screaming and howling. Lesser men would have run just from that sound, the way it works into your spine and makes you shiver. Then the Dead came up, their numbers bloated by all whom they had killed. Likely many a man I had fought side-by-side with were now in that host. We had no chance. We went back to Humbold to raise the alarm, and held for only a short time before the captain ordered a hasty retreat. We fought in the darkness at Humbold against an enemy that cares not whether they strike friend or foe, and a large part of their number wore the red-and-white. How could anyone hope to win such a battle?” He looked at Rowan, his eyes both pleading and defiant.
“The Dead make a formidable opponent,” Rowan said. “We have faced them in battle as well.”
“Then you all know what it’s like. But why do they do this? If Solek wants us to bend the knee, why does he not send a messenger to tell us so?”
“I think your suffering is what Solek wants, not your fealty. His armies have struck in all the kingdoms, and even in the goblin realm to the west. Never has he given terms for surrender.”
“Then what hope is there?”
“Whatever hope we can find or make for ourselves. As long as we breathe, we will fight him.”
“As will I,” the man responded, trying to draw himself up.
“Do you march to Bellford now?”
The man nodded, while a grim expression played across his face. “We’ll try to hold there as long as we can, to buy more time to build up the defenses around Upper Cambry.”
“Who commands at Bellford? The duke?”
“Duke Onsweys fell at Lower Cambry. The duchess rules now. Captain Sawdel commands in the field. He is already at Bellford, I imagine.”
“Captain Sawdel is a good man. He will slow the Legion as much as any man could.” Rowan turned to his companions. “We should stop at Bellford to speak with the captain. There may be traps and ambushes between here and Upper Cambry we’d best know of.” As he returned his attention to the soldier he saw one of the others whispering harsh advice in his ear, and looking at Rowan with unveiled contempt. This man had a ragged scar across one cheek, and nervous eyes that jittered about as he spoke.
“Keep your place,” the leader told him.
“Who are you to tell me what to do?” asked the man with the scar.
“I command here.”
The man laughed bitterly. “You can thank the Dead Legion for that. They killed a dozen men above you in rank in our company.”
“Which puts me in command. Now stand aside.”
“What’s the problem?” Rowan asked mildly.
“Dumfrey here’s the problem,” answered the leader. Dumfrey flushed but held his tongue, and the leader went on. “He’s not sure we should let you pass.”
This time when Rowan’s gaze returned to Dumfrey, the man’s tongue untangled. “You wear the red-and-white, that’s true enough, but there’s enough dead soldiers about that you could’ve gotten that anywhere. You travel with a goblin, an elf, a group of outlanders and a Mist. I noticed you haven’t stated your names. And we’re to let you walk right up to Bellford and Captain Sawdel. Might be you have a knife to plunge into his back. Might be you’re spies.” Dumfrey’s breath came short and sharp, as if he had just run a race.
Rowan calmly stated his name and introduced his fellow travelers.
“Blasey,” the leader said, tapping his chest with his index finger. “Sorry about Dumfrey. He’s a bit on edge.”
“We all are,” said Rowan.
“I still say we should take the horses and escort them to Bellford under guard,” Dumfrey said, no longer keeping his ideas between himself and Blasey. “Orstead thinks so, too.” He pointed at a young twig of a man, who had a sudden urge to study the ground.
“Orstead says what you tell him to say,” Blasey said curtly. “If you want to take them by force, you’re welcome to try it. They’re mounted, and I’ve heard a goblin with a warblade is as good as a dozen men. If Rowan doesn’t have your head now, Captain Sawdel will if he hears you’re attacking friends and fellow countrymen.”
A tense silence fell. Dumfrey licked his lips, looking at each rider in turn as if calculating the odds. The leer of battle-lust on Lucien’s face finally cowed him. He grumbled and stalked off by himself, calling for Orstead to follow. Orstead looked from the retreating back of his angry friend to Blasey, then folded his arms, indicating he was staying.
“He fights well and bravely,” Blasey said of Dumfrey. “If he’d shut up he might be commanding this little troupe of mine. I’ll beg forgiveness for him.”
“Don’t concern yourself. It is hard to know where one can put trust in these dark days. If we have your leave, we should press on.”
“Of course,” said Blasey, “but go slow and careful. That Mist will be seen as a signal that you are the enemy. Most of our archers have learned not to waste shots on the Dead at a distance—or even up close—but nervous hands may fire where calmer ones would not.”
“We’ll be careful,” said Rowan. “Good luck to you. Perhaps we’ll stand side-by-side against our common foe in the days to come.”
“The Savior go with you, Rowan of Delving,” Blasey replied. “I see the cross you wear, and that’s something the Dead won’t abide, even on their rotting uniforms. I saw a couple tear it off after they were freshly…converted. Like it burns them or something. Might make you a target for them though.”
Rowan smiled at that. “No more than any other living being. Farewell.”
They reached Bellford six days later. While the weather could not be termed warm, the snow that blanketed the northern half of Arkania diminished and then disappeared as they moved further south. The grass that took its place was a dull tan color, perhaps a sign of the sickness they had seen in the fall, but they could convince themselves it had simply gone dormant for the winter. They passed more men of Delving traveling on the road, and started to reach those posted as sentries, and while some greeted them roughly and thought as Dumfrey did, most were apt to recognize them as friends as Blasey had. The Mist remained an ever-present, silent partner on their journey.
A mile from Bellford the road and surrounding countryside was blocked with felled trees, and rough-hewn abatis were positioned to slow any hostile advance. Here the guards refused them passage into the city itself, although they agreed to send a rider of their own to bring Captain Sawdel out to speak with them. The captain did not make them wait long, the Mist that followed them indicating they were no ordinary travelers.
Sawdel was a stocky man just past his fiftieth year. His long, flowing locks of golden hair recalled his youth, while the lines stress had etched into his face indicated his position of authority in time of crisis. To Rowan’s surprise, Sawdel greeted him by name, and gave him a warm smile and a brotherly hug.
“I was not aware you knew me, sir,” Rowan admitted.
“Jabel spoke well of you, and pointed you out to me during several training exercises. Did you know I had requested you be transferred to my command? To serve on the King’s Guard?”
“No, sir. I am honored.”
“You earned it. But that seems a lifetime ago now. The king and the duke are gone, and the Dead march to crush what remains of Delving’s strength.” He looked suddenly at Rowan’s companions. “I have forgotten my manners. I am Captain Sawdel, in service to Delving and the Duchess Onsweys.”
After the introductions were made, Sawdel motioned at the Mist. “And your other friend?”
“An uninvited guest that joined us as we passed through Ridonia.”
“Any particular reason it is interested in your party?”
Rowan nodded once but said nothing.
Sawdel understood the unspoken message. “Let’s go toward the city a way where we can speak in private.”
At Sawdel’s signal an opening was made in the obstructions and the group proceeded slowly toward Bellford. Once they were several hundred yards away from the men who still worked furiously to stiffen the city’s outer defenses, Sawdel reined up his horse.
Rowan, Demetrius, and Tala spoke in turns, relating their quest and what had brought them to Bellford. Tala offered him the incomplete Sphere early in the tale, but he only eyed it warily and held up a hand as if to ward it off. Otherwise he listened to the tale with a neutral expression, no different than one he might have worn had they been describing how to construct a wooden shack or pave a road. When the story caught up to the present, he thought for a few moments before speaking, unconcerned with what others might perceive as indecision or uncertainty while the uncomfortable silence lingered. “So you believe the next shard is at Upper Cambry?”
“Far to the south,” said Tala. “Near the city but not in it.”
“And what do you wish of me?”
“Only your leave to go on,” said Rowan. “Provisions if you can spare them.”
“Provisions we will provide, although there is little enough to go around. I was hoping when I saw you that you would stay and fight with us. I now understand that is not your purpose, and that your quest must continue, but I do wonder if you turned back now whether the Legion might follow you rather than strike us.”
“Why do you think they would do that?”
“It might be coincidence that you need to move toward Upper Cambry, that a Mist follows you, and that the Legion comes as well. Then again, it may be that you are going where Solek wants you to go, and the Legion comes seeking you as a prize, rather than being concerned with the citizens of Delving.”
“Do you actually believe that?” Rowan asked, astonished. “That Solek has suddenly lost interest in destroying our people and cities?”
“No,” answered Sawdel without hesitation. “But if he has other priorities, it may give us more time to prepare. I will grant you passage regardless. If we have all the success we could hope for here it only delays Solek’s plans. Your success might mean his defeat. If I send you back and the Legion presses on, I’ve helped the enemy. Perhaps if you find the shard quickly and find yourselves led out of Delving next, the Legion may follow.”
“Solek raises the dead where he wills,” said Tala. “He need not chase us when he can call an army out of the ground before us. But he may see the peninsula as a place to trap us. If the Legion is pursuing us, it might be why he allows us to travel south before them.”
“We will hold here as long as we can if the Legion comes.” He turned his horse toward Bellford and beckoned them to follow. “I will write a letter granting you my protection. Go to the duchess and tell her what you’ve told me if it will not delay you too much.”
“We will,” said Rowan. “And thank you.”
While they rode on they spoke to Sawdel in more detail about the battle at Western City. Demetrius noticed a gleam in the captain’s eye when they related how the death of the head demon rider had defeated the entire army.
Tala noticed the look as well. “This is much closer to Veldoon. Solek may not need to channel his power here as he did at Western City.”
“I understand,” Sawdel said, “but if his power is not limitless then he can be beaten, and you have proven his power is not limitless. Perhaps we will have the chance to prove it again.”
They accepted Sawdel’s hospitality that evening in a large tent a mile from the city proper, Rowan in particular enjoying the chance to swap tales of happier days in Delving. While cares were at least lessened inside, the soldiers standing guard outside shivered at the sight of the Mist hovering above them. But early the next day the party set off again, letter in hand and packs filled with hard bread and cheese and dried meat.
The journey toward Upper Cambry was interrupted less by patrols than the approach to Bellford had been, only the occasional courier passing them on the road. Sawdel meant to hold at Bellford as long as possible, then fall back in stages toward Upper Cambry, fighting a delaying action. The weather grew warmer with each passing day, and even a gentle rain did not bring the chill they had grown used to in their travels. By the time the city of Upper Cambry came into view on the ninth day out of Bellford, their cloaks had been packed away for several days.
Upper Cambry rested on the shore of Humbold Bay, the inlet from the sea being another twenty miles to the southeast. It was a port and a trader town, and was defended by a twenty foot high ring wall and an inner wall of the same height, both made of the white stone common in the region and bleached even further by the seemingly ever-present sun. The city itself was compact, a central castle surrounded by several smaller buildings and tightly packed dwellings. The port and the marketplace where merchants displayed their wares were located outside of the city walls, and these were now quieter than usual; those venturing there kept one eye on business and the other on the lookout for signs of trouble approaching from either the north or the sea.
They reined up out of sight of the city sentries, and Tala checked on the location of the shard they sought. “Another thirty miles beyond the city, on the shore. I do not believe it is being moved.”
“We could by-pass the city,” Corson suggested. “Our supplies will hold for some time.”
“We told Sawdel we would speak to the duchess,” Rowan pointed out.
“He asked us to do that if it didn’t delay us too much.”
“I think we can spare the time to tell the duchess what we know, and what we seek,” Tala said. “Allies are to be greatly valued. But we should not tarry here. I sense the Legion moving this way.”
“I didn’t know you were a diviner,” said Demetrius.
“I am not. Call it female intuition.”
Alexis smiled. “That can be more powerful than divination at times.”
“Let’s seek out the duchess,” Demetrius said, “and stay the night if we can to rest the horses. We’ll be away before the sun rises, and a good number of days ahead of the Legion still, assuming they travel from the north through Bellford.”
“They not rest at night and we ride slow,” Lucien said. “They may be close. One night, no more.”
“There is one other issue,” said Rowan, struggling to meet their eyes. “We should not expect admittance to the city with the Mist tailing us. It could learn much of the city’s defenses.”
“It can do that regardless of whether we go in or not,” Alexis pointed out.
“But it stays with us because of the Sphere. If the Sphere remains here, so will the Mist. And when we move south we can take a wide path around the city to keep it away.”
“You are right,” said Demetrius, “and you have to be one of the group that goes ahead into the city.”
Rowan nodded. “It would not seem right to accept a bed when my companions sleep on the ground.”
“Ground no softer when you next to me,” said Lucien with a toothy grin.
“Lucien, Tala, and I will stay here,” said Demetrius, finality in his voice. “You three take the horses and see if they can be tended to. We’ll meet you here in the morning.”
After unpacking what the campers needed for the night, Rowan led Alexis and Corson to Upper Cambry. They were stopped and searched well outside the city’s northern gate, but the letter they carried and the fact that two of the men on duty recognized Rowan gained them swift admittance. One of the men that knew Rowan, Galdo, was dispatched to escort them to the duchess.
They rode in silence through the gate and down the town’s main thoroughfare. The citizens glanced at them with wary, untrusting looks. There was no hostility there, but rather a fear of what was to come, and these worn and weary travelers were a simple reminder of the strange days in which they now lived.
The duchess had taken up residence in the castle, and the captain of her personal guard read Sawdel’s letter twice, looking them over between every other line. “She’ll want to see you, no doubt,” said the man, rubbing the back of his hand against the stubble that covered his chin. “But she has much to attend to.” He addressed Galdo, “Take them to the barracks for some rest and food. I’ll have someone see to their horses. We’ll send for them when the duchess is ready to see them.”
The wait was nearly four hours, enough time for a meal and to speak to Galdo about their traveling companions who would be spending the night outside the city. Galdo told them he would arrange for a couple of tents and a warm meal to be sent out to them, explaining that he did so because he could trust Rowan as a friend, a fellow Delvishman, and a fellow man of faith. When a young servant boy came for them, Galdo escorted them as far as the castle door, then said he would wait there until given other instructions.
A half-dozen guards formed a loose perimeter around them and escorted them into the castle proper. The duchess received them in a small room off the main hall, and quickly waved the guards away. A hint of former beauty peeked out from behind the worn, haggard look on her face, and despite the rumpled clothing and hair that had not been tended to the normal standards of the duchess, there was a sharpness in her eye that indicated she was composed and in charge, and was holding up under a burden that would task any leader.
“Please be at your ease,” she said, indicating the wooden chairs opposite the desk behind which she sat. “I’m sorry my hospitality can offer so little. You were fed?”
“Yes, m’lady,” Rowan answered. He introduced himself and his companions, then said, “I am sorry for your loss. I knew Duke Onsweys. He was a good man.”
She nodded her appreciation. “And a good husband. Too many good husbands have fallen before the Dark One’s army. Too many wives and children as well.”
“It is the same in Lorgras, m’lady,” Alexis said.
“And in Corindor,” added Corson.
“We had heard as much. How can we help one another when the Legion attacks us all at once?”
“Perhaps we cannot band our armies together,” said Rowan, “but we have another way to attack Solek.”
The duchess leaned forward expectantly as Rowan began the tale. When he finished, she fell back into the chair and sighed deeply. “I had wondered in my private thoughts if we were doomed to fail no matter how well we stood and fought, like rock carved by a river over time. But if you can assemble this Soul Sphere…perhaps we fight to give you time.”
“Our quest has been long, and may be longer yet,” said Rowan. “I do not think the Sphere can save Upper Cambry with the Legion already on the march.”
“I had not dared to hope so,” said the duchess in a reassuring way. “We will fight and fall back, as we have done before.”
“But where will you go from here m’lady?” asked Corson.
She smiled. “Back to Lower Cambry for starters. I know it has been destroyed, but our ships wait to ferry us across the bay. Once the Dead approach we will send all those unable to fight on before us. If the city cannot be held, we will follow. The Legion takes our cities, but until they raise a fleet they will struggle to take our people.” She turned to Rowan. “And you go further south.”
“Yes, m’lady. The next shard waits for us on a beach near the tip of the peninsula.”
“And from there?”
“We do not know. Tala, the elf I spoke of, will cast a spell to find the next piece when the time comes.”
“I wish I could spare warriors to help you.”
“Perhaps we do better with a smaller group,” Rowan replied with a shrug. “Your soldiers are needed here. If the day comes when strength of arms might help defeat Solek, we will ask for what aide you and Delving can give.”
“The hour is late,” the duchess said, “and I have much yet to do. Will you stay the night?”
“With your leave,” answered Rowan.
“It is given. Your friends are taken care of?”
“Galdo saw to it.”
“A shame the Mist trails you, but you were right not to bring it here. May your Savior be with you Rowan, and with your companions. The hope of Arkania goes with you.”
Rowan rose and bowed deeply. “Thank you, m’lady. And I will pray for the delivery of our people from the coming storm.”
*          *          *
By noon the next day they had worked their way around Upper Cambry and ten miles further south. The trees and bush thinned as they neared the sea, which nearly made up for the fact that the road stopped at the city. Harking back to the snows in the north, Alexis reminded the group of how good the traveling conditions really were.
They paused for lunch in the early afternoon, knowing they were getting close. As always, Corson tried to lighten the mood with a few attempts at humor, but even he soon fell silent. His mouth was dry, and the food seemed especially difficult to chew and swallow.
“What do we know?” Demetrius asked Tala as they prepared to re-mount.
Tala understood his meaning. She took the Sphere into her cupped palms and cast the finding spell. “A few hours’ journey. It is on the beach, and I am nearly certain it is above ground. It seems to be in a very open area.” She added nothing else.
“Too simple,” Rowan said. “Something buried, like the swamp creature?”
Demetrius shook his head. “Possibly, or any of a hundred other things. We’ll just have to approach cautiously and act based on what we find.”
Lucien grunted. “Magic. Sneaking around. Mist spies on us. I ready for enemy to fight with warblade.” He climbed upon his horse, sheathing his blade hard, as if disappointed it might not be tasting blood soon.
Alexis leaned close as she rode by. “Be careful what you ask for.”
Lucien furrowed his brow.
“You might get it,” she finished. “An old human adage.”
“Strange race,” Lucien concluded.
*          *          *
The sun was just touching the horizon as they crested the last hill before the grass of the mainland gave way to the sand of the shoreline. A few lonely gulls called over the crash of the waves, the sounds muted by the low moan of a stiff ocean breeze. The beach was empty save for the lone figure of a man who knelt facing the ocean. He was arrayed in the garb of a Delvish warrior, the red-and-white visible beneath the cloak he wore, which snapped with each gust of wind. His brown hair, which fell to his shoulders, was tangled and matted. His sword he had drawn and driven into the sand beside him. The exposed portion of the blade was stained the deep red-brown of dried blood.
Tala answered the group’s unspoken question. “He has it.”
They dismounted and approached on foot, fanning out and forming a semi-circle, weapons drawn and ready. If the man heard them approach, he gave no sign of it. Slowly, Rowan worked his way around into the man’s line of vision.
His face might have been handsome once, but now it was split from above the right eye to the jawbone on the left cheek. The wound was a half-inch deep and bone was visible above the destroyed eye and at the jaw. The good eye had a glazed look and stared out at the ocean, oblivious to all else. Rowan noted the man wore the uniform of a paladin, but that the cross on his tunic had been replaced by a roughly cross-shaped scorch mark, as if the symbol had been burned off. The man’s hands were pressed together in front of his chest in a pose of prayer.
Rowan waved a hand, got no reaction, and then cleared his throat to speak.
“I know you are here, Rowan of Delving,” a deep, strong voice said. The voice had a hollow tone to it, as if the man was empty inside. The man’s lips made a faint effort to mouth the same syllables, but so far were the movements from the timing of the words that it was more disconcerting than if his lips did not move at all.
“You have me at a disadvantage,” Rowan replied, an unsteadiness in his own voice betraying him.
The voice laughed. “Come, now. Surely you know your enemy.”
Rowan glanced at his sword. The metal remained a dull silver, showing no hint of the white light that emanated from it when a demon was present.
“That toy,” said the voice, “will only work in the presence of my physical form. Although…”
Suddenly the sword flashed, the white blinding in its brilliance, forcing Rowan to turn his head until his eyes could adjust. Then as swiftly as the light appeared, it faded and vanished.
“Perhaps not my complete presence then,” the voice said to itself. “Souls are interesting things.”
Rowan again found his voice. “And are of different colors.”
“You would deem mine black, no doubt. What of your soul, Rowan? White as a morning dove?”
“No,” Rowan said, standing as tall as he had the moment before. “That will not happen until the end day. Only one can claim perfection.”
“I would debate even the one, but we have more pressing business. I have something you seek.” Slowly the man’s hands fell to his side. The left hand reached into a pocket and removed the shard. With an open palm the hand was extended toward Rowan, the shard right there for the taking. The shard was already giving off the familiar yellow-green glow. “A gift.”
“I’ll take no gift from you.”
“Then your quest fails.” The man’s lips curled into a mocking grin. “Unless one of your companions will step forward. Would you stop them if they did, Rowan?”
“Any gift from you will carry a high price.”
“You don’t really think I’m bartering for your soul, do you? You’ve listened to too many tales around the campfire. Besides, why should I barter for what I can just take?”
“My soul belongs to one greater than you.”
“Oh. Him. Where is he, by the way? The evil one runs loose, and the faithful drop to their knees and pray. Has he answered? Go back to Upper Cambry and watch the city fall while you call on him. See if your death is any different.”
“He answers in his own way. Always. You know that as well as I do, Father of Lies.”
“Surely you flatter me.” The man’s hand dropped at the wrist and then flicked up, tossing the shard at Rowan. The paladin let it fall to the ground.
“What is it you want?” Alexis asked.
“Nothing you have not desired, Alexis. To rule, to have a kingdom beyond compare. To taste the sweet fruits of power. I see the same desires in your heart.”
“I have never desired to rule by force, nor to inflict pain on my subjects.”
“Ah, but there’s the point. My subjects do not suffer, only those who stand against me.”
Demetrius spoke out. “You have never given us terms to stand down. Your army attacks, so we defend.”
“But I see your heart, you and all like you. Sending the Legion with a request for fealty would do little to sway men such as you. Perhaps now, when your situation is hopeless, a few would bend the knee, but not enough, not yet. Someday those that remain will be willing to be subject to my rule. Then I will call off the Legion, not before.”
“If you know all this, then why speak to us? We are sworn to see you fall.”
The voice laughed, long, loud and mocking. “If this dead body could tremble, I would make it do so. Still, you have proven resourceful, and have managed to send a few of my prize pets back to the abyss, or on to lesser duties.”
“Like our silent companion.”
“Oh, yes. He would like nothing more than for me to open a pit right here and now and call for the hellspawn to destroy you utterly. But his wishes mean little to me. He failed me, and will need to earn the right to serve in more useful fashions once again. You, on the other hand, have proven your worth.”
“To serve you,” said Rowan, his jaw dropping. “You’re joking.”
“You’ll find I’m deadly serious. Each of you has bent the knee to another at one time, has agreed to serve one who is deemed greater. And for what? A bed and a meal? I can offer you whatever you want. Corson, you can lead armies. No one will call you craven again. Lucien, your own pack and the freedom to make war as you see fit. Tala, you can lead your people, in a wood that will never know winter. Demetrius, you can be the head of my personal guard. A chance to redeem your lost honor. Alexis, a kingdom to rule in peace. Rowan—”
“You have nothing I want.”
“Immortal life.”
“I have a promise of that already.”
“So your faith would have you say. I can give it to you here, in Arkania, or on any world you wish. All of you can have land, wealth, power beyond your imagining. You need only serve me.”
“You fear us,” Demetrius said, a look of discovery on his face. “We’re getting close and you’re afraid we’ll destroy you.”
The voice laughed again, a bit too fast and loud. “The Sphere? You’re doing me a favor. It is past time I took it back. When I scattered the pieces I was weak and needed time to get used to my host. Now I hand you this piece willingly, and I will reward the one who brings the Sphere to me with anything they desire.”
“We bring it soon enough, demon,” Lucien said.
“I look forward to it. Friend or foe, life or death, the choice is yours. One other thing: Upper Cambry is mine, but after that, my armies can be recalled or unleashed, depending on what you decide. This war need not go on any longer. Whether thousands more must die is now your decision.”
“Your lies become more desperate,” said Rowan, forcing a smile to his lips despite the tightness he felt in his chest. “I think Demetrius has the right of it—you fear us.”
“You I do not fear, Rowan,” said the voice with a touch of anger. “But you are as foolish and stubborn as the others of your pathetic faith. I’ll have your head and feast upon your soul in the end. Perhaps your companions will bring your corpse to me as a gift when they bow down before me.”
“Enough!” Lucien shouted, striding forward. His warblade slashed through the air.
With blinding speed the man grabbed his sword, rose, and spun to parry Lucien’s blow. Just as swiftly, Rowan swung his own sword. The blade sliced through the man’s neck, giving off a spark of white light as it did so.
Even before the body hit the ground, the Mist raced forward. It swirled around them four times, then spoke in a voice like a harsh whisper, the words stretched out. “Fools. You…will…die.” It soared up and away, leaving them alone with the body of the paladin.
Rowan knelt beside the body, moving the head back into its approximate correct place. He laid both hands on the man, saying a silent prayer. When he rose, he said, “I did not know this man, but I will bury him.”
The others pitched in without discussion.
While the grave was being dug and the remains placed and covered, Tala attached the piece of the shard the man had held. She looked at the hole that remained in the Sphere, larger than some of the pieces they had recovered, but smaller than a few. “So close,” she whispered. She stepped a short distance apart from the others and then searched with her magic for the next piece. She pocketed the Sphere with a frown, then waited for the others to finish their task and join her.
Demetrius noted the tired look on Tala’s face, a look he didn’t believe was from physical exhaustion. “I’m almost afraid to ask where we’re going next.”
Tala met his eyes only for an instant, then looked down to where she was pushing sand around with her boot. “Far north, and over the sea. It is on an island a hundred miles or so off the coast of Veldoon.”
The news was met with a dismayed silence. Tala walked away, going to the horses. She stroked the nose of her own mount, while the horse nuzzled her neck and shoulder.
Demetrius watched her for a moment, then turned back to the others. “We’ll need to go back to Upper Cambry and get a ship before the Legion strikes.
Rowan protested, “Surely we must wait until the battle ends and victory is claimed, or at least see the refugees safely across the bay, before we ask for a ship.”
“We are only six. We are too few to tilt the battle in our favor. If we fight and die here our mission dies as well, as does all Arkania.”
“I think you would not be so quick to leave if Upper Cambry was a city in Corindor.”
A sharp retort flew to Demetrius’ tongue, but he swallowed it with an effort. “A leader must make difficult choices. Once decided he will listen to counsel but he will not change his mind if he is not convinced he has chosen a poor course.”
“And who made you leader, Demetrius?” Rowan asked, more harshly than he intended. “I don’t recall swearing my service to you.”
“Maybe he afraid to fight,” Lucien growled.
Demetrius drew his sword in a slow, deliberate fashion. “I have never feared a fight in my life.”
“Should fear this one,” said Lucien. His warblade reflected the red-orange glow of the sinking sun.
“Hold!” shouted Alexis, stepping between them. “Peace!” She glared at Lucien, then Demetrius.
“Step aside, woman,” said the hulking goblin.
“Careful how you use that word, Lucien. Many a male has met his end at my hand.”
Corson had drawn his sword just after Demetrius. He stood there holding it in front of himself, pointing it at no one in particular. “Just a second,” he said to the others. He held up a finger, reminding them to wait. “Tala! Which side will you fight on?”
“I will want to see who is winning, then go with them. What are the sides right now?”
“I’m with Demetrius, as always, although he may not be in the right. But that’s friendship for you. Alexis might be with us now. I guess Rowan’s with Lucien, but he hasn’t drawn his sword yet.”
Rowan forced himself to smile. “Might be I don’t think Lucien needs the help. I’ll let him do the dirty work.”
“Good plan,” said Corson, sheathing his own weapon. “Why risk getting blood on these horribly soiled clothes of mine.”
Lucien shook his head and stalked away, feigning interest in the sunset.
“Too bad we had to send the Dark One away so soon,” said Corson. “He would have loved that little scene.”
Demetrius returned his blade to its scabbard. “It has been a hard day, and I am used to commanding. I apologize if any of you felt I was giving orders. But I still believe the best course is for us to go now.” He paused a moment, then added, “Rowan, I know you want to defend your people. I would stand beside you before I would part ways, even though I would counsel against it.”
“And I will stay. I must. If the rest of you need to go on, I will be sure you have all the time you need to be safely away.” He looked at Alexis, hoping she would understand.
“I’m sorry, Rowan,” she said. “I left my own people to chase the Sphere. We should go.”
“We should fight,” Lucien called, even though he remained with his back to them.
Tala strolled closer. “The quest is vital. It may be our only hope. And the battle may be one we cannot win. We have all faced the Legion before. But if we take a boat and go, we will wonder how many might perish so we can be away. I say we stand and fight, and take the last boat we can, with the duchess’ permission.”
Demetrius looked at Corson. “Three to two, Corson. What say you?”
“I…” He licked his lips nervously.
“Speak your mind, my friend. Don’t say what you think I want to hear.”
“Demetrius, you know I would obey your commands, even to the point of going to my death if you asked it, as your subordinate and your friend. But if you would know my thoughts I say we stay and fight. True, we are only six, but we were only six at Western City, and we delivered that place, if only for a time.”
Demetrius held up a hand in surrender. “We stay then. Rowan, these are your people, so now that we have decided my sword belongs to you and your duchess until we see this through.”
“As is mine,” Corson added.
The call to arms even brought Lucien back. He gave Demetrius a playful slap on the arm, and gave a respectful nod to Alexis. He even managed a wink and a smile for Corson.
“If we are all friends again,” said Tala, “let us try to get back inside the city walls before the Legion arrives. I would feel better about our chances with strong walls around us and an army by our side.”



 
 
Chapter 10: The Battle of Upper Cambry
 
The duchess welcomed them back and satisfied herself with the simple fact that they had been successful in retrieving the shard. She had asked for details only once, but when she saw the way Rowan’s face drained of color at the memory of what had happened on the beach she quickly stated that it mattered little. The yielding of a boat was no small thing, but she did so willingly, given that they were prepared to join the battle and that she understood the gravity of their quest. “Most of the decent merchant ships have joined our small naval fleet. I will have a ship assigned to take you north once the battle ends.” Once the promise of a ship was secured, they sent the horses back home, knowing the steeds could find their way and hoping the Legion wouldn’t find them.
Most of the soldiers welcomed their aid as well. More than a few comments were made about Lucien, usually in hushed tones and with furtive glances. One man who had too much ale was bolder in his challenge, going so far as to proclaim the goblin a spy, and his companions likely traitors who would turn the city over to Solek at the first opportunity. “I’ve seen goblins marching with the Legion. The whole race of ‘em is bent to evil. That’s why they serve Solek,” he had raged. Lucien had taken such insults with a surprising, quiet dignity, his icy stare his only response. That stare alone was enough to cow most men. The drunken man actually drew a blade, but Alexis and Corson interposed themselves between the potential combatants, and the man’s friends dragged him away, calling back apologies as they did so. The next morning Lucien received a formal apology from the man’s commander, who said that the man would have been made to come personally, but that “I feared you might be offended by the smell. He will be working the latrines for the next week.” Lucien couldn’t help but smile at that.
Three days later the survivors from the battle at Bellford started to flow into the city. They told tales of the Legion being greater in number than anything they had faced before, and admitted that they had not held long at all, despite the defenses they had constructed. “They could easily envelop the city here as well,” a sergeant told a crowd of eager listeners, “or simply overrun the walls. They attack with no fear, like a swarm of angry insects. Either way we needed to fall back before they took the garrison whole. We lost many men on the way.”
“What of Captain Sawdel?” someone asked.
“With the rear guard, of course. Never one to ask his men to do something he won’t. He should be here soon, with the Dead Legion snapping at his heels.”
That afternoon the city was alive with preparation. Rowan had found a place for them under a sergeant he knew, a man by the name of Madsen who was grateful for the extra help and even offered his hundred-man command to Rowan, saying, “I seem to recall you outrank me.”
“Days long past. I have another task now, and no wish to command. You know your own men far better than I.”
Madsen had bowed and then introduced himself to each of Rowan’s companions. He complimented and thanked each in turn, and when he took Lucien’s beefy hand in both of his in greeting, a gleam played in his eyes. “I think even the Dead will rue seeing you on the wall. I wish we had time enough for you to teach me the proper use of a warblade.”
“Perhaps after, when enemy lies at our feet.”
Madsen smiled broadly. “Yes! An excellent idea.”
Corson brought news that Sawdel and the final remnant from Bellford had arrived at mid-afternoon. Those unable to fight had been scurrying toward the docks all day, and now did so with renewed energy. Women and some older boys who could handle weapons were accepted into the service, but everyone else was being evacuated, and the duchess had denied far more offers to take up the sword than she had accepted. “A good thing, too,” said Madsen. “Hard enough to keep trained soldiers from panicking when the Dead come over the wall. I don’t need to be babysitting nervous children. I’ll fight to see them safely off, but I’ve no interest in seeing them die next to me in battle.”
The watch sounded the alarm just before the dinner hour, not that anyone was that interested in eating. Madsen led his troops swiftly up onto their section of the outer wall, which formed the northern face of the city. While they were not directly over the main gate, they did have an excellent view of the road as it approached Upper Cambry.
The Dead came across the countryside like a solid wall, appearing in the fading light of day like silent phantoms. The Legion of the Dead had continued to grow in number here in Delving until they were so vast a host that even Lucien muttered unhappy words to himself at the sight of their lines. The front they presented was far longer than the length of the city walls, and was anchored on the bay at the west end. The far left of the Legion line could wrap around the city so as to envelop it. A rider leaving the city for the north now would be hard pressed to escape before the city was encircled, so far into the distance did the Dead army extend, and at fifty or more soldiers deep, they did not appear to be spread thin in any way.
Spy glasses were in short supply, and none of the newcomers was in position to use one. Rowan asked Tala what she could see.
“Their numbers are obvious. Delving, Corindor, and Ridonia are here, and many more that wear no colors at all. They are well armed; most have set aside the poles and scrap metal they find when they rise in favor of swords and spears. I even see some bows. To the rear they bring up ladders, towers, and siege machines.”
“All human?”
“Apparently. I do not see goblins. Or elves.” She turned to the others. “I can spot no demons either. If they are here, they remain hidden in the rear. Victory will not come as easily as it did at Western City.”
Upper Cambry had only a pair of feeble catapults, but these were soon put into action. Even as chunks of rock dropped into their lines, the Dead maintained an ordered attack, the small holes made by the hurled stones quickly filled. It reminded Corson of trying to build a sand castle too near the incoming tide as a young boy, the surf enveloping the towers and melting the walls until there was no sign it was even there. Given their situation, the analogy was far too easy to take literally. The line to the north stopped a hundred yards from the castle wall. A human army would have had to pause much further back to stay out of bow range, but the Dead were little harmed by arrows, and the archers defending the city saved their ammunition. With a precision any commander would be proud of, the line beyond the end of the north wall continued on in a swinging gate movement, until the besiegers formed a line along the east wall as well, and again the extended portion continued until the south wall was covered too. Watching the movement was an agony for the city’s defenders, as they were forced to watch a trap slowly close upon them that they were unable to react to in any way. If not for the bay, the Dead easily could have covered the west face of the city as well. As it was, they had a deep reserve on each face, and the besieged knew that even if they sallied forth and punched a hole in the Dead line, there would be a force ready to plug it up. A small Legion detachment to the south went through the market and to the docks, setting the wood ablaze. As night started to fall, even those on the north wall could see the glow from the flames.
“How many do you think?” Rowan asked Demetrius quietly.
“Fifteen thousand, at least.”
“Twenty,” Lucien said.
“Is that all?” said Corson, trying to sound unimpressed. “Lucien, what say you and I go out and take them on ourselves? You know, make an even fight of it.”
“They run if see us coming. Best wait here behind wall to pull them all into trap.” The big goblin’s tone was light, but his eyes were dark and brooding, never leaving the army that stood arrayed before them.
A horn sounded in the distance, a single piercing note that had more scream than music about it. A half-dozen horns answered, and the Dead Legion began its final advance.
Archers sprang to life across the wall, using arrows dipped in oil and set alight. They targeted not the Dead but rather their ladders and towers, trying to render them useless before they could be employed. The Dead responded, using catapults and trebuchets to fling stone and barrels of oil with fuses that set the liquid aflame as the projectiles burst open. The catapults and trebuchets were well positioned, always staying out of range of the archers on the walls.
Tala had more success than most with her bow, but even then the fires she started served only as a minor annoyance, being quickly extinguished. The rocks the Legion hurled did minimal damage, and were usually spotted well in advance of striking and could be avoided by the intended human targets. The barrels were another matter, and between fighting the flames that spread far too quickly on the walls, Demetrius saw dozens of the city’s defenders injured or killed by the cruel weapons.
The Dead reached the base of the wall and scaling ladders were slapped into place. Alexis tried to use her spear to tip one back but couldn’t get the leverage and reach she needed. With an effort she could force the ladder away from the wall, but as soon as she pulled her spear away it returned to its original position. Abandoning the attempt, she readied herself to strike the first creature to ascend, always keeping a watch on the incoming missiles as well. She noted the Dead now fired flaming arrows of their own, to strike individuals or relight oil fires that might have been stamped out. Either way it seemed every arrow had a positive effect for the assaulting army, and a deadly one for the defenders.
For a time there was hope they could hold, each ladder having one or two defenders to hack at the Dead that tried to reach the top rung and step onto the wall. But more ladders appeared, and incoming missiles and raging fires forced the defenders to yield, if only momentarily, and the Dead were able to gain a foothold and bring the fight onto the wall itself. And something more dire and foul aided the Dead Legion as well.
Demetrius was the first to see it happen, and even as it did he berated himself for not realizing it had to happen. A man near him, but not near enough that he had learned his name, had been struck by one of the stones hurled by a trebuchet. The blow was instantly fatal, crushing his skull and dashing him to the wall’s surface, where the armies might struggle over his prone form. But as Demetrius hacked another member of the Legion off the ladder, he caught sight of the man slowly rising. His face was a mess of blood and bone, the right side of his skull completely smashed in, his right eye gone. He rose on steady legs, no longer feeling the pain of his wound, no longer knowing his companions of a minute ago, why they fought or even his own name. He advanced toward the living, intent on destroying them as he had been destroyed. Demetrius struck quickly, severing the man-creature’s head with one blow.
“Careful of our own dead!” he shouted. “They rise to join the Legion!” Even as the words left his lips he saw several soldiers that had been set ablaze by the oil and had leapt off the wall and into the city below to meet a quicker end were now rising to attack the defenders from the rear.
The fighting grew even more gruesome. Someone coming upon the scene would have wondered which army was more civilized. The Dead fought tirelessly, relentlessly, and without fear, and when they felled an opponent they moved on, knowing they had eliminated an enemy and added to their own number. The living defenders, on the other hand, were forced to hack, maim, and decapitate not only the Dead Legion but also their own comrades-in-arms that had just fallen. It was too much for most, and the wall soon was lost. The defenders scrambled down and moved inside the inner wall, upon which fresh troops were stationed. Here the defense was more compact and held for a short time, but the Dead came on like the waves of the sea, endless and unstoppable. The retreat was sounded just before the inner wall fell.
The second retreat was more telling of the difference between the seasoned warriors and the fledgling recruits, many of whom had been pressed into service. While the former fell back slowly and with some semblance of order, the latter mostly dropped their weapons and ran. Lucien watched a group near him flee, but even the goblin had some strange sense of sympathy for them. “Held as long as we could hope,” he said to Demetrius, grunting as he fended off the blows of a large, half-decayed warrior. He managed a strike that cracked an arm bone, but his opponent simply pressed on without hesitation.
“I hope they regain some order near the boats, though,” Demetrius replied, fighting off an assailant of his own. “There are only enough ships to get us all away if we fill them to capacity.” Demetrius ducked a slash and slammed an elbow into his opponent’s midsection. The force of it did no physical damage, but it did double the creature over long enough for Demetrius to land a finishing blow. He glanced at Lucien and saw the goblin put another enemy down, then looked beyond toward Corson and Tala, who were falling back smartly in tandem. Suddenly a sharp pain flared in his left leg. He looked down to see an arrow buried in his thigh muscle.
“Demetrius!” Lucien called.
“I’m fine!” he shouted back. “Focus on what’s before you. I’ll take care of myself.”
Whether Lucien wanted to heed the words or not did not matter, as a half-dozen Dead rushed him at once, forcing him to see to his own defense.
Demetrius saw two Dead advancing toward him at the same time, one—a recently fallen comrade—going slightly left, the other—a skeleton dead for many years—coming straight at him. The dull yellow teeth and the red glow in the eye sockets gave the latter the appearance of sporting a devilish grin, as if it understood its quarry was wounded. Demetrius stole a quick look at the damaged leg as he slid it backward. Not much blood flowed from the wound, and at least for now the leg would hold him. As long as he didn’t have to run…
The two Dead tried to strike together, but the more recently deceased member of the team fell several feet from its target. Rowan and Alexis had come to Demetrius’ aid, and he only had to parry a few blows from the skeleton before Alexis’ spear smashed first into its ribcage, then its skull. Rowan raced past to team up with Lucien.
“Can you make it to the ships?” Alexis asked.
“While fighting,” he confirmed stubbornly. He pointed at her shoulder, where a nasty slice had been torn and from which blood flowed freely. “You’re hurt.”
“But not badly. As long as—”
They heard a cry for help, a pair of Delvishmen having been backed up against a small building by a dozen foes. Three other Dead were working their way down the roof, preparing to drop on the unsuspecting men. As Demetrius and Alexis moved in to help, Tala fired arrows that delayed the assault from above. Together they cut a hole in the semi-circle, and with the two rescued men now added to their number made a fighting retreat. The inner west gate of the city came into view as they worked down an alley and onto the city’s main east-west road. The Dead closed from three directions, forcing all who yet lived to flee to the west.
The six who quested for the Sphere were joined by thirty others who fought and fell back together, needing to pass through an inner and then an outer gate. Men and women still held both gates, ready to close them when none were left in the city but the Dead and the dying. Compassion overcame planning at the first. No one in Demetrius’ group could confirm there were not others behind them needing egress, and the thought of trapping someone alive inside caused a hesitation among the defenders that allowed the Dead to gain control of the gate before it could be closed. Seeing what had happened, and that several gate-holders were killed in the belated retreat, the outer gate was closed as soon as the ever-dwindling group of defenders passed through, the gears then spiked to delay re-opening. The outer gate was more a large sewer drain than anything else, allowing the run-off from the city to work its way into the bay, and now what was meant to handle waste was the only escape for the last living occupants of Upper Cambry. A small group on the west wall dumped a pile of rocks and debris down before the gate, then scaled down ladders to join the last refugees from the city. Upper Cambry had fallen.
Corson found Demetrius and then saw the arrow in his friend’s leg. Without comment he leant him a supportive arm, and together they hustled to the bay.
Most of the larger ships had set sail and were making their way across to Lower Cambry, but two were relatively close to shore. Smaller rowboats had carted the escapees out to the larger ships, at first with some semblance of order but more recently with a growing panic, sparked by the terrified flight of most of the city’s defenders when the second wall fell. Several boats were now moving away from the shore, some with only solitary oarsmen who had decided to escape before the Dead closed on their position. Shouts on and off the shore added to the confusion, as did the ever-deepening darkness of night.
A boat with four oars took on a dozen warriors, and another ten held onto the side and floated away with it. The oarsmen pulled furiously, seeing the Dead now pouring over the wall and out of the city and scrambling over the rocks scattered about the base of the west wall.
“This way,” Alexis said to her friends. Thirty yards to the south she had found a small boat with a woman and her daughter at the oars. The girl was no more than twelve, and wore the same hard expression as her mother.
“How many?” the woman asked as Alexis took hold of the boat to steady it.
“Six,” she replied.
“We can squeeze in more if we need to,” the woman said, although the boat was sized to hold only four comfortably.
“I think we are the last.”
The woman and her daughter helped everyone on board, then wordlessly yielded their places at the oars to Rowan and Demetrius. Now that it was time to be away, speed was the singular focus.
Before they had moved away from the rocky shore, Corson said to Rowan, “Let me and Lucien take the oars. Demetrius and Alexis are hurt.”
Tala was already tending Alexis’ shoulder, using straps of cloth that the woman was tearing from her skirt. “I can see to her for now,” she told Rowan. “Demetrius has an arrow in his leg that needs to come out.”
Rowan leaned close, struggling to see in the darkness. “I’ll need some light.”
“Not until we’re across,” Demetrius said. “We don’t need to give them a target. I’ll be fine until then.” Rowan helped him switch positions with Corson, while Lucien took Rowan’s place.
Corson and Lucien set to work, the smaller man expending an extra effort to keep the boat from moving in a circle. In the confined space the rowing action caused a great deal of jostling among the boats’ occupants. Everyone tried to give the rowers as much room as possible, but the small boat could not allow them complete freedom of movement. Demetrius grimaced as he pulled his leg away from Lucien’s straining back, which flew toward him with each powerful stroke.
The night was moonless, the shimmering stars doing little to chase away the darkness. Lower Cambry was lit by torches to give the boats a target toward which to row. Upper Cambry shone in the night as well, the shadowy outlines of the Dead Legion visible around the burning city.
Tala thanked the woman for her courage. “We could have easily been trapped back there.”
“I would have taken up a sword, but my husband begged me to stay with our daughter.”
“I would have fought too,” the girl said defiantly.
Her mother smiled at her with a fierce pride and stroked her stringy hair. “I know you would. But we have served as we could.”
“That you did,” said Alexis, “and bravely.”
From the lights on each shore Demetrius guessed they were halfway across. His leg throbbed with pain, and when he put a finger to the wound it came away slick with blood. Rowan had prayed over him, and Demetrius had to admit it had helped, but the uncomfortable position in which he had to sit soon re-aggravated the injury. Rowan spelled Corson at the oar, and Demetrius was thankful Lucien, at least on this short trip, had the strength to go on.
New sounds suddenly filled the night in their wake, quickly drowning out whispered conversation and the slap of the oars on the water. Demetrius turned too fast, the arrow catching on the side of the boat and cracking the wooden shaft. He choked off a scream of pain, and then in frustration snapped the shaft where it had broken and pulled the rest through his leg. His muted cry as he did so was lost in the screams that now filled the night. He clamped a hand on the wound and looked up just in time to see the larger ship that bore down on them, a ship coming fast from the south. In an instant the small boat was fractured and its occupants dumped into the frigid water of the bay.
Demetrius returned to the surface spitting water. He ignored his howling leg and moved to the intact larger ship on instinct. He gained purchase on some netting and allowed himself to be pulled along while he regained his senses. From the deck a few feet above he saw volleys of flaming arrows soar into the night, most being doused in the bay or tossed back out of the watercraft they struck, but some finding living targets and others setting sails ablaze. Naval warfare had made a surprise appearance in the conflict.
Others had latched themselves onto the boat as it raced into the heart of the small flotilla escaping Upper Cambry. Demetrius saw Corson and Alexis and a dozen others he did not recognize. With silent nods they agreed it was time to act.
Demetrius was slow pulling himself up and over the side of the ship, his leg hampering his movement, and when he finally set his feet on deck the battle was fully joined. What caught his attention immediately was Lucien, who fought with an angry rage that was extreme even for a goblin. Everything in his path was laid waste, the Dead either cut down or cast overboard. Lucien had led a group up the other side of the ship, and if the Dead outnumbered the living when the battle began, they clearly did not now. While the others finished the task of taking the ship, Demetrius found himself slumping against the railing, the blood from his wound warm against his chilled flesh. Unable to fight effectively, he turned his attention to what was happening around him.
The darkness made it difficult to tell friend from foe, but the ships that now burned in the bay added a grim backdrop to the fighting. Debris was scattered over the surface of the water, and hand-to-hand fighting took place on at least two other ships. A dozen ships, two as large as the one he was on but most smaller, were quickly being consumed by fire.
A man named Jazda took charge of the ship along with several of his men, as they were captain and sailors by trade. They turned the vessel and moved in a path parallel to those boats still trying to reach Lower Cambry, calling out to establish whether they overtook allies or enemies. Silence was an indication that those aboard were Dead or dead, the latter soon to join the former in fighting for Solek. Lucien led a pair of raiding parties, which easily overcame the resistance the Legion offered. These foes had been lightly armed, and did not enjoy the massive advantage in numbers their land-based fellows did. Soon the little armada was in the hands of the living, and while they had gained two new boats, they had lost six or seven times that many, and had suffered many casualties. Still, Corson was led to remark that it could have been much worse.
Demetrius agreed while he busied himself wrapping his wound. “Have you seen the others?”
“Lucien’s hard to miss. Alexis is still on one of the boats we retook.”
“Tala? Rowan?”
Corson shook his head. “Not the woman or her daughter, either. But it’s very dark. They could be anywhere.”
“Captain Jazda!” Demetrius called.
The captain stepped over to where the two men conversed.
“Can we circle back and look for others fallen overboard? We should be able to use torches now. We’re well out of bow range of the Dead back at Upper Cambry.”
“It’s worth a try, although we’re just as likely to drown someone as rescue them, even with the torches. I’ll signal a few of the rowboats to join us as well. The rest will press on.”
“Thank you,” Demetrius said.
Jazda looked at his leg. “Had a surgeon once, but he died six months back. I might have had some drink that could have taken the edge off, but the Dead put that at the bottom of the bay. I can have one of my men look below if you’d like, see if there’s anything that might ease the pain.”
“I’m okay,” Demetrius said with a rueful smile. “That dip in the water seems to have numbed things sufficiently for now.”
The captain bowed and took leave of them, ordering his men to bring the ship about and begin the search for survivors.
The work was slow and grim, more so because each corpse needed to be retrieved and rendered ineffective for service to the Legion. As each waterlogged body was hauled up, Demetrius, Corson, and Alexis silently held their breath, fearing whom it might be. Lucien sat alone, staring blankly into the distance and keeping his own thoughts. When dawn broke they had rescued seven, recovered thirty-four dead, but found no sign of their companions or the woman and her daughter who had helped save them.
The captain exchanged a quiet word with Demetrius and then ordered the crew to head for Lower Cambry. As they neared the shore a ragged band of survivors waited, many with expectant and hopeful looks that would soon turn to despair. Toward the city—or what was left of it after the earlier assault by the Dead Legion—a camp of sorts had been set up.
Demetrius hobbled toward the bow of the ship, letting his gaze drift over the people waiting there. He saw an occasional look of relief and unbridled joy, but more often deepening dread and grief. Theirs was the last boat in, and with it came the final survivors, and the final confirmation of those who had not made it.
“Alexis!” someone called, a familiar voice. She turned and saw Rowan, exhausted but smiling, and Tala next to him with her hands on the shoulders of the young girl who had held the boat for them with her mother. Tala’s grip grew tighter as a shadow crossed the girl’s visage, and Alexis knew she had lost both father and mother in the night. The girl’s lips quivered for a moment, but no tear fell from her eyes. Her face slowly grew hard and took on an angry expression. She pulled away from Tala and marched away. The elf turned to follow, but Rowan held her back.
As the duchess watched the final survivors come off the ship she struggled to project an image of strength and perseverance. Her lips betrayed her, mouthing “So many lost…so many lost” as she looked beyond them at the bay, as if hoping another fleet would suddenly appear, overflowing with red-and-white clad warriors ready to join the fight.
Rowan dropped to one knee before her and asked how he might best serve Delving.
“Rise,” she said. “Continue your quest. It is our only hope of salvation. A boat I promised you, and a boat you shall have.”
“M’lady,” Alexis began to protest. “You have lost so much…”
“And we will lose all if you fail. If the Dead have acquired ships, we will not attempt to flee across the bay again. Their attack did us great harm, but they have not destroyed us, and they have now provided the ship you needed. I will have it provisioned and send you forth with my blessing.”
“Thank you,” Alexis said, to which the others added their own gratitude.
The duchess waved such comments away, and asked, “Rowan, are any of you sailors?”
“We will manage.”
She smiled indulgently, as a mother would to a child. “No doubt you would. But the Dead may prowl the bay, other dark things inhabit the deep places of the ocean, and the northern seas are not to be traveled lightly. She looked beyond them. “Jazda?”
The captain leapt from the ship and bowed to the Duchess. “What is your wish m’lady?”
“Our friends need to sail north but need an experienced crew. Would you and your men be willing to serve?”
“If it serves Delving, we would be honored.”
“It serves Delving,” the duchess assured him, “and all of Arkania. See Master Klee for whatever supplies you need. The journey may be long.”
 “When do we depart?” the captain asked.
The duchess turned to Rowan, who answered, “We should go as soon as we can, but we have wounded. Perhaps we should wait—”
Demetrius cut him off as politely as he could. “We leave as quickly as we can. Today, if possible. We’ll have time to heal on the ship.”
“In the morning,” Tala said. “The captain and crew should get some rest.”
Jazda waited a moment, then hearing no other comment said, “Very good. We depart at dawn.” He gave Demetrius a wink. “I’ll make sure we have something to deal with the pain of those wounds.”
While the ship was prepared they first spent a few hours with Sawdel and his top lieutenants discussing how he could best use his depleted army. There was little hope of defeating the Dead Legion. Keeping their distance seemed the best plan for survival. “But if we disperse into the forests and hills, Delving has been destroyed just as surely as if we had all died at Upper Cambry,” Sawdel said, suddenly unable to meet the eyes that watched him. They could offer little solace to the beleaguered commander as they set off to get some food and rest.
They spent that night under the stars. When Rowan awoke he noticed that Tala was absent. He stepped quietly away from their little campsite, looking over the scene as the remnant of his people slowly rose to face a new day. Before he could begin to search for Tala he saw her coming toward him.
“How is she?” he asked.
“She is strong of character. By the way, her name is Dometia. Her mother was Valecia and her father Bandra.”
Rowan drew in a slow breath and let it out in a sigh. “We cannot take her with us.”
“I know. I never considered it, at least not seriously. She is with a family she knows, a friend of her mother and a younger girl she can help watch after. She will carry on, as all these people will, because they have to. They have to or else they will just lie down and die, and they will not do that. I like the stubbornness of your people, Rowan.”
Rowan laughed softly. “I’ll take that as a compliment.”
“It was meant to be,” Tala said with a gentle smile. “But I will be happy to be away. When it is just our little group… Sometimes I forget how Arkania suffers. It is right to be reminded, but I do not like to see it. Their faces will be in my mind for many months.”
“And in mine as well. We must remember our struggle is to give them a future. Don’t recall their despair unless it motivates you to press on. Hopelessness can be a disease—contagious and fatal. We must guard against falling prey to it.”
Lucien barked out something in the goblin tongue, then rolled back over and continued sleeping.
“He’s usually up as early as anyone,” Rowan commented.
“I do not think he slept well last night.”
“Not because of the battle,” Rowan said, surprised. “He’s seen much worse, I’m sure.”
“Not the battle. The water. He hates it. When we got dumped in the bay…it would have been funny to see the way he reacted, but the terror in his eyes was far too real. And now we have an ocean voyage ahead of us. I am sure he would rather not go. He will, but he will probably try to stay below deck as much as he can, to avoid looking over the open sea. As a matter of fact, it might be best for all of us if he did that. I would hate to see what he would do if the water drove him mad.”
“Maybe we should keep his warblade hidden away until we arrive.”
Tala smiled. “Are you going to take it from him?’
“I don’t think I want to try that,” Rowan admitted.
Tala nodded as she moved back toward the camp. “I knew you were intelligent.”
They found the ship ready when they arrived at the bay. In the growing morning light they had a better view of the vessel than when they had fought for it and then used it the previous evening. It was a three-masted schooner, old but well-built, eighty feet long with a decent-sized cabin in the stern. The hold was easily large enough to sleep them and Jazda’s small crew, and to carry supplies for the journey. Lucien boarded first, giving the captain a brisk nod and proceeding directly to the hold. The others boarded and paid their compliments to the captain, and then took up positions on deck where they might keep watch while remaining out of the crew’s way.
The sailors set to work at a word from the captain and the ship was soon away. A few sullen faces watched them depart, the grime from the battle still there and adding to the bleakness of each countenance. When it seemed they had passed beyond the remnant of Delving, one more face appeared, some miles from the camp. While they doubted she had traveled there solely to see them off, the duchess now watched them solemnly as they passed. She raised a hand in blessing, and called her wishes for luck and Godspeed. Rowan waved back in silence, unable to find any words but inspired by the way she stood so erect and tall, the woman elegant and commanding despite the dirt that covered her clothes and skin and the shadow that lay upon her heart.
Fate was kind to them as their journey began. If the Dead Legion had acquired other ships than those used in the battle they were nowhere in sight, and as they reached the ocean and turned north, the wind favored them. The travelers pitched in and helped as much as they could, mostly cooking and cleaning. Jazda and his crew of six easily handled the ship, which the captain believed to be of Ridonian make. With little to do they mainly healed and rested, except for Lucien, who took several days to get a semblance of sea legs, and even then seemed to be a shade or two greener than usual. Rowan’s healing touch helped a bit, as did a tea that Tala was able to make from the supplies she found in the galley. On the fourth evening Lucien’s hunger got the better of him, and within an hour the large meal he had consumed had made its way back up and over the side of the ship. Tala had brewed some tea, gotten him settled onto the blanket he slept on—the hammock had been a disaster for him—and stepped back on deck for some fresh air.
A gentle breeze carried the salty smell of the sea with it, and Tala breathed deeply and smiled at fading memories of trips to the shore near Ludroe’s Keep as a child. Her father had been happier then, quick to joke and laugh, and interacted with men as easily as elves. The years wore on him after her sister passed away, and he became more protective of his people and his remaining daughter. Tala spoke for herself now and did what she thought proper, and while he did not deny her that right he never voiced his approval.
She was faintly aware that someone had spoken to her. She shook her head one time, briskly, returning to the present. “I am sorry,” she said to Captain Jazda, who had stolen up beside her, staring out over the sea as he did so. “I was lost in thought for a moment.”
“The sea does that to you. I simply said it was a lovely evening. I did not mean to disturb you.”
“It is quite all right. My mind had started to drift to things I would prefer not to think about.” She decided to change the subject. “Rowan tells me you believe this ship was made in Ridonia.”
“Almost certainly. Not elven design, of course, but I think you already knew that.”
“Elven ships are ancient. We stopped building them long before I was born.”
“An interesting people.”
“A withdrawn people. We are expert in using the wood that surrounds our home, but if we never venture from the forest we have little need to make ships.”
“The vessels are greatly prized by men, though. One would be worth a small fortune.”
“All are not driven by wealth.”
“I would not know,” he said with a laugh. “I run a merchant ship. It seems everyone I deal with is driven by money, as I am.”
“You belittle yourself. I do not recall the duchess promising payment for this journey you are taking us on.”
“War changes things. Who is there to trade with right now? This is simply a way to pass the time, and perhaps when we are done, this ship will be mine. My previous vessel was lost in the battle.”
“Much was lost.”
They stood silently for a time, their gazes upon the ocean but their thoughts elsewhere. Finally, Jazda said, “None of you has said exactly where we are headed.”
“An island far to the north. Have you ever traveled as far as Veldoon?”
If the name of Solek’s land concerned Jazda, he did not show it. “Never traded beyond Ridonia to the north. Mostly worked the southern coast actually—Delving and Corindor.”
“Those days must seem a pleasant dream now.”
“That they do, although I would not complain about my current circumstance—looking out over the sea at night, a star-filled sky, the conversation of a beautiful woman.”
His last words hung awkwardly for a few moments, as if suspended between them. Finally she said, “It is a lovely evening, but I should get some rest. I do not know what awaits us.”
He bowed formally as she took her leave, sighed, and then resumed pacing the deck.



 
 
Chapter 11: Valya and Belthros
 
Winter slowly returned as they moved north, and the seas and winds became more unpredictable and volatile. Their progress became more erratic as well, some days the brisk breeze pushing them along, other times swirling about them and causing them to tack constantly to gain ground. But if anything, the sinking temperatures confirmed that they moved a bit closer to their goal each day.
Tala did her spell-casting out of sight of both captain and crew, and what adjustments needed to be made to their course were passed on by Rowan as a fellow Delvishman. Jazda took these changes in stride, as if it were commonplace for a man to come up from below decks and say “a few degrees more to the east.”
A violent storm broke late afternoon on the eleventh day of the trip and continued into the night. Freezing rain and sleet pelted the ship and the skin of any who ventured on deck, while huge swells rolled the ship back and forth. Lucien wasn’t the only one who needed to lean over the ship’s rail, and even those who did not expel their lunch fought to keep it down, including Jazda and his men. Demetrius had gone on deck, thinking it was his turn to be sick, but the icy wind and bracing sleet actually helped steady him. He stood at the rail, breathing deeply while ice clung to his face and then melted away due to his body heat. The arrow wound was much better now, not fully healed and his gait still with a bit of a limp, but the pain mostly a distant memory. He was glad for the respite this sea journey had given him, despite the way the sea spray was currently soaking his clothes and skin.
He watched distant lightning in the clouds, dull flashes that cast an eerie glow for a second over the ever-changing black of the sea at night. The chill was starting to get to him, urging him back below, and his stomach agreed that for now he should trade the fresh air for a drier spot. As he turned to go, the sky lit again, and something at the edge of his vision made him stop. He strained to see, the faint, sporadic light not allowing him to pinpoint or track anything in the vast sea swells. He shrugged, ready to go below, when the lookout above shouted to him.
“You see something too?”
“Yes!” he yelled back. “I think. I’m not sure what.”
“Nor do I, but something is out there. Something in the water, alive.”
“Fish?”
“If it is, it’s a big one.”
Lightening flashed twice in quick succession. “Nothing,” called Demetrius. “Must be gone.”
“Maybe so,” said the lookout, whom Demetrius finally recognized as Klaffee, a strong, quiet sailor who treated everyone on board with the same cordial distance. “But I’d feel better if the captain and a couple of other men were up here, to lend a few more eyes. Once dawn breaks, I’ll be more at ease.”
“I’ll get them,” said Demetrius.
A few minutes later Captain Jazda and Demetrius looked to starboard, while Tala and Rande watched to port. Rande was no more than boy really, but he worked as hard and as efficiently as anyone on board, and the other sailors respected him and clearly accepted him as one of their own.
“What did you see?” Jazda asked Klaffee, who remained in the crow’s nest.
“A flash of silver, cresting. An eye, I think. One glance was all I got.”
“You did right to get us up here. If something large is near my ship, I want to know what and where.”
The storm was losing some of its steam, the swells still large but the sleet and freezing rain starting to slacken. The lightning grew less frequent as well, lending them fewer chances to see what it was they sought. It was between flashes, not during one, that Tala called out. “Something to port! A hundred feet off at eight o’clock.”
Rande pointed. “There! I see it.”
Klaffee joined the chorus. “I have it too. Pacing us for sure.”
Demetrius and Jazda moved to the port side of the ship for a better view. “Can you tell what it is?” the captain asked Klaffee.
“No, sir. Not as large as a small whale, but too big for a fish, and shaped wrong—all elongated like a big fat eel or something.”
Now others, drawn by the shouts, started to fill the deck. Weapons appeared, swords and bows, as well as the hooks and clubs they used to subdue a fresh catch. Whispers of “sea monster” were audible to those willing to listen.
“Stay calm,” Jazda said. “We’ve always known different waters hold different life. The northern sea is colder than what we’re used to, so it’s no surprise—”
“Look!” someone cried. “There’s another one!”
“Two more!”
A fourth and a fifth soon showed themselves, and the group drew inexorably closer to the ship. They darted in and out of the water with ease, pacing the vessel without any sign of extra effort. Tube-shaped with a rounded front and tapered tail, each was at least thirty feet long. A quick look would have deemed the beast a large shark, with the silver-gray coloring, the black eyes, the large, tooth-filled maw, and the pelvic fin. But the creatures worked in and out of the water like dolphins, and when they did so two rows of three rope-like appendages could be seen on each side of their bodies.
One of the sailors had a harpoon ready to throw. “Should I skewer the nearest, captain? Scare ‘em off?”
“Not yet. As long—”
A scream started and was quickly muffled. Almost as one the group turned to see a man named Yantod disappear over the side of the ship. Two of the tendrils that hung from the sea creatures held him tightly, carting him off like a chained prisoner. He was gone before anyone could reach the starboard rail.
“To port!” Klaffee screamed from the crow’s nest.
The warning was just enough to let Rande get an arm up before the first tentacle could grab him, and he was able to ward it off. A second coiled around his leg and spilled him to the deck. With its other appendages the creature pulled itself up onto the side of the ship, and it gnashed its teeth either in warning or in expectation of a meal.
Demetrius moved to rescue the boy, but his leg slowed him, and others got there first. One, Onder, hacked at the appendage with a large knife, while a second, Pellano, took an awkward swing at its head with a club. As Onder severed the limb and Rande was pulled clear, the beast let out a piercing shriek, a primordial scream of pain and rage. It relaxed its grip on the ship and fell back into the ocean, but not before grabbing Pellano about the neck, pulling him forward and biting deeply into his arm. A misfired harpoon and an on-target arrow each had the same non-effect. Pellano was gone.
“Stay back from the rails!” the captain commanded, the sleet starting to gain momentum again, lashing the deck, washing away the co-mingled blood of man and monster. “Form two double lines, one to port and one to starboard. Swords, knives, and clubs in front, arrows and harpoons to the rear.”
“They’re on each side now,” Klaffee called from above. “Three or more on both sides, closing in.”
They waited silently, listening for the faint sounds of the creatures, which were all but lost in the noise of the sleet and the crashing sea.
“Hold!” shouted Klaffee.
“What is it?” the captain demanded.
“They’re gone. I mean I can’t see them.”
“Keep a sharp eye,” Jazda ordered everyone. “They may try to come over bow or stern.”
“Or leap up onto the deck,” someone offered.
Tension grew as the wait stretched out. When the silence was broken, it was not by an attack, but rather by a new sound. The noise came not from the sea but from the sky to the north. It was a cry, a high-pitched wail, a howl that sent shivers down the spines of those who had never heard it before and caused the heart of those who had to beat faster.
“Mist,” said Tala softly.
“Demon creatures,” Jazda breathed, swallowing hard. His men mumbled curses and prayers, and pressed close against one another.
There were four of them, and they circled the ship, wailing and laughing, pointing shadowy fingers at the vessels’ occupants. Dawn arrived as they swirled about, the sun hidden behind dark clouds but still brightening the world.
“Last day,” one of the Mists hissed, swinging in close and hovering just above their heads to taunt them. Onder grabbed a harpoon and hurled it. It found its mark but passed through without doing any damage. The Mist howled with laughter and its fellows joined in eagerly.
“Hold!” said Demetrius. “Weapons do them no harm. They hope to unnerve us.”
“They do their job well, in that case,” Jazda said.
“Last day,” the shadows called. “Last day. Last day. Last day.” The nearest flew lower, the edge of its form close enough to brush the heads of the boat’s fearful occupants had they not ducked to avoid it. Even so, the proximity of the demon shade sent chills up every spine. As quickly as they had appeared, the Mists flew away to the north, vanishing from sight in the sleet and low-hanging clouds.
The icy rain and the creaking of the ship seemed louder in the relative quiet that fell. No one on deck dared to move for several minutes.
“They appear to have frightened the sea creatures even more than us,” Klaffee called down from the crow’s nest. “No sign of them.”
“Stay wary,” Demetrius warned.
“He’s right,” Alexis said. “I doubt those Mists were here just to say hello.”
A large swell passed, rocking the ship violently to port, forcing everyone to scramble to maintain their feet on the slick deck. Klaffee gripped the edge of the crow’s nest tightly, for an instant feeling as if he might be thrown clear, the ship momentarily listing such that he saw only sea beneath him. Slowly the ship rocked to starboard, then settled back into a gentle sway. Klaffee made a quick count and found everyone still on deck. As his eyes returned to the watch, he saw a large, dark shape approaching from the north, shrouded in part by the clouds. His first instinct about its identity was correct, but he had trouble finding his voice. He saw similar forms join the first, coming out of the haze, until there were four. Their wings beat the air lazily, yet somehow kept the large bodies aloft. As they came near, he saw they were different colors: blue, red, green and brown. The blue one let out a roar, announcing its arrival just before Klaffee could loose his tongue.
“Dragons!”
Blue came straight for him, its eyes locking with his, its mouth open in a toothy grin. Part of Klaffee’s brain screamed at him to jump, knew he could not fight or flee within the confines of the tiny lookout tower. The monster seemed nearly as large as the ship as it flew closer, its speed terrible and awe-inspiring. Klaffee’s muscles locked in place, and his tongue was likewise frozen. Blue grabbed him with a foreclaw, taking part of the nest as well, some of the wood driving into Klaffee’s chest and legs. The man was vaguely aware of pain, and of arrows clattering harmlessly against the dragon’s plated belly, just before Blue drew his head and shoulders into its mouth and sent him into eternal rest.
Tala had tried to target Blue’s right eye, an impossible shot given the dragon’s speed, the sleet, and the swaying of the ship. She had heard that dragons existed but had never thought—or wanted—to see one, but from the lore she knew they had few weak spots for archers to target. She ended up not firing, as Blue had grabbed Klaffee and she had as much chance to hit man as dragon. Once the dragon made concern for Klaffee’s well-being a mute point, the monster was out of firing range.
“Down!” Rowan screamed, and Tala dropped without question. Overhead the main sail burst into flame, and the main mast with it. The sleet beat ineffectively against the spreading fire. Above the blaze, the red dragon passed, smoke and flame still trailing from its mouth.
Alexis had made a lunge at Red with her spear as it passed overhead, but it was already on the rise after having set the vessel ablaze. Her spear scraped the creature’s underbelly but did no harm. She watched Red wheel slowly, wondering if she had drawn its attention with the jab, and if it would try another pass, perhaps with her as the target. If it did so, she intended to see just how strong its plating was.
The adrenaline rush from the string of attacks had temporarily banished Lucien’s sea sickness, but now the weak, unstable feeling was replaced with one of anger and frustration, the flying creatures easily able to keep out of his warblade’s limited range. He found an open area on the deck, took a spread stance and screamed a challenge. The green dragon cocked its head at the sound, flew away in a high, lazy arc, then dropped its head and swooped directly at the goblin.
Corson heard Lucien’s cry and saw the green dragon’s approach. The beast’s head pulled back ever so slightly, a motion Lucien either ignored or missed. The goblin held his warblade ready, clearly intent on hand-to-hand combat. Corson charged, slipping a bit on the deck but getting up enough speed that when he hit an unaware Lucien from behind he knocked the larger being off his feet. Contact between the two friends happened an instant before Green’s head lurched forward, mouth open, spewing a stream of clear liquid that struck the wooden deck where Lucien had been a moment earlier.
Lucien shoved Corson angrily off of him, but before he could speak he saw the deck start to warp where the dragon’s liquid had fallen, and watched with eyes grown wide as metal fixtures where some of it had splashed simply melted away. He helped Corson to his feet with a brisk nod of thanks.
The fire was spreading rapidly, and no one on board could spare any time to fight it. The brown dragon began an attack run, and the remaining crew had seen enough. Almost as one they decided to brave the sea rather than whatever Brown had in store. Jazda saw them flee, wanted to call them back, call them cowards, but knew it would be useless, and unfair as well. Each man fought for his own life now, as best as he could.
Brown swooped in and belched forth a column of gas roughly the same shade as his scales. Those left on board slid deftly away from the original issue, but the vapor clung near the ship’s deck and began to spread. Between the expanding gas and the advancing flames, there was very little safe space left on the ship.
“We have to abandon the ship,” Tala said, taking hold of Demetrius’ arm.
He paused for a moment, feeling the indecision clouding his mind. For some reason he thought of Rodaan, his king, remembered watching him dying, remembered the feeling of utter helplessness and failure. Jumping into a stormy ocean in winter while four dragons circled overhead appeared to lead to an inevitable fate. But the gas and the fire would not be denied, and Blue had devoured its meal and was diving toward the deck now. They could not hope to survive here for long. He nodded a sad acknowledgement to Tala. “The ship is lost!” he cried to any who could hear. “Into the sea!”
Tala, Corson, and Alexis moved quickly, each grabbing something wooden that might help them stay afloat and then flinging themselves over the starboard rail. Demetrius hefted a barrel and tossed it in, then another, which he followed.
The sea was still a shock, despite the fact that his clothes could not be any more wet than they were on board. For an instant he was in an icy tomb, cold and black as death. But he righted himself, regained the surface, then swam a few strokes to grasp one of the barrels that bobbed on the water. He looked up in time to see Blue spray the deck with a column of frozen liquid. The pale blue liquid covered the lower portion of the mizzenmast, which proceeded to develop fine fissures, crack, and then fall, its flaming sail plummeting into the ocean.
Corson had only a shattered board to cling to, but for now it was enough. He was able to find everyone except Onders. Most were in the water, but Jazda, Rowan, and Lucien were still on the ship, which was beginning to list severely to port. The latter two exchanged a few brief words, both seeming to grow angry. Finally Rowan broke off and dove overboard. Jazda followed soon after, bowing his head for a moment as if in prayer. He bent to the deck, kissed his fingers and pressed them on the wood, and then departed. The ship was now Lucien’s alone.
Corson watched Red circle and start down, and heard Rowan come sputtering up beside him. “He’s going to let them kill him,” the paladin said.
Corson did not understand. “Surely he’ll fight. To the death if need be. His pride and courage won’t allow him to yield, perhaps.”
“Pride and courage is right, but not the way you think. He hates deep water. I fear he’d rather be burned alive than jump.”
“Then he will die quicker than us,” Tala said. “Even if the dragons leave us, the sea and cold will not. We may have bought a few minutes, but maybe nothing more.”
Corson stared at her for a long moment. “A lot can happen in a few minutes.” He turned his gaze to the ship, which was slowly drifting away from them. Beyond it he was faintly aware that Green dove toward the sea, reaching its foreclaws out to grab something—or someone. “Lucien!” he screamed. “Get off the ship!”
The goblin said nothing, but his ears twitched. 
Corson was sure he had been heard. He tried again. “Lucien, we need you to fight on! You can’t win by yourself, not on the ship!”
Lucien gave no response, his attention fully on Red, which flew swiftly down toward the deck. The dragon belched forth flame, and from the water it appeared that Lucien had been consumed. But as the ball of fire dispersed and the dragon's flight reached its ebb, Lucien was there, having rolled away from the blast. The goblin lunged at the dragon, but was too slow even if the beast had come within reach, which it had not. The dragon knew it could attack without moving into the warblade’s range, and it was smart enough to use that to its advantage.
The blaze on the deck grew in intensity. The sails had been completely consumed and the parts of the masts that remained were pillars of fire. If Lucien did not jump into the sea, the dragons need not attack again to see his life claimed.
“You can do no more, Lucien!” Corson shouted, angry and afraid and shivering all over. “Jump!”
“I make stand here!”
“You die there!”
“Then I die!”
“Coward!”
Lucien turned slowly and let his gaze meet Corson’s. His look was more lethal than his weapon.
“Coward!” Corson repeated. “You die without honor!”
“I die with warblade in hands!”
“And gain nothing by it. You are quitting, on yourself and on us. And I say that makes you a coward.”
Lucien stood like a statue, flames flaring all around him. Corson watched the boat continue to drift away and felt his head start to drop, his heart growing as numb as the rest of him felt. He saw Green start a run at the ship, then closed his eyes, not willing to watch Lucien die.
The goblin let out a scream, then raced through a wall of flames and plunged into the sea. Green plastered the ship with another blast of acid, ignoring the goblin’s move. Corson and Rowan kicked their supporting pieces of wood to where Lucien sputtered and flailed to keep his head above water.
“Should kill for calling coward,” Lucien said, “but you save my life twice now.”
“Don’t thank me yet,” Corson answered. “We won’t last long in this water.”
“Or if the dragons decide to attack us rather than the ship,” Rowan added.
Lucien forced his toothy smile. “Should have stayed on boat.”
Demetrius had been only vaguely aware of the drama playing out between Lucien and Corson. He had been intently watching the dragons, which seemed to be going about their attack almost casually, except for Blue, which dove at Grall—the largest and most boisterous of the sailors in better times—twice and Jazda once, reaching with claws and trying to snatch them from the water. Its attempts had come up empty, the men able to dive under the water’s surface in time to avoid the straining claws. Blue was the smallest of the four dragons, but was clearly the most aggressive.
The survivors had now drawn Red’s attention. The great beast flew low over the sea, past Alexis and Jazda, past Rande, and then sent a blast of flame at Onders, who had moved the furthest away from the ship. Onders dove, stayed down as long as his lungs would allow, and then came up, gasping for air, Red’s flame long since dissipated. He only had time to suck in one draught of air.
Blue plucked Onders from the sea, having used Red’s attack to move in from behind unnoticed. Onders did not scream, whether from being gripped with fear or from a lack of air in his lungs, it was impossible to say. Blue made one horrible rending motion with its claws and then it was clear to all that Onders lived no more.
Rowan realized the danger to him and his nearest companions was perhaps the most grave. He released the board and started to swim away. “We have to spread out. We’re too much of a target bunched together.”
“You keep the wood,” Corson said to Lucien. He moved slowly away, ignoring the way the sleet stung his upturned face, wanting to keep track of the dragons.
As Lucien watched Corson move away he could feel the panic inside him rising like the swells on the ocean. He wanted to call out, to beg not to be left alone, but he swallowed the words before they escaped. He clung furiously to the board, nearly crushing it in his hand.
Blue soared high into the sky, enjoying its meal. Green, Brown, and Red circled lazily, content for now to let the survivors of the destroyed ship spend their little remaining energy fighting to stay afloat in the rough sea.
When Blue returned, it dove at each survivor in turn, almost as if to count and mark them. It flicked the water with its claws, toying with its prey, not really making an attempt to pull anyone from the sea. Lucien ducked when Blue passed near, just as the others had done, ignoring the odd claustrophobic sensation as the sea closed over his head. When he returned to the surface he grabbed the board with his free hand, knowing it marked him but also that he had no choice. He was a poor swimmer with two free hands, much less one, but he was not going to let go of his warblade for anything. He would cling to the board, and to life, as long as he could, but he would die with his warblade in hand, as a goblin warrior should.
When Blue turned its attention to Grall, the man panicked, swimming away frantically as if he could outdistance the flying beast. He refused to turn and look back, hoping the dragon would go away like some bad dream, but he heard the leathery swoop of the beast’s wings in the air, and the splash of it grazing the water just behind him. As he felt a foreclaw graze the top of his head, he screamed and plunged under.
 Blue rose up, circling, watching the spot where Grall had vanished as did the man’s companions. After a time it was clear to dragon, elf, goblin, and human alike that Grall had chosen a sailor’s watery grave rather than having to feel the dragon’s embrace.
Before Blue could pick a new playmate, the Mists returned, howling with fury. The shadows paid little heed to those in the water, but rather raced to the dragons to gain their full attention.
Close on the Mists’ heels came at least a dozen dragons, flying in formation, their bodies seeming to swallow up the northern sky.
Tala swam close to Demetrius. “I did not think our situation could get more hopeless,” she said with a wan smile, acknowledging defeat.
“I’m glad to have met you, Tala. It was my honor to fight by your side.”
“We threw a scare into Solek. We could have done much worse.”
They waited for the new arrivals to join in the attack, but instead saw them charge at their four tormentors. Blue reared as if to meet them, but Red flew past with Brown and Green close behind, and Blue reluctantly followed.
The largest of the new dragons had golden scales. He watched the four dragons until they neared the horizon, making certain they had departed before he did anything else. With blazing yellow eyes it regarded the Mists. “Go back to your master,” he commanded in a voice as deep as the ocean beneath him.
“He will hear of your interference,” hissed one of the Mists, as it led its fellow shadows away.
The dragons slowly descended. Several were bronze, others copper. The golden dragon settled gracefully into the water before Tala. “Do you lead this group?”
“No more or less than anyone else. We stand together.”
“Then you carry the Sphere because you are elven and know something of magic.”
Tala paused, looking deep into the dragon’s eyes. There was something ancient and wise there, something that made her trust him. “That is the way of it,” she replied.
“We can carry you to land, give you shelter and a fire. You will surely die if left in this water much longer, and your ship has been lost. Once you have rested, we will speak more. Do we have your leave to bear you away? We shall be as gentle as we can.”
“There seems to be no other alternative. And you would have our eternal gratitude.”
The dragons carried their passengers with strong claws, a miserable journey for those so transported, an agony of damp cold and aching muscles. The ocean seemed to go on forever from their view in the sky, but just when they reached the point where they could no longer bear the cold or the dragon claws that held them fast, an island came into view. Tala wanted to ask a hundred questions but exhaustion was beginning to overwhelm her, and the land before them beckoned like a soft bed. The island was heavily wooded, and although the trees had long since dropped their leaves, evergreens and the occasional patches of yellow-green grass gave the place some color. Inland, hills rose to meet the foot of a large white mountain, the top of which vanished into the clouds. The speed of the dragons was frightening, but it had shortened the trip significantly. Suddenly the land was beneath them and they began to descend.
*          *          *
Lucien woke first. Nightmares had plagued him, causing him to toss and turn violently, and he finally struck his head on the cave wall. He sat up, shivering, unsure whether it was from the cold or the dream. He remembered yesterday, and the water, and thought maybe the dream wasn’t so bad. He started to pull his cloak around him, found it was still wet, then settled for moving nearer the fire, which apparently had been well tended through the remainder of the day and whatever portion of the night had passed.
Corson joined Lucien by the fire, yawning. “Sleep well?” he asked.
“Well enough.”
“I never thought I’d be happy to see a dragon.”
Lucien nodded.
“Lucien, what I said yesterday—”
“What I needed to hear. Was being coward.”
“No, you weren’t. I just said that to get your attention.”
“Worked.”
“I’m glad for that. We need you with us. And besides, who do I have to sharpen my wit on if you’re not here?”
“Wit does need work… I dead now if not for you.” He turned to look directly at Corson, drawing himself up. “Thank you, friend.”
Corson smiled and put a hand on one of Lucien’s massive shoulders. “I like the sound of that. And you’re welcome.”
Eight had survived the sea voyage, the six who sought the Sphere, along the Captain Jazda and the boy, Rande. Once they were all awake, they conferred quietly with one another.
“Any idea where we are?” Demetrius asked.
No one had any notion. “I lost my sense of direction during the attack,” said Jazda, “and could get none of it back during our flight with the thick cloud cover.”
“The dragons that saved us were clearly benevolent,” said Alexis, “but what is their intention now? Are we prisoners here?”
“It appears we can leave the cave at will,” said Rowan. “Though past that I cannot say.”
“There is at least one dragon, maybe more, beyond the fire, watching the cave entrance,” said Tala. “A guard of sorts.”
“To protect us or keep us from fleeing?” asked Demetrius.
Tala shrugged. “I am sure we will know in time. For now we should wait patiently for our benefactors to make the next move.”
As dawn broke they could see that food and water had been left on the other side of the fire. A copper dragon sat some hundred yards away, facing the cave entrance. Lucien and Corson retrieved the meal, eyeing the dragon the whole time, which looked back at them placidly. As he lifted a large bowl of water Corson gave a small nod, which the dragon returned.
Lucien sniffed the meat. “Roasted wild boar,” he announced. If they had ignored their stomachs to that point, they could no longer do so, and they set to eating with a will. Between bites, Corson mused, “You think they cooked this over a fire or used their—”
“Don’t say it,” Demetrius said. He eyed the meat he held in his fingers, shook his head, and then continued his meal. “Regardless, it tastes good.”
No one argued the point.
Rowan was just finishing when he saw Tala’s eyes suddenly grow large with panic. “What is it?” he asked, grabbing the hilt of his sword.
She stayed his weapon hand. “The Sphere,” she said as calmly as possible. “It is gone.”
Hearts sank all around the cave. Demetrius thought hard, holding up a finger while he did so. “Could you not lift it from the sea? If we can track it with a spell—”
“I cannot find it without a reference piece. My powers are not strong enough to simply think of an object and find it.”
“Then we’ve come all this way for nothing,” Alexis said softly.
Rande started to ask a question, but Jazda hushed him, despite the fact that his own mind burned with curiosity. He took a bit more meat and motioned for the boy to come move away with him so as to leave the others alone for a time.
Their appetites had fled at Tala’s pronouncement, and now the remainder of the boar sat untouched. Words refused to come, so they sat in a brooding silence.
“The shard we’re currently searching for,” Rowan tried. “Any clues from your final finding spell?”
 “Over the sea and on land,” said Tala. “An island, perhaps. Not much to go on.”
“Maybe enough for the dragons to help us,” said Demetrius. “We cannot hope to search the sea and find what is lost.”
Their wait for their hosts was brief, a copper dragon appearing just beyond the mouth of the cave a few minutes later and announcing that Valya wished to see them, if they were ready.
They followed the copper dragon, which moved lithely over the uneven, wooded terrain, its wings folded against its back. It was taller than a man when it walked and three times its own height in length, and its copper scales reflected the rays of the rising sun like dull mirrors.
They came to a large clearing and were bid to wait, the dragon keeping himself and his charges near the edge of the tree line.
A sound like a great gusting wind came, and the tips of the tall pines bent and swayed. The great golden dragon, Valya, appeared, larger and more impressive than any had remembered. He dwarfed the copper dragon, his body and wings casting a shadow that hid the early morning sun. Valya alighted gracefully, belying his weight, his landing soundless. His shoulder was twice Lucien’s height, and he was at least three times the length of the copper dragon. His visage was ancient beyond years, his eyes wise and all-seeing. He looked at each of the travelers in turn, receiving gentle nods from most, respectful fear from others. As large as the clearing was, there was little room for him to move his body, but his long, flexible neck allowed him to directly face whomever he chose. He leaned toward Tala and spoke. “How fairs your group?”
“Those of us that remain do well, thanks to you and your kind,” she replied. “You have our gratitude, and anything else we have to offer, little as that might be.”
The dragon seemed to smile at that, a small tendril of smoke curling up from his mouth and drifting away. “I know you speak no lies, but something extraordinary you have to offer. A great quest you have undertaken.”
Tala paused. The dragon’s eyes beckoned her to speak. “We have,” she said, “but I fear the end of our quest is further away than ever. We have lost what we had gained.”
“There you are wrong.” With a single claw Valya flicked a small tan sack which was strung about his neck, hanging like an amulet. “I have the Sphere here.”
Tala gasped, covering her mouth quickly with her hand. “I am not sure what to say.”
The dragon laughed, a low rumble that shook the ground. “You need not fear. I protect it for you. Your quest is one I would not undertake myself, but which Arkania needs if it wishes to survive. When the time comes, I intend to return it to you, with another gift as well.”
“You would aid us?”
“As far as I and the dragon-folk here can, yes. The shard you sought is not in my possession, but is held by those that attacked your ship.”
Tala brightened further. “They fled at your approach. Perhaps—”
“They fled due to our numbers. But they are as numerous as we in total. And Belthros was not with them over the sea.”
“Belthros?”
“Their leader. King if you will. He holds the shard on his island.”
“Is it near?”
“A hundred miles south of here.”
“If I may…where, exactly, is ‘here.’ ”
“Your people call the place Misty Island. Belthros rules on Bone Island. Neither human nor elf has set foot here for centuries. He glanced at Lucien and added, “As for goblins, I believe you are the first.”
“I hope you do not mind my questions,” Tala said.
Valya shook his head. “Please, continue.”
“You seem to know a great deal about what we are doing. Your arrival was most timely.”
“There is something of magic about us dragons. And this is not my first encounter with the Sphere. Not long ago, I held it, to protect it and keep it safe. The wizards that forged it and bound the Dark One entrusted it to me. But I failed them and all of Arkania, and now through Solek evil has been loosed throughout the land. I hope to make amends.” The dragon looked away, studying the sky, lost in memories. “I mentioned magic. Are all of your party well?”
“We lost five yesterday. One that travels with us now took an arrow to the leg. It heals, but slowly.”
Valya drew back a bit and said, “The one so wounded should step forward.”
Demetrius moved into the clearing. “My name is Demetrius.”
“Come closer.”
He stood directly in front of the massive beast. The thought flashed through his mind that if Valya wanted him dead at that moment, there was little he could do to prevent it. He felt suddenly naked and weak before the great beast.
The dragon extended a claw and touched Demetrius’ injured leg.
Demetrius felt a surge of warmth in the leg, and fought the urge to pull away. The sensation grew in intensity, almost to the point of being painful, then subsided. When Valya withdrew his touch, Demetrius flexed the leg and felt only strength there. “Thank you,” he said reverently.
Valya nodded, then glanced at Rowan. “Much like a paladin’s power. The source is the same.”
“The source of all that is good,” Rowan stated.
“Indeed. Belthros cannot do such a thing. He excels in pain, death, and destruction. Now, to the matter of the Sphere, my gift to you, and magic. The bag in which the Sphere is now held is a bag of cloaking. It was given to me by the wizards to help guard the Sphere, and I will give it to you to aid you on your journey. It is too simple for Solek to know where the Sphere is and therefore to know where you are. But even his magic, far more formidable than mine, cannot penetrate the bag. You can be seen by Mists, spies, armies, or other eyes in his service, but his magic will not find you through finding the Sphere.”
“We are humbled by your generosity,” Tala said with a formal bow.
“Far less than I owe this world do I give, after I lost what was mine to protect. But there is the small matter of the shard Belthros holds.”
“Does Belthros—”
“Valya!” a bronze dragon called from above. It flapped its great wings and hovered over the clearing. “A dragon host approaches from the south.”
“And Belthros?”
“He leads them.”
“Sound the call.” Valya turned to the copper dragon. “You may escort our guests to the edge of the woods by the sea, but keep them out of sight.”
The copper dragon gave a nod of understanding and watched as Valya launched himself into the sky, the air stirred by his wings swirling like a small tornado. Once Valya was out of sight, the dragon said, “Follow me, and be silent.”
There was more urgency in the dragon’s step now, and it moved with surprising speed and grace through the trees. After traveling nearly a half-mile, the dragon and its charges reached the edge of the woods, the tree line stopping abruptly at a small cliff that overlooked a narrow, white-sand beach.
Four bronze dragons made what appeared to be lazy circles in the sky, seeing and being seen. In the distance was a familiar sight to the survivors of the doomed ship—dragons approaching with a purpose. As the beasts neared, Demetrius tried to count them, but gave up as they continually dove into and out of formation. He estimated there were fifty of them. The question that burned to pass his lips—how many dragons were with Valya—he had to swallow unasked.
As the dragons drew closer, all but one broke off, but the one that continued on would cause any man or beast to tremble. It was jet black from head to tail and claw to wing, its features difficult to distinguish except for its white teeth and blazing red eyes. He passed before the sun, blotting it out like a great storm cloud. If Valya was huge, Belthros was gigantic.
“Valya!” he called in challenge, his voice thunder. “You have something I want.”
Valya, who had been waiting on the beach, launched himself skyward, arcing around Belthros. “And you something I want.”
Belthros allowed Valya to circle behind him without turning his head, as if the golden dragon was a mere insect, not worth the effort to watch. “I won’t waste your time trying to convince you to join us, although in the end you will all do that or die. But we might both agree dragon-kind need not engage in battle over the trifles of men.”
“If the Sphere shard is a ‘trifle,’ yield it to me.”
“Solek desires it.”
“You answer to him?”
The black dragon’s eyes flared. “I answer when it serves my purpose. Solek is a shell for one who holds unimaginable power. By his side will I rule.”
“So he has told you. I serve one who is greater still.”
Belthros laughed, the sound cruel and sharp. “Of course. I’m sure this god of yours will return any day now to save you and Arkania. Maybe I should just wipe you and your mutated metallic brethren out for good, to show just how limited his power is.”
“You do not see us fleeing, do you? If it is battle you want, we stand prepared to give it.”
Belthros watched Valya out of the corner of his eye while he turned another lazy circle in the sky. “That you do. Dragons we all are, in heart if not in mind. But let us end this quickly, and leave our kin out of it.”
“Single combat?”
From Alexis’ left she heard a quick “No!” escaping from a dragon in a low hiss. A silver head was barely visible in the trees some thirty yards away. If Valya heard the comment, he did feel the need to answer it.
“Come now,” said Belthros. “A chance to redeem yourself. To take a part of the Sphere back from the one who took it from you. Surely you know if we go to war many will die, and sooner or later you and I will meet. Let us end it now.”
Valya rose up higher with two strong flaps of his wings. “I accept, of course. You have the shard?”
Belthros yanked a small crystal orb from the chain around his neck. He tossed it to Valya as they passed.
Valya crushed the container in his mighty claw, removed the shard inside, then drew the Sphere from the cloaking bag. Even from a distance all could see the magic glow as the pieces melded together.
As Valya put the Sphere back in the bag, Belthros said, “Funny how I can show trust where such ability is lacking in you.”
“Trust is earned.”
“So is death.”
Belthros shot upward, then turned in a slow, graceful arc. Valya did the same. Although the dragons were always moving, there came an instant where they seemed to hang motionless, the calm before the storm. Then with lightning quickness, the battle was joined.
The dragons raced toward one another, a suicidal charge. Just before contact, they both spewed forth their special attacks, golden flame jetting from Valya’s mouth, a vile black liquid from Belthros’. Each fired and dodged at the same time, throwing off their aim. The flame flashed through the empty air and dissipated, the fluid fell into the ocean below. The two beasts, unharmed, wheeled about for another pass like jousting knights.
The other dragons watched the battle unfold at a respectful distance. Rowan stood by Alexis, and felt her shoulder brush his. He glanced at her, saw she was enraptured in the battle, and turned his gaze skyward once more. He said a quick prayer, all he could do at the moment, hoping it might aid Valya. It did nothing to loosen the knot in his stomach. He knew there was a great deal more to their quest if Valya won, but if Belthros was victorious he felt certain that Arkania’s doom was sealed.
The second pass started much the same as the first, but as the dragons approached one another Valya slowed slightly. Belthros spit the black fluid again, the stream much smaller and weaker than the first time. Valya spun aside to avoid it, then twirled further and passed upside-down under Belthros, raking the black dragon’s underside with his claws. Belthros let out a roar of surprise and pain as they separated.
The bigger dragon cut short his turn, racing back at Valya while the golden dragon took the same slow arc as before. Belthros was detected before they collided, but not soon enough for Valya to avoid him. The two grappled together, holding, clawing, and snapping at one another. For a moment they hung weightless, then together they plummeted toward the sea. Neither would release the other as they fell, and as one they plunged into the water, continuing their battle for a time unseen, under the surface.
Belthros emerged first , water and blood trailing off him. His right foreleg he held protectively against his chest. Valya followed, wounded as well, trying to catch his younger foe from behind. Belthros skimmed along the surface of the water, heading toward shore. Valya gained on him, then swooped down, claws extended toward the black dragon’s back.
For a split-second all believed Belthros was unaware of Valya’s approach. Perhaps even Valya believed it, extending further than he should, giving up some balance to strike more quickly. But when Belthros changed direction, it was obvious he knew just were Valya was.
The black dragon jerked left at the last instant, then shot up and back down, slamming into Valya from above. His claws tore into Valya’s left wing as he drove the golden dragon back into the water.
The sea flashed black and gold as the dragons wrestled. But Belthros had the advantage, and stayed on the offensive. When they parted Belthros flew like an arrow skyward, bellowing a triumphant roar, while Valya dragged himself onto the beach. His left wing was a wreck, and blood from his wounds stained the white sand a dark rust color. His trembling legs gave way and he slumped to the ground. He struggled to keep his eyes open. Finally he laid his head down, as if to sleep.
Belthros alighted on the beach fifty feet from his fallen foe, then stalked forward.
Lucien could bear it no longer. He started forward as if he planned to leap off the cliff and onto the beach, but was held back by the tail of their escort. “You must not interfere,” the dragon said firmly.
“But if Valya dies…”
Tala took his arm and gently pulled him back. “We must let this play out as it will.”
Lucien turned away, yielding against his will.
On the beach Belthros reached Valya’s prostrate form. Drops of blood dripped from the black dragon’s fresh wounds, but these did not hinder the erect, strutting way in which he moved, except for a slight limp caused by an injury to his right foreleg. Even so, he used his injured limb to beat playfully at the bag of cloaking around Valya’s neck. “Such a small thing to die for. You should have yielded it to me.”
Valya did not respond.
Belthros drew his head back and opened his mouth. His neck muscles tightened and then his head darted forward, spitting the black liquid toward Valya’s exposed midsection.
Just as the fluid was exiting Belthros’ mouth, Valya’s eyes snapped open and his head jerked upward. Golden flame shot from his mouth and engulfed Belthros’ head, entering his open mouth and eyes. The black dragon tried to scream but found no voice in his ruined throat. In a blind rage he tried to lift off, to fly away from his pain and his tormentor, but Valya had latched onto him and held him close, even as the black liquid slid across his scales like a living, thinking thing, finding open wounds and slipping inside his body.
The two monstrous beasts thrashed as one again, but now one was lost in a haze of unspeakable agony. Valya waited for the right moment, simply clinging to his younger but stronger opponent as Belthros flailed in a desperate attempt to escape. As the black dragon’s neck arched and thrashed, his scales flexed at times to expose open wounds, and into one of these Valya drove his teeth, striking like a snake. He worked his jaws, driving his teeth deeper, ignoring the pain from the black fluid and Belthros’ scrabbling claws.
Finally Belthros convulsed twice and the fight went out of him as his spirit fled. Valya released him and he slumped to the ground, dead.
A cacophony of voices sounded, howls of triumph and anger, of hope and despair. Belthros’ host turned and departed, leaving their leader alone where he fell. Valya himself let out a scream of mingled joy and pain, but did not have the energy to sustain it. He dragged himself away from his defeated enemy, then lay down on the sand.
Several dragons raced to Valya. Some arrived more swiftly than the silver one, but when she moved near they withdrew. She looked at Valya for a moment with silent longing, then knelt beside him.
“I had to,” he said.
“I know,” she replied.
“Have the strangers brought to me. Quickly. There is not much time.”
At a swift gesture from the silver dragon a bronze beast lifted off and flew to the visitors’ guardian. “Bring them to Valya immediately.”
They followed their guide to a narrow path—one he pointed out from the air since he was too large to walk upon it—which wormed its way to the beach. They moved toward the fallen dragon with slow, reverent steps.
“Come closer, my friends,” Valya said. His gaze rested on Tala. “Take the bag.”
She opened her mouth to speak, but Valya hushed her. Tala knelt and with a delicate touch loosened the cord that held the bag fast, and then held the prize tight to her breast.
“Galway, have a squad of dragons saddled and take our guests back to the mainland.”
“Saddled?” the silver asked, glancing from Valya to Galway and back again. “Man has not ridden on dragon since before our fathers and mothers were hatchlings.”
“Our worlds have grown apart. But time is short and Arkania still needs saving. Our need is dire.”
The silver bowed in obedience.
Valya eyed Galway, a large bronze dragon, who hesitated to follow the order. “Don’t be filled with pride. There is no shame in being ridden at one’s own choosing. Would you rather we build them a boat?”
“You misunderstand my concern, Valya. I will carry them myself if need be.”
“Well…?”
Galway looked once at the strangers and decided to speak despite the fact they could hear. “We do not know the hearts of men so well that we should trust these with the Sphere. Or I should say we know their hearts too well. They are easily corrupted.”
“I see the honor in them, Galway, and I have given my command. Belthros’ black poison is cruel and deadly, but while I draw breath I still rule.”
Galway dropped his eyes and then his head. “I am sorry, Valya.” He turned and began giving orders to saddle seven dragons. “And bring one for me.”
Valya addressed the visitors once again. “I am sorry we could not spend more time together, or that we could do no more to aid you.”
“You have already done more than we would have dreamed to ask for,” Rowan said.
“Perhaps my debt is paid, at least in part,” Valya said with a long sigh. “Our enemies will return to their island and battle to see who will be their new lord. After that, they will return. You must be far away by then. Go now, in peace and with my blessing. Use the cloaking bag to keep the Sphere hidden. God be with you on your quest.” A racking cough escaped his throat, punctuated with a small spout of flame. He took a pair of long, wheezy breaths. “And now, if you don’t mind, I would like to spend what time I have left with my beloved.”
They said their thanks and bade him farewell on his journey into the afterlife. Tala touched his snout while a single tear rolled down her cheek. Then they moved away, as did the other dragons, leaving the gold and silver alone to say their last words to one another.
Seven bronze dragons crested the hill and alighted near the visitors, the first carrying an extra saddle in his mouth. Galway allowed Demetrius and Lucien to strap the device to him, then invited Tala to mount. “I would be honored to carry the one entrusted with the Sphere.”
Everyone mounted a dragon of their own—Rande getting a boost up from Jazda. “Hold tight to the reins,” Galway called over his shoulder. “We will be flying with all haste.”
“Where are we going?” Tala asked.
“I plan on going west, past the Black Mountains, into the land of Lorgras, just north of the Great Northern Forest. It will be cold, but a safer route. If we go south, I fear our enemies will be patrolling, as we would need to go around Bone Island. The only other choice would have us fly over Veldoon. Not the path I would choose.”
“It seems the wisest choice. Alexis?”
“It will be quite cold, but from there we can move into Lorgras along the coast, or go south as we decide.”
“And what of us?” asked Jazda.
“We will have to discuss that once back on the mainland,” answered Demetrius. “Valya was insistent that we depart swiftly.”
“And so we should,” said Galway. He spread his great wings, but before he could launch himself, there came a call from the silver dragon.
“Wait!”
“Is he—?” Galway started as she approached.
“No, not yet.” She took a moment to look each of the visitors in the eye. “I am Darain, queen to Valya. Remember what he has done. I sense you would all give your lives as he has to see this quest through. Spend those lives wisely. Only if you succeed will the cost we all pay be worth it.”
“As long as we have breath,” Tala said, “we will remember Valya, and our quest.”
“May we meet again in happier times,” replied Darain. “Now, away. Return as swiftly as you can, Galway. We have much to be concerned with here.”
With a great rush of wings the group rose skyward. They soared west, the frigid air biting at them like an icy gale due to the speed of the beasts. The weather was kind, the wintry storm of yesterday a distant memory, the sun doing what it could to warm them, which was little, but at least they were dry. They stayed out of sight of land for most of the journey, Veldoon being a place they had no desire to see, or to be seen from. 
They traveled the better part of the day, and the sun was nearing the horizon as they finally veered south. There was no conversation, the wind stealing away all sound. The dragons reached the northern shore of Lorgras and glided in for a soft landing on the beach, and even after such a long journey they did not appear to be winded or tired. They remained long enough to help their passengers set up a small shelter near an outcropping of rock, and Galway used his orange flame to light a blazing fire for them. A pair of dragons that had slipped away returned with two deer and a boar, much to the surprise and delight of the mainlanders.
“We must return,” said Galway, as Corson and Alexis moved to dress the animals.
“Night will fall any minute,” said Tala. “And there is far more food than we can eat.”
Galway laughed, not unkindly. “But not nearly enough to feed eight dragons. Use the excess for your continuing journey.”
“I do not know how to thank you.”
“Defeat Solek and the Dark One. Then all of Arkania will thank you.”
Without another word, Galway was off, the other dragons following. In seconds they were out of sight.
Not much later the dragon riders gathered around the fire while dinner slowly turned on a makeshift spit. By mutual consent they did not speak of what was on all their minds. The fire gradually worked its magic, removing the chill from their bones and loosening the knots in their sore muscles. The aroma of cooking meat filled their nostrils and brought a deep, satisfying warmth of a sort the fire could not. Dinner was enjoyed in silence, but as the meal wound down they knew it was time to get to the subject at hand.
Demetrius, as was often his way, was first to speak and got right to the point. “Is the Sphere complete?”
Tala looked past the fire to the sea as if there was something of interest there.
“Tala?” Alexis prodded gently.
“There is still one piece missing,” she answered, her voice tight.
“How can you know that?” asked Corson. “The Sphere has been in the cloaking bag since Valya assembled it. Did you inspect it while we flew?”
“No.” She slipped the Sphere out of the bag, only for a moment, to show them the spot where a tiny piece was still missing.
“You know where the last shard is, don’t you,” said Rowan. It was statement, not a question.
Tala nodded solemnly.
“I remember the way the color drained from your face at Western City when you cast your finding spell. You had to do it twice to send us toward Ludroe’s Keep. You saw the last shard on your first casting.”
She nodded once more.
Jazda pulled Rande a bit away from the others, his desire to protect the boy stronger for the moment than his curiosity. The others huddled closely around Tala, friends supporting each other.
“We face much together,” said Lucien. “Together we face final challenge.”
“We’ve come too far to think of turning aside now,” Corson added.
“Might as well be out with it,” said Demetrius. He smiled and put a hand on her shoulder. “You’ve borne this alone long enough.”
Tala let out a slow breath, eyeing the ground. Finally she raised her head. “The final shard is in Veldoon. Solek wears it around his neck.”
 
End Book 1
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