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    Prologue ~ Can’t You Just Die? 
 
      
 
    The darkness! 
 
    Oh ... the darkness is crushing me! I can’t breathe! And the pain is unbearable! Make it stop! 
 
    “Master, hold still!” 
 
    That voice? Who is it? I can feel hands on my shoulders and chest, holding me down. I still can’t breathe and the pain in my leg is even worse than the pain in my shoulder! 
 
    What’s happened to me?! 
 
    “Hold him down!” 
 
    Who is he talking to? I feel more hands on me, pushing me down against the cold, hard surface underneath me. I feel the cold pressing up through my body, but at the same time, I am suffocating from the heat in the air entering my nose. 
 
    I want to rise up and fight, but there are too many hands! In my mind, I can see the hands of Death, stretching out toward me, reaching for my neck. His bright, red eyes burn with fire as he grins hideously at the thought of snatching my spirit from my body. 
 
    No! I’m not ready! 
 
    Death clamped his hand around my neck and leaned down, staring into my face. I can feel his hot breath, burning my skin and blackening my eyes. 
 
    I’m not finished here! I have so much left to do! 
 
    “Okay, hold him still. I have to get this arrow out of his shoulder.” 
 
    Arrow? What arrow? 
 
    The hands pressed down even harder and then another hand pressed down on the pain in the shoulder. Then, the pain in the shoulder became incomparably worse. The white-hot pain sears through the body. Whatever arrow was in the shoulder has been removed and blood began pouring from the wound. 
 
    Water. Water is being splashed on my shoulder and then hands pressing down on the wound cause me to shake from the pain. 
 
    “Has he regained consciousness since the dragon brought him back?” 
 
    “No, he was unconscious through the whole flight back here.” 
 
    Dragon? Dragons don’t exist! And why would a dragon bring me anywhere? What has happened to me? 
 
    Those voices go soft and whisper among themselves. I can’t hear everything they say. 
 
    “ … if … had any sense … would let him die ...” 
 
    “Quiet! They are right outside the tent and if they heard you say that, any of you, they would kill us all.” 
 
    The hands keep holding me down as my shoulder wound is dressed.  
 
    I can hear the voices, but I can’t open my eyes to see what it going on or who is talking. Who wished me dead? I am at their mercy, no one here to protect me. 
 
    I must open my eyes! I must wake up! 
 
    “Now, we need to get that arrow out of his leg.” 
 
    Oh no, no, no … I can’t take another arrow being ripped out of my body. 
 
    “It’s too bad the arrow didn’t go all the way through. Then I could just break it and pull it out from each side. Less damage that way.” 
 
    The soft, whispering voice comes back. 
 
    “Do we really care if it damages him?” 
 
    Who belongs to that voice? I need to open my eyes to see who torments me so. 
 
    Death is laughing in my face. 
 
    I can’t go right now! 
 
    I hear myself pleading, begging for more time in this life, though I’m still not sure what my life has been like. What is it I wanted to finish before Death takes me away? Why does everyone wish me dead? 
 
    “Alright, you two hold his leg. This is going to be a bit messy. Looks like this is one of our arrows.” 
 
    Four hands grab hold of my leg and hold it firm. Then, another hand, again presses down where the arrow is and I can feel the pain beginning to build. I try to yell at them to stop, but I have no voice. I am still lost behind a wall of unconsciousness. 
 
    I try to prepare myself, but no attempt to barricade myself against the pain is enough. I can feel the arrow pulled from my leg and with it, a pound of flesh. 
 
    I scream inside my head as the pain races from my leg to my mind, setting my head on fire with its tentacles.  
 
    “Now, he’ll know how their people feel when they get shot with one of these.” 
 
    “So, is he going to live?” 
 
    “I don’t know and like you men, I don’t really care. I’m not a healer and we don’t have any healers in camp.” 
 
    “So, his wounds are going to be permanent. It will serve him well.” 
 
    “His shoulder should heal and be almost whole again. That leg though, it’s never going to be right. He’ll never walk straight again.” 
 
    Fix me! Don’t leave me a cripple! 
 
    Death looks me in the eyes again. I can still feel his bony hand around my throat. 
 
    I can feel the anger boiling up inside me. 
 
    Take me if it is your intention! If not, leave me now! 
 
    Death laughed one last time and breathed fire into my face. I can feel it burning me. He’s not real! How can I feel the flame? My face feels like it’s on fire. 
 
    “So, what are you going to do about his face?” 
 
    “Nothing. There isn’t much of anything to do there.” 
 
    My face? What’s wrong with my face? 
 
    “Bit of a shame, really. If that dragon hadn’t crashed and died where he did, the dark wizard wouldn’t have fallen face down right next to a lava stream.” 
 
    “Yeah, it’s a real shame. You know when they say a face only a mother could love? I don’t think even his mother could love his face now.” 
 
    Laughter. They’re laughing at me! Who am I and why does everyone wish me dead? 
 
    Dark wizard? He called me a dark wizard. Think! What did he mean? 
 
    There was a dragon. I was on the back of a dragon. There was also a white dragon and they were both fighting. 
 
    What was I doing on the back of a dragon? 
 
    A battle. There’s a battle raging below. Soldiers are clashing everywhere. 
 
    I look away, to the top of a hill. There is a woman looking at me. She has fire in her eyes and she has fire in her hair. I see a man kneeling behind her as she watches me. I can feel hate radiating from her eyes, toward me. 
 
    The dragons battle even harder and the white dragon was wounded severely and fell from the sky. But, a fireball smashed into the dragon I was riding and it was hard to hold on. 
 
    Then I felt an arrow smash into my left leg and then an arrow smashed into my right shoulder. I’m falling. I’m falling! 
 
    Then the darkness! Oh ... the darkness is crushing me! 
 
      
 
   


 
  

   
 
    Chapter 1 ~ An Army Grows 
 
      
 
    The small village of Bridgehaven sat in the northernmost part of Wyndweir and was the closest town to the gates leading into Terranasia. Small might not be the best way to describe Bridgehaven. It was larger than most simply because it was the first town on the road to the east when coming out of Terranasia. Traders with goods from that land passed through Bridgehaven, on their way to places like Braedon and Rosemoor in the eastern part of Wyndweir. This was also the road that led across the northern part of the Eastern Desert and was the quickest way to the lands of Gallyneer and its villages. 
 
    It took about six days for Pendivall and Brinn to reach Bridgehaven and they spent a couple of weeks gathering a small group of fighters to join them. Though they already had a couple dozen swordsmen and bowmaidens with them, they knew they were going to need more when they reached the gates if they ran into the same trouble as last time. 
 
    By the time they were ready to depart, they had a small army of close to one hundred men and women. The men were quite adamant about the women staying home and Pendivall just laughed. He knew it wouldn't take long for the women to set their men straight. When it came to being capable as warriors, he knew there were none more fierce and dedicated as the fairer sex when it came to defending their homelands against all enemies. He actually felt sorry for any man that tried to convince them otherwise. 
 
    As the women joined, they were trained by the bowmaidens and in a short time, these women began to show they had the skills. Some would marvel at their ability to pick up the bow so quickly, but it really wasn’t that difficult. The bows were crafted in Guilden by the weapons masters and it was quite well known that anyone that trained with these bows needed only to point them in the right direction and they would rarely miss. 
 
    The small band from Rosemoor had brought every bow and sword they could muster, but they still didn't have enough to go around. So those that didn't quite get the hang of the sword or the bow, were assigned as helpers to those who did. There was not one word of complaining among them. They were happy to do whatever they could to be a part of the fight. 
 
    He also had two dragons to accompany them to the gates. There had been three, but Mirroth had left a few days ago when he was summoned by his son. From the little he could gather before Mirroth flew off was the battle had begun and it was not going well. 
 
    He had tried to use his mind sight to contact the other wizards, but it appeared they were involved in the battle so deeply his efforts couldn't get through.  He couldn't even commune with Sigarick, which was always so easy. They were like brothers to each other, so when he had difficulty in contacting him, he knew the battle was going bad. He had since given up trying to contact them because he figured they were much too busy to be stopping and going into a mind sight trance. 
 
    The morning they were set to depart from Bridgehaven, Pendivall and Brinn were in the fields, near the encampment and they called everyone to gather around them. As the small army gathered, Pendivall looked at all their faces and almost felt like crying. 
 
    There were so many young faces among them. He knew the bowmaidens and swordsmen from Guilden were all between one hundred and four hundred years old, but they all looked like teenagers to him. However, the people from the Bridgehaven area didn't have those kinds of life spans. The ones who looked young to him really were young. They were almost children to his eyes. 
 
    “You're all so young,” he said, the pain showing in his eyes. 
 
    “Master,” said one of the bowmaidens, “you're over nine hundred years old. Everyone looks young to you.” 
 
    There was a fair amount of laughing and giggling that washed through the gathering and even Pendivall had to join in. She was right and he needed to stop worrying about how old his troops were. Young or not, they were the only troops he had and they were capable when it came to doing what needed to be done. 
 
    After a few seconds he held up his hands to quiet the gathering. 
 
    “You all know where we're going and what our mission is. There are some here who were with us on the last attempt to enter Terranasia. Some of the troops here from Guilden were part of the rescue party that came to our aid following that failed attempt. I would not be honest with you if I didn't tell you we were walking into danger.” 
 
    He paused for a moment and looked around. 
 
    “But, we need to find out what is going on in Terranasia. We can’t hope to win this conflict without their help.” 
 
    Then he called his captains forward and told them to get the troops ready to move out. They would be leaving within the hour. As he was getting them lined out, one of the dragons screeched and a few of the troops shouted and pointed to the east. 
 
    Pendivall and Brinn turned and couldn't immediately see what was going on. Then they saw them. Two dragons flying up high and coming right at them. After a few seconds the dragons began descending and they could see there were two riders on the backs of the dragons and as they got closer, it was clear it was Jarell and Hilde. 
 
    Morgath and Venia landed just short of the gathering and their two riders jumped down, allowing the two dragons to fly to the forest and find something to eat. 
 
    Pendivall walked to them with a smile and arms open wide. 
 
    “Master Jarell and Miss Hilde. It is good to see you.” 
 
    “It is good to see you, too, old friend.” 
 
    Pendivall turned to hug Hilde and she said, “Not Miss Hilde anymore.” 
 
    He pulled back and looked at her and she just smiled and then looked at Jarell. 
 
    “I don't believe it!” exclaimed Pendivall. “Someone has finally tamed this rascal!” 
 
    He put his arms around her again and hugged her and said into her ear, “Congratulations Lady Hilde.” 
 
    After they parted Brinn hugged her and then held out his hand to Jarell. 
 
    “Good for the two of you,” he said with a smile. 
 
    Jarell spoke up and said, “Thank you both. We appreciate it. So, what's happening here right now?” 
 
    “We were just getting ready to break camp and start our march to the gates of Terranasia,” said Pendivall. 
 
    Jarell shook his head and the good mood was cast aside. 
 
    “You need to stop and hold off for a few days.” 
 
    Pendivall and Brinn both looked at him with questions in their eyes. 
 
    “We need to talk.” 
 
      
 
    ~~~~ 
 
      
 
    “So, Sigarick is gone,” said Pendivall as he hung his head. 
 
    Silence fell over the small gathering in the pub. They had moved to the pub from the fields and there were about ten people sitting around the group of tables. 
 
    “Yes, he is and it happened exactly the way Garlan saw in his vision,” said Jarell. 
 
    “Is this the worst of the news you bring?” 
 
    “It is, but the rest is not much better. Mirroth has fallen and though he is not dead, he won't be fighting with us for quite awhile. His son, Lyrroth and most of the dragons were killed in the battle.” 
 
    Jarell stopped for a moment to let this news sink in before continuing. 
 
    “And, Master Marnell has fallen into the deep sleep and we fear she is being tormented by the dark wizard. With her injured the way she is, Master Garlan has become pretty much useless to us. Sophia, one of Mirroth’s nieces, has taken him and Marnell to Whitestone and plans to leave them there.” 
 
    Brinn quietly wiped a tear from his eyes as he thought about Garlan being hurt so much. He remembered it was Garlan who chased after him in his dream, to stop him from walking to and through the veil. Now he couldn't do anything to help him. 
 
    He spoke up softly, “And we still have no idea who this dark wizard is?” 
 
    Jarell shook his head and said, “No, actually that is the good news, if you can call it good. The dark wizard is Kerrick, formerly of Tottenham.” 
 
    Pendivall perked up and looked at Jarell. 
 
    “Kerrick? It can't possibly be him. First year apprentices have more power than him.” 
 
    Hilde hung her head and wouldn't look at Pendivall, but Jarell reached over and patted her on the shoulder. 
 
    “Actually, it was Lady Hilde who figured it out and it turns out, she is correct. As for him being powerful, he has the Star of Wyndweir incorporated into his staff, so that alone makes him formidable.” 
 
    Pendivall just shook his head and tried to take deep breaths. 
 
    “So, is this why you are telling us to hold off on going into Terranasia?” he asked. 
 
    “It is, sire,” answered Jarell. “It appears Kerrick is behind the trouble there. Apparently, as our sources have told us, he first took over the lands of Gallyneer and then sent his troops north, into Terranasia and have taken over that land as well.” 
 
    “That puts his influence on two sides of Wyndweir, with the Eastern Desert as a buffer,” said Brinn. 
 
    “Yes, it does.” 
 
    “Now, for some even better news. After Sophia and Golrath delivered Mirroth to the Land of the Dragons, she was returning and flying over the southern end of the Eastern Desert and she saw more troops gathering there. As Claudious had already taken the initial group and left to meet with the rest of our armies, these new troops were just gathering, with no place to go. They were just waiting for one of the wizards to come and take charge. So, she landed and told them what had happened and then told them of your plans to go through the gates of Terranasia.” 
 
    Jarell stood up and looked across the table and smiled at Pendivall. The old wizard sat back and looked at him. 
 
    “Master Pendivall, they are on their way here as we speak. Within a few days, your little army here is set to grow by four times.” 
 
    This was the first time since Jarell’s arrival Pendivall felt like things were starting to turn around. 
 
    “That many troops?” he asked. 
 
    “Yes. Oh, and before I forget,” said Jarell with his usual rascal grin, “about one hundred of those troops are royal soldiers.” 
 
    Brinn’s eyes got really big as he said, “One hundred royal soldiers? Coming here?” 
 
    Jarell nodded and smiled. 
 
    “So, if you could just hold off your departure for a few days, I think our chances of breaching the gates will be much better.” 
 
    Pendivall stood up and his mouth was curved into a wide smile. He turned to his captains and told them to go back to the encampment and pass the word and tell the troops they would be staying put for a few days. 
 
    As the pub began to clear out, only the four were left. The pub master brought over four mugs of ale and water and set them on the table. 
 
    “Royal soldiers coming here?” he asked. 
 
    Jarell nodded. 
 
    “Well, I guess I better stock up on plenty of meats and potatoes. I hear those lads can eat.” 
 
    Jarell laughed, “And drink.” 
 
    “Oh, mother help us,” said the pub owner as he went back to work. 
 
    Pendivall sat down and looked across at Hilde and asked, “So, Lady Hilde, how did you figure out the dark wizard was Kerrick?” 
 
    Her head dropped and she closed her eyes. Pendivall could see it was a painful subject for her and he was beginning to regret asking the question. 
 
    “Master Pendivall,” said Jarell and he squeezed her shoulder, “I don’t think ...” 
 
    Hilde stopped him with a pat on the hand. 
 
    “Sweetie, may I have some time alone with Master Pendivall and Brinn?” 
 
    She looked up at her husband with sorrowful eyes and said, “Please?” 
 
    Jarell took a deep breath and then patted her on the shoulder. 
 
    “I’m going to head down to the camp and find us a tent.” 
 
    He leaned over and kissed her, then he turned and headed out the door, leaving the three of them alone at the table. 
 
    Ten minutes later, after she had told the two of them about her history with Kerrick, with plenty of tears from her eyes, they sat there and looked at her. She felt like a bug on the floor, just waiting to be crushed by an unseen boot. 
 
    Then Pendivall stood up and walked around the table and cupped her chin in his hand. He lifted her face and looked into her tear-filled eyes, then leaned over and kissed her on the forehead. 
 
    “Don’t you dare blame yourself for what is happening now. All of us senior wizards knew Kerrick years ago, long before you met him and we should have seen the trouble he was capable of causing. Now, we have to deal with that son of a pig and it is not your fault.” 
 
    She stood up and looked up at the tall wizard and then threw her arms around his waist and he wrapped his arms around her shoulders. He kissed her on the top of her red-haired head and held her close as she cried. 
 
      
 
    ~~~~ 
 
      
 
    That evening there was plenty of talk going around the camp about the pending arrival of a large group of royal soldiers. Some there had been in the encampment near Rosemoor and were familiar with Captain Jong and they had seen Claudious arrive in the Eastern Desert with his group of soldiers. 
 
    But, to have one hundred of them coming to Bridgehaven was cause for anticipation. 
 
    Almost everyone from down south knew at least one or two men who had descended from the blood line of the royal soldiers. When the last war ended four hundred years ago and the last king and queen left these lands, the royal soldiers who chose to remain had spread throughout the land. They had become farmers, blacksmiths, masons and anything else where their size and strength would be an asset. 
 
    Though a good portion of them had filtered in through the other peoples of Wyndweir, a large group had moved to the southern tip of the land, near the sea. They had started their own villages and towns, which had become legend, known as the Land of the Giants. They lived their lives in peace and harmony with all those around them. 
 
    However, there was one thing the royal soldier blood line never lost and that was their courage or their willingness to wade into a war, to protect their homes and lands. Though none of these soldiers were alive during the last war, those qualities were still burning deep within their blood, just waiting for the call to battle. 
 
    Jarell and Hilde walked through the camp and were accosted on all sides by the troops, asking questions about the coming of the army from Tottenham and they did their best to answer as many of them as they could. 
 
    That evening, as the campfires began to be extinguished, they retired to their tent and became even more familiar with each other as husband and wife. 
 
      
 
    ~~~~ 
 
      
 
    In the morning Jarell rolled over on their sleeping mat, wanting to look into the eyes of his beautiful wife and found himself looking at an empty pillow. He sat up and looked around. It was such a small tent and there weren’t that many places for her to hide. 
 
    Then, he could hear some cheering and oohs and ahhs coming from someplace in the distance. He could hear the beating of dragon wings and the sound of those wings cutting through the air at great speed. 
 
    Climbing out of bed, he got dressed as fast as he could and almost lunged out of the tent. He heard the crowd again and walked around a couple of tents and looked toward the sound. 
 
    Then he found his wife. 
 
    She was on the back of Venia and they were swooping and diving at targets on the ground. It appeared Hilde was firing arrows from the back of the speeding dragon. 
 
    Jarell jogged to the crowd sitting and standing on a hillside, overlooking a small draw where there were various targets set up along the slopes, some on the ground, some in trees and some on posts. 
 
    Jarell saw Pendivall and Brinn standing together and he walked over to them. 
 
    Pendivall looked at him and smiled. 
 
    “Didn’t think you were ever going to wake up.” 
 
    “Well, not being the young man I used to be,” laughed Jarell, “my young wife has a tendency to wear me out in the evenings.” 
 
    “Apparently,” Pendivall said as he pointed at the flying pair, “you’re not doing much to wear her out.” 
 
    Pendivall laughed and so did Jarell. 
 
    “So, what brought this on?” asked Jarell. 
 
    “Well, Lady Hilde was worried the dragons were too protective of their riders when they went into battle together. The dragons paid more attention to keeping their riders safe and not enough attention to the actual battle and it was causing dragons to get hurt or killed. So, she worked with the weapons guild masters and they created harnesses for the dragons.” 
 
    Jarell looked and saw there was a leather harness that had broad straps stretching across Venia’s chest and her belly behind her front legs. When the harness went up over the back, it passed right in front of the first spine on her back and there was a simple seat Hilde was sitting on. Her legs went down alongside Venia’s shoulders and her lower legs and feet were wedged under the straps, holding her firmly in place. 
 
    No matter how rough or fast Venia moved through the sky, Hilde stayed solidly in the seat. As they would fly like lightning over the draw, Hilde would pull an arrow from her quiver and fire it at a target and was hitting them dead center every time. 
 
    “Your young wife is one amazing warrior,” said Pendivall. “I see now how she was able to stick a couple of arrows in Kerrick and send him away from the battlefield like a wounded pup.” 
 
    “Yes, she is,” said Jarell with about as much pride as he could muster, as he watched her continue the training session. 
 
    After about ten minutes, she whispered to Venia and they turned and headed for a landing near the wizards. Venia landed with a thump and Hilde jumped down and walked around to give the dragon a kiss on the nose. 
 
    “That was amazing, Venia.” 
 
    “I think we work well together,” said the small, green dragon. 
 
    Hilde smiled and kissed her again. She turned and walked away as a couple of weapons masters came up and started removing the harness. They were asking Venia about how it fit and if it needed to be adjusted in any way. She told them it was perfect. 
 
    Walking up to the wizards, Hilde was covered in sweat and still breathing hard, but with a big smile on her face. 
 
    “Good morning husband of mine. I hope we didn’t wake you.” 
 
    “I wish I had woken up a little earlier,” he said as he kissed her good morning. 
 
    Pendivall asked, “So, young lady, what did you learn? I’m assuming something useful.” 
 
    “The biggest fear the dragons had was a rider falling off if they turned or dove too fast. So they were always flying carefully and it was getting them hurt. With the harness, Venia doesn’t need to worry about me anymore and can just fly as she normally would.” 
 
    Pendivall nodded and smiled. 
 
    Brinn looked at her and then at the dragon. 
 
    “I don’t think I could do something like that. Ride a dragon like you do, I mean.” 
 
    “It’s an amazing thing, Brinn. But, it is a bit scary, too.” 
 
    Hilde turned back to Pendivall and said, “Sire, the two dragons that came with you have said they would be willing to take riders themselves if you think it wise.” 
 
    Pendivall nodded and said, “I think it would be a good idea. Two of the Guildenian bowmaidens, I should imagine. They are small and wouldn’t tire the dragons as they carried them.” 
 
    Hilde smiled and said, “I’ll see which two would like to give it a try.” 
 
    Jarell laughed and said, “I have a feeling you’ll have way more volunteers than spots to fill. And shouldn’t you be looking for three riders? I’m sure if you asked nicely, Morgath would take a rider.” 
 
    She looked at him and asked, “Are you not going to be riding Morgath?” 
 
    “No, sweets, I won’t. I will be on the ground with the troops. My place is with them and your place will be above the fight where you can rain your arrows down on the enemy. Putting four of you in the air will be better than three.” 
 
    She smiled and said, “Okay, I’ll ask him.” 
 
    Jarell hugged his wife close and she pushed him away and said, “Ooo, honey, I’m all sweaty and dirty.” 
 
    “And your point is what?” 
 
    She giggled and said, “I’m going to head up to the bathhouse and get cleaned up before breakfast.” 
 
    She turned and walked away and as she did, they all just watched her walk away, her flaming red hair blowing in the breeze as she hiked up the hill. 
 
    Jarell felt Pendivall put a hand on his shoulder and say, “I’m guessing you are glad you waited for the sign.” 
 
    Jarell looked at the older wizard. 
 
    “Master, I had begun to give up hope it would ever happen. But now, I don’t think I could be any happier.” 
 
    Pendivall laughed, “You two are made for each other.” 
 
    They heard Brinn sigh behind them and without even turning around, Pendivall said, “And you will still wait, young apprentice. I don’t care how much you think you love my niece.” 
 
    “Oh man,” sighed Brinn. 
 
    The three of them started up the hill, back to the camp and some breakfast. 
 
      
 
    ~~~~ 
 
      
 
    When the army from Tottenham came marching into the village, there was a lot of gaping mouths and wide eyes. The troops from Bridgehaven were amazed at the sight before them. 
 
    Over three hundred troops were moving up the road from the west, into the small village. The group near the back were the ones generating the most buzz in the crowd. 
 
    Over one hundred royal soldiers were marching in a group, standing at least two feet taller than the rest of the troops. They were all outfitted with their royal armor and weapons, which consisted of a sword, a shield, a long battle pike for most of them and shiny black armor. The armor had the blood red lion of the royal legions emblazoned on the chest. Their helmets had a row of red hair from the front to back, rivaling even Hilde's flaming, red hair. 
 
    Pendivall and Jarell stood in the middle of the road and waited for their arrival. They could feel the pounding of the earth from more than three hundred pairs of feet.  
 
    The pub owner stepped up next to them and looked at the sight. He was mostly looking at the royal soldiers and becoming more and more apprehensive. 
 
    “Oh dear, I don't think I've pulled in nearly enough food and drink for this crowd.” 
 
    Pendivall laughed and patted him on the shoulder. 
 
    “Relax good man. We'll try to keep them out of your pub as much as possible.” 
 
    “You'll do no such thing.” said the pub owner. “When I run out of food and drink, then so be it, but until then, they are welcome in my establishment.” 
 
    “Well, we will only be here for a couple of days before heading west,” said Jarell, “so hopefully you'll be able to last that long.” 
 
    “Looking at those big boys, I don't think I'll be able to last the night,” said the pub owner as he turned and headed anxiously back to the pub. 
 
    As the new troops got closer, Pendivall asked his captains to split the troops off and get them situated within the existing ranks. 
 
    As they were doing this, Pendivall noticed about a third of the troops were women and all the troops were wearing battlewear and had swords, shields and bows and arrows. He looked closer and saw some of the battlewear showed signs of use and had holes and even, some blood stains on them. 
 
    He called one of the men over who appeared to be in charge of these new troops and asked them about this. 
 
    “Where did these weapons and battlewear come from?” 
 
    “We came through Guilden, sire. These are weapons and battlewear from the first battles in the Eastern Desert. They made as many repairs and cleaned them as much as possible, but they didn't have enough time. We were leaving to come here, but they didn't want us leaving without getting us supplied.” 
 
    Hilde hung her head when she heard where the things had come from. 
 
    “Why the sadness, Hilde?” asked Pendivall. 
 
    She looked at him and said, “I was there when these items were removed from the dead and wounded troops. It was a sad thing to witness.” 
 
    “It would be even sadder, m'lady,” said the soldier, “if these troops had nothing but sticks and rocks to fight with at the gates of Terranasia. It is regrettable the history these items have seen, but they are most welcome by the troops that have them now.” 
 
    “Hilde,” said Jarell, “why don't you go to the bowmaidens and have them go through these new troops and make sure their bows and arrows are ready for a battle. Brinn, you can do the same with the new swordsmen. Let us know what you find later this afternoon.” 
 
    Hilde and Brinn took off with the soldier and headed into the camp. As they walked away, the group of royal soldiers stopped in the road right in front of the two wizards. 
 
    One stepped forward and nodded to them. 
 
    “I am Captain Belgard. Just point us in the right direction and we’ll set our tents and prepare for the coming battle.” 
 
    “Captain, good to have you with us,” said Jarell, pointing toward an open area on the edge of the encampment. “If you want to set up right over there, that would be fine.” 
 
    Pendivall spoke up and said, “We’ll be meeting in the pub this evening for dinner and I’d like you to join us.” 
 
    Belgard nodded to him and then turned around and got his men heading down the hill to the spot Jarell had pointed to. There were about a dozen oxen, loaded down with supplies that followed them down the hill. 
 
    As the two wizards watched them go, Pendivall said, “I think the ogres at the gates to Terranasia would be quite wise to turn and run right now.” 
 
    Jarell laughed and said, “I don’t think you can use the words ‘wise’ and ‘ogre’ in the same sentence.” 
 
    They laughed as they turned and headed down the hill to the center of the encampment and the central tent. 
 
      
 
    ~~~~ 
 
      
 
    “So, Master Jarell,” said Captain Belgard, “what you’re saying is, during the battles in the Eastern Desert, only one royal soldier has seen any action?” 
 
    The group was sitting around four tables in the pub and they all looked at the large royal soldier. 
 
    “That is correct, captain.” said Jarell. “Captain Jong just happened to be part of Sigarick’s army that entered the desert at Black Mountain, where Kerrick chose to attack first. The rest of the royal soldiers were still with Claudious and still hours away by the time the fighting ended.” 
 
    “Hmmm,” grunted Belgard. “I’m sure that didn’t sit well with them.” 
 
    “It did not and now, they are all on rotating duty at the top of Black Mountain, keeping an eye on the desert.” 
 
    “And how many royal soldiers are there now in Rosemoor and on the top of Black Mountain?” he asked. 
 
    “There are eighteen. Is that significant?” 
 
    Belgard shrugged his shoulders and said, “I’m just thinking you should have brought them here. It sounds like we’re heading toward a fight they would love to be part of.” 
 
    “That may be true,” said Jarell, “but, we needed to leave some of our most capable troops watching over the desert in case Kerrick decides to start something again.” 
 
    “Well, from what I’m hearing, it’s not Kerrick who is going to be starting anything. We may eventually have to go into the Eastern Desert and hunt him down.” 
 
    Jarell looked at him and said, “That point has been made and it might just come down to that. But, our troops suffered great losses in the battle and we just weren’t ready to go charging into the desert, looking for him.” 
 
    “Well, after we’re done in Terranasia, maybe that can be our next stop.” 
 
    “Maybe so, captain. And if it comes to that, I would be honored to go with you into the desert.” 
 
    Belgard nodded to the wizard, knowing he was a capable warrior and would be good to have in a fight. 
 
    Pendivall looked across the table at Brinn and Hilde and asked, “So, what did your missions reveal this afternoon?” 
 
    Hilde spoke first and said, “The bows and arrows look like they will be useful, but there are some damaged ones in the group. They also have some of those wicked arrows gathered up from Kerrick’s forces. I’m hesitant to let the bowmaidens use them, but I remember Kerrick’s soldiers weren’t reluctant to use them on us in the desert. Maybe Kerrick will rethink using those arrows, since I put one in him as he was flying away.” 
 
    Jarell smiled and nodded to his wife. 
 
    “Most of the swords are still in good repair,” said Brinn. “We have a couple of guild weapons masters doing what they can to make the repairs, but without the materials they need from Terranasia, they are limited in what they can do.” 
 
    “Also,” said Hilde, “there are a couple guild seamstresses trying to make whatever repairs they can to the battlewear, but there is a lot more work than they can complete in a day or so.” 
 
    Pendivall nodded and said, “Okay, go back to the guild masters after dinner and let them know they have two more full days here. We will be leaving three mornings hence, repaired or not.” 
 
    Hilde and Brinn nodded. 
 
    Then Pendivall turned to Belgard and said, “Captain, I think it would be wise for you to send a handful of troops to the gates of Terranasia and do a little spying. When Brinn and I walked into the attack with our few troops, the ogres came out of nowhere. They were on us before we had time to react. I think it would be better to have a little more information about what’s going on around the gates before we get there this time.” 
 
    “I will send a small group tomorrow and have them meet us on the road there in about six days.” 
 
    “Anything else?” asked the old wizard, looking about the room. 
 
    No one answered. 
 
    “Alright. Let’s see to the troops and start getting them ready for the march out of here in three mornings.” 
 
    The gathering broke up and filed out of the pub and headed off to their assigned duties. Hilde and Brinn headed for the guild masters and then she wanted to see how the weapons masters were coming along on the harnesses for the other three dragons. 
 
      
 
    ~~~~ 
 
      
 
    The next two days were spent in training and fixing weapons. The guild masters proved to be wizards in their own right, by making repairs they thought wouldn’t be possible. The seamstresses made what repairs they could to the battlewear and most of it looked as good as new, though they did warn those troops wearing the garments to try and not get injured again. 
 
    There were three healers that had accompanied the smaller group from Rosemoor and spent those two days going through the encampment, making sure everyone was well fed and taken care of. A couple of them spent a little more time than necessary with the royal soldiers and the older, wiser healer had to get them refocused on their true mission. 
 
    Hilde had started working with three of the bowmaidens and the dragons and found they were natural allies. Well, two of them were. 
 
    She did find Morgath a bit difficult about taking on a rider. 
 
    “I will not go into battle with a man strapped onto my back!” roared the dragon. 
 
    “I’m not asking you to,” said Hilde. “You’ll be taking a woman. A bowmaiden to be exact.” 
 
    “That’s even worse!” 
 
    “What’s the matter, cousin?” asked Venia. “Are you too good to work with a woman?” 
 
    Morgath looked at her and his eyes grew to narrow slits. Venia just looked at him and laughed. 
 
    Then Morgath felt someone tap him on the neck and he turned and looked down. He found himself staring into the eyes of a beautiful, young Guildenian bowmaiden, who barely reached four and a half feet tall. 
 
    “I promise Lord Morgath, you won’t even know I’m there.” 
 
    As their eyes met, he saw the twinkle in her eyes and he was completely undone. He lowered his head to her and she reached up and stroked the side of his face and then she kissed him on the nose. 
 
    In a much softer tone, he said, “It would break my heart if you got hurt, sweet lady.” 
 
    “Just as it would break my heart if you fell,” she said. “So, let’s work together and make sure neither of those things happen.” 
 
    “What is your name?” 
 
    “I am Caroline, daughter of Arten, master of the Weapon maker’s Guild.” 
 
    He bowed his head and said, “Caroline of Guilden, I shall be your dragon and you shall be my rider.” 
 
    She placed her forehead against the ridge of his face and they could feel an energy flow between them. 
 
    “Alright, let’s get some practice in before it gets dark,” said Hilde. 
 
    Within a few minutes, four dragons lifted into the sky with their riders and during the last hour of daylight, no target was safe from their attacks. 
 
    Pendivall and Jarell stood on the hilltop, with a couple hundred spectators and watched the display of aerial combat. Right after Hilde and Venia destroyed a particularly difficult target, Jarell tapped Pendivall on the shoulder with his staff. 
 
    “That’s my girl!” 
 
    Pendivall looked at him and saw the younger wizard smiling from ear-to-ear. 
 
      
 
      
 
   


 
  

   
 
    Chapter 2 ~ Walking Through A Dream 
 
      
 
    “Garlan!” 
 
    Marnell found herself laying on the ground, but it wasn’t the ground she remembered from just a moment ago. 
 
    In a flash of light her world was gone. There was no pain, except for the distress felt when witnessing Sigarick being struck down and falling from the cliff. Her heart felt as if it was being ripped from her chest. Her beloved’s vision was coming true. 
 
    Where was she now? Surely this wasn’t what awaited her on the other side of the veil. When first becoming aware of this place, she thought she must be dead. 
 
    Remembering the fireball from the dark wizard and just before it hit, she remembered looking to her right and seeing Garlan hit with an arrow. She remembered seeing the blood on his leg and seeing him fall to his knees. 
 
    What concerned her the most was the enemy soldier coming up behind him with his sword held high. The last thing she remembered, just as the fireball hit her shield, was screaming Garlan's name, hoping to warn him about the soldier. 
 
    Then the fireball blasted through her shield. It was one of the strongest forces she had ever felt. Her shield weakened and the blast of heat and fire knocked her backwards, off her feet. That was the last thing she remembered. 
 
    When she awoke and looked around, her surroundings were unfamiliar. She was also without her staff, but then, all of a sudden, it was in her hand. Looking down, she still wore her battlewear.  
 
    If it was the life after, where were the ones that had gone before, the ones that would surely welcome her to this new plane of existence? 
 
    She knew that Sigarick had fallen and was most likely dead, so he should have been there. So, where was he? 
 
    Looking around again, her vision was covered as the land was shrouded in a white mist. The fog was so thick she couldn’t see more than a couple feet in front. She turned one way and then the other and couldn’t tell which way was which. Holding her hand right in front of her face, she could see it, but lost it when extending her arm. 
 
    “Interesting.” 
 
    She could hear a sound to her left, but what it was eluded her. It was familiar, but it was muffled and indistinct. Like hearing wind in the trees, but listening to it from underwater. 
 
    There was only one answer to where she was. She was in the deep sleep. She wasn’t dead and hadn’t passed over. Finding her way out of this mist was the most important task at the moment. 
 
    Taking a couple of cautious steps, she could feel sand and small pebbles beneath her boots. It was soft and her feet sank into it, like sand on a beach. 
 
    Kneeling down, she scooped up a handful of sand and looked at it. It was as white as snow, but it felt familiar, just like the sand on the beach of the lake near her childhood home.  
 
    Standing up, she waved her hand in front of her face and noticed the fog moved with the movement. Looking back down, she saw the ground was becoming dimly visible through the mist. 
 
    Holding the Staff of Fire in front of herself, she cast a small whirlwind that caused the fog to start moving around her.  As the fog picked up speed it started to lift and she saw that she was on a beach. The whiteness of the sand dimmed and became the light brown she was accustomed to. 
 
    The muffled sound became clearer in her ears. It was the sound of the small waves lapping on the shoreline. The sun was low in the sky, out over the water, but she couldn't tell if it was early morning or late afternoon. 
 
    The fog continued to lift and she saw trees and a path leading into them. Looking out at the water one last time, she turned and headed for the path. 
 
    After about an hour of walking, she came out of the trees and found herself at the edge of a large meadow. A light breeze blew the scent of wildflowers to her nose and breathing it in, it refreshed her and opened her senses even more. There were butterflies flitting from one flower to another and a couple of honey bees stopped what they were doing and came to investigate her. She looked at them and smiled. 
 
    “How are you this fine morning?” 
 
    They didn’t say much. She never acquired the ability to talk to animals and insects like Garlan. When she found her way back to him, he was going to have to teach her how it was done.  
 
    After the bees flew away, back to gathering their pollen, she looked across the meadow, above the trees on the other side and was surprised to see the top of a castle in the distance. 
 
    Somehow, it looked familiar. 
 
    “Okay Marnell, something tells me we're not in the life beyond the veil.” 
 
    Another hour of walking through the meadow, then through the trees, led her to the gates of the castle. Standing there dumbstruck, she couldn’t believe the vision on the other side of the gate. 
 
    “This is Whitestone. What in the world?” 
 
    Taking a couple of steps, she found herself through the gate and at the front door and then another two steps and she was in the great room.  
 
    She turned around and looked back, not being able to remember opening the gate or the door, or for that matter, walking through them. 
 
    Some noise coming from the kitchen area caught her ear and she walked toward the sound. Molly was there, preparing a fairly large meal which surprised Marnell because she thought Molly was the only one at Whitestone. 
 
    There was some noise coming from outside and she moved to a window and saw a dozen or so women and children working in the food garden. 
 
    She recognized a couple of the women as being from Tottenham. Obviously, Molly had taken in some refugees from that village after it was attacked. Walking over to Molly, she placed a hand on her shoulder. 
 
    “Miss Molly?” 
 
    Molly kept working. 
 
    “Molly!” she said a little louder. 
 
    Molly kept working, oblivious to the young wizard standing right behind her and yelling her name. 
 
    “Kind of strange, don’t you think?” 
 
    Marnell whirled around and saw the dark wizard standing in the doorway, his hood pulled low over his face, his staff with two crystals in his right hand. He was hunched over and his hand was scarred and burned, almost to the bone. 
 
    “What have you done to me?” 
 
    “Oh, I decided to take you off the field of battle. Wouldn’t want such a beautiful, young lady to get hurt, now would we?” 
 
    Marnell stepped away from Molly and toward the dark wizard. 
 
    “Why bother with the hood? I know who you are.” 
 
    “Oh, I’m sorry,” he said as he pushed the hood off his head. In place of the dark, evil face she remembered, there was a dark helmet with a gold mask. 
 
    “Kerrick of Tottenham,” she said. 
 
    She could see he bristled at the sound of that village name. 
 
    “I don’t ever want to hear that name again!” 
 
    “Why, because you left them to fend for themselves against the Teagan family? You ran away into the desert and left them.” 
 
    He yelled, “You have no idea what I went through, little lady. There was a lot more of them than there was of me.” 
 
    “And yet, a twenty-three year old apprentice cleared them out of the village in less than an hour!” 
 
    She looked at him a little closer. 
 
    “So, why the mask? Did you have a little trouble in the Eastern Desert?” 
 
    Kerrick looked at her through the eye holes of the mask. She could feel the hate and anger pouring out of them. 
 
    “A gift from your little, redheaded friend. The next time I see her, I shall turn her inside out, killing her in the most painful and lasting way possible.” 
 
    “Taken down by a mere, mortal woman. How embarrassing.” 
 
    Kerrick’s eyes blazed as his anger grew. He moved past her and took a step toward Molly. He reached out his hand and ran it over the housekeeper’s back. Molly stiffened and gasped for breath. She gripped the edge of the counter to steady herself. 
 
    “You leave her alone!” yelled Marnell as she started toward them. 
 
    “I can do whatever I want. You have no power here,” Kerrick said with a muffled laugh behind the mask. 
 
    Marnell took another step and the Staff of Fire began to glow. Kerrick saw that and the fire in his eyes dimmed and was replaced with fear. There was no way she should have the power of her staff. 
 
    Kerrick started backing away, as Marnell got to Molly and reached her own hand out and ran it over the housekeeper’s back. Molly instantly became relaxed and her breathing returned to normal. After a few deep breaths, she went back to the work she was doing. 
 
    “That’s impossible!” yelled Kerrick. 
 
    Marnell continued walking toward him and the Staff of Fire glowed even more fiercely. 
 
    “Maybe you’re not quite as powerful as you think you are, Kerrick.” 
 
    Kerrick backed up to the doorway and looked at her. 
 
    “We’ll see.” 
 
    He turned and stepped through the door and when Marnell followed him into the great room, she found there was no one there. He had completely vanished. 
 
    Just then she heard the back door open and turned to see a young girl, maybe five or six years old, come in. 
 
    “Miss Molly, here’s some potatoes for dinner,” said the little girl, as she held up a small basket full of potatoes. 
 
    “Why thank you, Nellie. Go tell the others that dinner will be ready in about thirty minutes.” 
 
    “Yes ma’am,” said Nellie as she scampered back out the door. 
 
    Marnell stepped back into the kitchen and just watched Molly. She looked down at her hands and then back at Molly. She definitely had the ability to influence things in this plane of existence, but making herself heard eluded her. She was going to have to figure out a way to get out of here. If Kerrick could send her here, then finding her way out should be possible. 
 
    Then she thought about how Kerrick had acted shocked when she countered his magic on Molly. It had scared him and when she advanced toward him, he turned tail and ran. Apparently she wasn’t as helpless as he thought. 
 
    She sat down on a chair and watched Molly, taking in the sights and sounds and smells of the kitchen. She had only spent a couple of days here with Sigarick, Pendivall and the two apprentices, but it had seemed more like home than any place she remembered. 
 
    Her parents had died when she was young and she didn’t remember much about them. Spending a couple of years living with her aunt and uncle just wasn’t the same. Her aunt and uncle tried to provide a good home for her, but they were old and their own children were gone from the home. It was not their first desire to raise another child at that time in their lives. 
 
    When Pendivall had approached her and her aunt in the marketplace that one morning, when she was eight years old, he had made the strangest offer to her. Her aunt was a bit hesitant to let her niece leave with the old wizard, but there was something about the old man that set her mind at ease. 
 
    After going home to get her things and to say good-bye to her uncle and cousins, she left with the old wizard and followed him to Castle Greyton. 
 
    When she walked through the front door of the small castle, spinning around, looking at the high ceilings and the grand staircase, she knew. She was exactly where she was meant to be. 
 
    Pendivall had been amazed at how quickly she picked up her lessons and became as powerful as he was ever going to be able to make her. For the first time in recorded history, he sent a fourteen-year-old girl into the Land Of The Dragons, before she had even ventured into The Pit for her wizard’s duel. 
 
    If Gallen hadn’t been so impressed with her and told him to send her, he never would have considered it. Gallen even lent her his old staff, the Staff of Hellfire, to use in her trials in the Land Of The Dragons. He made her promise to take care of it and return it when she was finished. Being the grand wizard of the council, Gallen carried the Staff of Wyndweir with the Star of Wyndweir in its head, so he didn’t need two staffs. 
 
    Eight years later she came back to Castle Greyton, a beautiful, grown woman and more powerful than the old wizard could have imagined. When he thought of putting her name forward for the next Wizard’s Duel, he giggled with glee, thinking this was going to be the first real chance he had to have an apprentice that could defeat one of Sigarick’s students. 
 
    He had heard of this Garlan kid that Sigarick was training and he was supposed to be good. Supposed to be one of the most powerful wizards ever. But, Sigarick had never met or even heard of Marnell and he wanted to keep it that way. 
 
    This was going to be fun. 
 
    Marnell smiled to herself, as she sat in the Whitestone kitchen and remembered back to that day she first saw Garlan and how he had bravely walked the entire length of The Pit and introduced himself. Then he took her hand and kissed it and they both felt the shock of electricity flow through their arms. At the time, neither one of them knew what it meant. All she knew was her heart was lost to him at that very moment. 
 
    Molly began moving food from the kitchen into the dining area of the great hall and as she did, Marnell could smell the great aromas of the food. She knew exactly what Garlan was talking about when he said she was the best cook in all the land. 
 
    After she was finished setting the dining table, Molly went to the back door and called out to those in the garden that dinner was ready. Marnell got up and walked to a spot right behind Molly and watched as all the children and women came in. They all stepped into the kitchen and washed their hands and then into the dining room and took their seats. 
 
    After they all got seated, they bowed their heads in silent thanks to the earth for providing their meal. After a quiet moment, Molly asked if anyone wanted to say anything. A young woman, about seventeen, stood up and looked at Molly. Molly sat back down and nodded to her. 
 
    “I just want to say thank you to Miss Molly for taking us in and caring for us. I also want to thank everyone here for being here as a group. After our village was destroyed, we came here as a group and we have stayed together. I know we’re all scared for our men, our brothers, our fathers and our husbands. I ask that the spirit of the earth watch over them and protect them as they fight to rid the land of the evil that has arisen. I look for the day that they come back to us, safe and sound.” 
 
    After she was finished, she sat down and Molly smiled and nodded to her again. 
 
    “Eat up everyone. We’ve all worked hard today and I’m sure you’re all hungry.” 
 
    Marnell stood back and watched the group begin eating and talking among themselves. Feeling a warmth rise up in her chest, she knew she would do everything to keep them safe and help to defeat Kerrick. She wasn’t sure how to accomplish this from her prison, but she needed to find a way. 
 
    Marnell walked around the dining table as the women and children continued to eat. She felt her love for Molly grow even stronger, knowing she was looking after these people. It should have been expected though. Cliffrock Castle, where she and Claudious lived, was the castle that watched over Tottenham. These were her people. 
 
    Marnell turned and walked up the stairs to the second floor where the bedrooms were. Again, she didn’t remember climbing the stairs, but she suddenly found herself on the second floor. 
 
    Peeking into a couple of rooms, she found the one that Sean had been living in. She felt a wave of warmth wash over her because she knew before Sean moved into this room, it was Garlan's. 
 
    She walked over and sat down on the bed. Closing her eyes, she could feel the spirit of her husband in the room. She knew he had spent every night of his life for fifteen years in this room. His spirit was still very much present. 
 
    That warmth, gave way to a wave of fear and anxiety. She didn’t know what had happened to Garlan after her last sight of him. Was he dead? Did he somehow survive the attack from the enemy soldier? She had so wanted to warn him, but she was too far away. 
 
    She wrapped her arms across her chest, with her staff held up against her body, letting her mind go. She tried desperately to seek out the spirit of Garlan, to touch him and let him know she was safe. But, his spirit was nowhere to be found. In her mind, this meant only one thing. He had passed through the veil. It was everything she could do to deny that and remain hopeful that he was safe and alive on the other side of her prison wall. 
 
    Stepping back into the hallway and looking out one of the high windows, she could see the moonlight streaming in and took a deep breath of the night air. The night creatures, the insects and animals were making their usual sounds. 
 
    Then, all the sounds stopped. The whole world outside became completely quiet. The silence was broken a few seconds later when she heard the unmistakable sound of dragon wings beating the air. The tree tops visible through the window were being thrashed by the wind. 
 
    Running down the hallway to the stairs, she found herself in the great room. The women and children heard the sound and Molly was yelling at them to get into the kitchen and out the back door. 
 
    As the last of them disappeared through the kitchen door, Marnell turned and faced the front door, just as it exploded inward with fire. Casting a shield, the fire and wood blasted past her. 
 
    Stepping through the door and looking up, she saw Kerrick on the back of a red dragon, his staff glowing green and white as he was getting ready to cast another fireball. The dragon was also getting ready to let loose with another fireball. 
 
    Marnell unleashed a fireball of her own, but only Kerrick could see it. 
 
    He laughed, knowing that she was trapped on a different plane from the dragon. He stopped laughing when the fireball hit the dragon in the middle of its chest and it screeched in pain. The dragon couldn’t see the fireball, but it certainly could feel it. 
 
    Marnell let loose with another one and Kerrick tried to get the dragon to turn away from it, but it was too late. It caught the dragon just in front of his tail and almost knocked him out of the sky. 
 
    The dragon decided it had had enough of this unseen terror and wheeled and started heading away, over the mountain. Kerrick was trying to get him to stop and go back, but the dragon had a mind of its own. Within seconds, they disappeared over the mountains and back into the Eastern Desert. 
 
      
 
    ~~~~ 
 
      
 
    Molly and the others had run from the back of the castle and hid in the ditches in the field. The little ones were terrified and the mothers were trying to keep them quiet, so they wouldn’t attract the attention of the dark wizard and the dragon. 
 
    Molly could see the dragon in the sky in front of the castle and she could see the dark wizard on its back. What she could also see, but couldn’t understand, was the dragon screeching in pain and flying in such a way that showed it was trying to get away from something. When the dragon was attacked again by the unseen force, he turned and flew away over the mountains. 
 
    Molly wasn’t sure what she had just witnessed, but she was quite sure that something or someone had saved them. 
 
    She got everyone up and out of the ditches, took a quick headcount to make sure everyone was okay and then got them all back into the castle. 
 
    They moved into the great room and looked at the destroyed door and the soot on the walls from the dragon fire. She stood for a moment, looking around and all the others gathered around her. 
 
    Thinking that it would be best to get everyone gathered up and heading up the road to Rosemoor, she looked at their anxious faces. She wondered if it had been foolish to stay here in the castle all alone, just a bunch of women and children, when all the men had left the area to go fight the war against Kerrick. 
 
    “Okay, everyone,” she said, “upstairs and get your travel bags packed and back down here as fast as you can. We’re leaving right now.” 
 
    “Where are we going to go, Miss Molly?” asked Nellie. 
 
    “We’re going to Rosemoor, sweetheart.” 
 
    As she waited for them to return, she looked around the great room. Even though she couldn’t see the young wizard standing there next to her, she could feel something. 
 
    “Thank you for your help, whoever you are.” 
 
    Within a few minutes, the entire group of women and children were headed north on the road to Rosemoor. What they didn’t know was that they had another tagging along with them. 
 
    Marnell would walk every step of the way with them and keep them safe. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


 
  

   
 
    Chapter 3 ~ Heading For Trouble 
 
      
 
    Within five days, the small army had moved from Bridgehaven, to just a one day walk from the gates leading into Terranasia. A halt was called for the evening and a hasty camp was set up among the trees. 
 
    As Jarell and Pendivall walked through the camp, they could feel the growing apprehension among the ordinary troops. They didn’t feel it from the Guildenians or the royal soldiers. So, they spent a considerable amount of time talking to those troops that were feeling it the most. 
 
    As they sat around their fires that evening, Jarell, Pendivall, Hilde and Brinn ate their suppers and talked about what lay ahead of them. Brinn was beginning to feel the same uneasiness some of the troops were feeling, because he had been here before. He had felt the sting of an ogre’s club during the attack just a few weeks before and how it had almost ended his life. 
 
    As they sat there, Brinn asked Pendivall, “Master, we've already seen the ogres at the gates of Terranasia. What makes you think this time is going to be different from the last?” 
 
    “The element of surprise my boy.” 
 
    “Who's going to be surprised?” 
 
    “Well, they will be, naturally. They will be very surprised that we've come back after the beating they gave us last time. The last time we walked right into an ambush. We're not making that mistake again.” 
 
    Then Jarell looked at Brinn and said, “Brinn, I don’t think you need to worry about the ogres this time. Last time you came here, you didn’t bring over one hundred royal soldiers. Those soldiers are just looking for a battle with the ogres. I’m guessing that they are hoping there are at least one hundred ogres at the gates, so they can each have one to kill.” 
 
    Hilde reached out and squeezed Brinn’s arm. 
 
    “We’re going to be just fine.” 
 
    “Well,” said Pendivall, “I’m taking these old bones to bed. Brinn, don’t stay up too late.” 
 
    “Yes, master. I’ll be along in a few minutes.” 
 
    The elderly wizard stood up and headed toward where their sleeping mats were set up. Jarell watched him go and then he stood up and said, “I’m going to make one more round through the troops and then head for bed myself.” 
 
    He looked down at Hilde and she said, “I’ll wait for you here. I want to talk to Brinn for a moment.” 
 
    “Hmm. Okay, I’ll see you when I get back.” 
 
    He turned and headed into the trees and disappeared among the troops. 
 
    Hilde considered the young apprentice and didn’t say anything at first. She just studied him. He picked up a stick and stirred the coals around in the fire, trying not to meet her gaze. 
 
    “What was it like, the last time you went to the gate?” 
 
    “It was terrible, Lady Hilde. My master was struck down immediately and there was nothing I could do. Sean was wounded and taken out of the fight quickly and that just left me.” 
 
    “From what I understand, you killed an ogre trying to defend your master and friend. How many young apprentices do you know that have killed an ogre?” 
 
    “They almost killed me.” 
 
    “And yet, you are still alive.” 
 
    “Only because Master Garlan entered my mind and prevented me from crossing through the veil. He convinced me it wasn’t my time to go.” 
 
    “And was he wrong?” 
 
    “No, m’lady!” 
 
    Hilde nodded and then said, “Let me tell you something about you apprentices. Blair showed amazing strength, fighting off Kerrick and his red dragon when they attacked Greenvale. And Sean? Oh my goodness. In that battle in the Eastern Desert, he waded right into the midst of the fight, casting shielding spells and helping any of the troops that he could. He even helped Jong bring down an ogre, and Captain Jong was quite grateful. He fought alongside the bowmaidens and protected them as best he could.” 
 
    Looking steadfastly at him, she could see she was starting to get through. 
 
    “Even though you three are the youngest of all on the battlefield, I feel better knowing that you’re there, fighting with us. Maybe, when this is all over, you’ll have your own tales to tell to Blair and Sean.” 
 
    “Well, they already know I killed an ogre.” 
 
    “There you go,” she said with a smile. 
 
    “I guess I should think about looking after the bowmaidens,” said Brinn. 
 
    Hilde giggled and said, “While I’m convinced they will appreciate your help, they can look out for themselves. Do not put yourself in any unnecessary danger trying to protect them. They won’t like it and the first person they will tell is Millicent, when we get back.” 
 
    Brinn pursed his lips as he thought about the wrath he would feel if Millicent heard he had done something stupid in the middle of a battle. 
 
    “You really love her, don’t you?” 
 
    “I do. I think she’s the one for me.” 
 
    “You think? Didn’t you feel the sign the first time you touched her?” 
 
    “He wouldn’t feel the sign.” 
 
    They both turned and saw Jarell walking back into the firelight. 
 
    “He wouldn’t?” 
 
    “No, sweetheart,” said Jarell as he sat down, “he won’t feel the sign until after he passes his trials and becomes a full, master wizard.” 
 
    “But, I love her,” said Brinn. “Are you saying that I might possibly never feel the sign with her?” 
 
    “That is correct and you won’t know until you become a master wizard. It makes no difference whether you love her or not.” 
 
    “Well, then how did Garlan feel the sign the first time he touched Lady Marnell? He wasn’t a master wizard at the time.” 
 
    “Yes, but you’re forgetting one thing. Lady Marnell had already been to the Land of the Dragons and passed her trial there. She was already a master wizard and only needed to defeat Garlan in the duel to get her staff.” 
 
    “Oh,” said Brinn. “So he didn’t feel the sign because of his own abilities. He felt it because of hers.” 
 
    “Right and if he had been smart, he would have run as fast as he could to get out of that pit. There was no way he was going to best her in the duel.” 
 
    “Okay,” said Hilde, “then that brings up a problem.” 
 
    Jarell looked at her and could read her face. 
 
    “Blair,” he said. 
 
    “Yes, I was just assuming it was the shock of the sign that caused Lissette to fall back into her coma, when they first touched hands. You’re saying it wasn’t?” 
 
    “That is correct. Something else caused her to react to him when she saw him.” 
 
    “What do you think it was?” 
 
    “Honey, I don’t know. Her mind is closed to all of us, including her sister and has been ever since it was invaded by Kerrick. She has definitely not told us everything about his attack on her.” 
 
    “I felt so bad abandoning her there like that.” 
 
    “We all did, but she is being looked after by the best of the healers. Trust in them to do their best work with her.” 
 
    The conversation lagged and Jarell stood up and held out his hand to Hilde. 
 
    “I think it’s time for all of us to get some sleep. We should be meeting with the scouts in the morning and then quite possibly, trying to breach the gates.” 
 
    Hilde took his hand and stood up and Brinn stood up, too. As they walked to where the wizards had set up their sleeping mats, they could hear some pounding on steel, somewhere across the encampment. 
 
    “What is that sound?” asked Brinn. 
 
    “That is the blacksmiths hammering out something. I wanted to see what they were working on, but they sent me away.” 
 
    “They sent you away?” asked Hilde. 
 
    “Yes, they did. Said it was going to be a surprise. I didn’t argue. You ever see the arms on those blacksmiths? They’re as big as the royal soldiers’ arms.” 
 
    “Hmmm. A surprise,” mused Hilde. 
 
      
 
    ~~~~ 
 
      
 
    The next morning after the morning meals were taken, the troops started massing and getting ready to move out. Hilde and her bowmaidens fastened the harnesses on their dragons, getting ready for another day of flying watch over the troops. 
 
    All their preparations were interrupted by the sound of laughter coming from the troops along the outer edge of the gathering. The troops began to part and the wizards and dragons watched as eight Guildenians came walking through the crowd. What was funny was each pair of Guildenians were underneath some large, metal helmets that were nearly dragging the ground. The Guildenians were holding their hands as high above their heads as they could, but it was a struggle for them. 
 
    Jarell stepped forward and met them, and they stopped and ducked out from under the enormous helmets. 
 
    “Okay, I can see what you were working on last night, but I fail to see of what use these extremely large helmets will be. They are much too large for the royal soldiers, and they already have their own helmets.” 
 
    “Sire,” said the head blacksmith, “these aren’t for the royal soldiers. These are for them.” 
 
    The blacksmith pointed behind Jarell and he turned and looked at the four confused dragons. 
 
    “From what we’ve been told about the battle in the Eastern Desert, the dragons that were brought down by Kerrick’s troops were done in by arrows to the head. Now, we all know an arrow to a dragon’s body is useless. They will just bounce off. But, the head is vulnerable, especially the eyes and we’re going to try to protect them as best we can.” 
 
    Jarell looked at the four helmets sitting on the ground and then back at the dragons. 
 
    “These just might save your lives,” he said to the great beasts. 
 
    Venia stepped forward and leaned down and sniffed at the smallest of the helmets. She wasn’t sure if she liked this idea, but she remembered how many of her fellow dragons had been brought down in the Eastern Desert and how it had happened. 
 
    “I’m worried about the weight.” she said. “It was a struggle for you to bear them.” 
 
    “Princess Venia,” said the blacksmith, “we are just small, Guildenians. You are a mighty dragon. These helmets should weigh no more than your riders.” 
 
    “I shall try it,” she said. 
 
    “Excellent,” said the blacksmith as he motioned for some of his helpers to assist him in putting the helmet on the small, green dragon. 
 
    After they had placed the armor on her head and buckled the straps, she gave her head a shake and the helmet sat perfectly where it was supposed to. There were narrow ledges of steel under each eye to defend them from any arrows from the ground. The soft parts behind her jaw and at the top of her neck were protected by material made of chain mail. 
 
    “Can you open your mouth without difficulty?” asked the blacksmith. 
 
    When Venia revealed that she could, he said, “Great. There should be no hindrance to your ability to cast fireballs.” 
 
    Hilde stepped forward to inspect her. 
 
    “You’re looking more and more like a warrior every day, Venia.” 
 
    “I don’t need armor to be a warrior,” said the dragon with scrunched up eyebrows. 
 
    “No, you don’t,” laughed Hilde as she rubbed her dragon’s snout. 
 
    One by one, each of the dragons were fitted with their helmet and armor and they all fit perfectly. These blacksmiths were definitely some of the best in the land. 
 
    Pendivall called an end to the merriment and issued the order to move out. He wanted to be within a couple of hours from the gates when they met with the scouts. 
 
      
 
    ~~~~ 
 
      
 
    Just after they had stopped for the day, only about an hour from the gates, the six scouts came into camp and went directly to the wizards and Captain Belgard. 
 
    “So, what are we up against?” asked Jarell. 
 
    The lead scout spoke up and said, “Sire, it looks as if the gates have been deserted. We crept in close, to the tops of the hills overlooking the gates and didn’t see any sign of the ogres or enemy troops. We were actually able to go to the gates, break through them and push them open. It doesn’t appear they’ve been abandoned for very long, but rest assured, there is no one there.” 
 
    Pendivall paced back and forth. 
 
    “This makes no sense. Why would they abandon the gates? When last we were here, there were at least a dozen ogres and troops defending the gates. That they would just pick up and leave without some sort of fight is beyond ridiculous.” 
 
    Brinn spoke up softly, “Could it be that Kerrick is so weak or even dead, that his hold on the lands has been lost?” 
 
    Everyone turned and looked at the young apprentice. He wanted to crawl into a hole and hide. 
 
    “That is a real possibility,” said Jarell, “but I still don’t like it. It smells like a trap.” 
 
    “I guess we continue on,” said Pendivall. “We’re not going to find any answers sitting here.” 
 
    “Agreed,” said Jarell. “We leave in the morning?” 
 
    Pendivall nodded and Captain Belgard left the meeting to go get the troops ready. Pendivall and Jarell sat at the fire with the other two and there was silence for a moment 
 
    Hilde broke the silence and said, “There is no way this fight has ended this quickly. I think Brinn may be correct. Kerrick has lost his hold for the time being, but I feel that is merely temporary.” 
 
    Pendivall looked at her and nodded. 
 
    “I fear you are correct m’lady. We need to get to the gates and through them and determine what is going on in Terranasia. We may discover a land that has been destroyed by the dark wizard, but we also may find a land that is getting back to what it was before he took it over.” 
 
    Jarell spoke up, “Whatever the case, I think Hilde and her riders need to get in the air at first light and scout the area ahead of our arrival.” 
 
    Hilde looked at her husband and nodded. 
 
    “Go as far as you think you can safely,” said Jarell, “and see what you find. Do not place yourself in any danger.” 
 
    Pendivall stood up and said, “Well, this old wizard is heading to sleep. I suggest you all do the same. First light will be here before you know it.” 
 
    He turned and walked away, and Brinn stood and got ready to follow him. At that moment he turned back to the other two. 
 
    “Do you really think this war isn’t over yet?” 
 
    Jarell looked up at him and shook his head. 
 
    “Not by a long shot, young wizard. I doubt we have seen the last of Kerrick.” 
 
    Brinn hung his head and took a deep breath. 
 
    Hilde smiled and said, “I’m sure she’s missing you as much as you do her.” 
 
    Brinn looked up at her and smiled. 
 
    “I do miss her, but I’m much happier she is still in Rosemoor and safe.” 
 
    Then he said good night and turned and walked away into the darkness. 
 
   


 
  

   
 
    Chapter 4 ~ Freeing The Already Freed 
 
      
 
    The following morning the camp was a flurry of activity. Oxen were loaded and meals were eaten hastily.   
 
    After the sun began poking over the mountains to the east, Pendivall and Jarell stood in a grassy clearing with the four mighty dragons and their gallant riders. The dragons were outfitted with their new helmets and they looked fierce and primed for battle. 
 
    “You are not to do any fighting,” said Pendivall to the dragons. “You are only on a scouting mission, to find out what is going on around the gates and just inside them.” 
 
    The four dragons all indicated their understanding and the riders climbed aboard their seats. Jarell walked over to Venia and ran his hand over her noble face. 
 
    “You be safe, Venia.” 
 
    “Are you not exhorting me to look after your bride?” 
 
    “If you stay safe, she will be safe.” 
 
    Morgath spoke up, “Caroline, hurry up and get seated.” 
 
    “I’m already seated,” came her soft reply. 
 
    Morgath laughed gently. 
 
    “I’m just kidding. You are so light I hardly feel your presence on my back.” 
 
    She leaned forward and gently patted him on the neck and said, “You’re just a big softie.” 
 
    Morgath laughed once more. Never in more than one thousand years had he ever been called a softie. 
 
    The wizards stepped back and gave the dragons room. There were quite a few troops gathered near the edge of the camp, witnessing the departure. It was still quite a magnificent sight to some of them, to not only see dragons, but to see riders on their backs. 
 
    All four dragons turned to face down a slight hill and within seconds, they had all lifted into the air. They circled around the camp a couple of times and then turned and headed to the northwest. 
 
    Jarell stood and watched and experienced a bit of apprehension rising up in his heart. He felt a hand come down on his shoulder and looked at Pendivall. 
 
    “She’s going to be just fine Master Jarell.” 
 
    “I know that. But, no matter how much we tell them to avoid any fights, you know that won’t make a difference. You know Morgath just lost his brother a few weeks ago and he’s looking for vengeance. And I know Hilde. She won’t turn away from a fight if it presents itself.” 
 
    “Well then, let’s hope the opportunity for a fight does not present itself. Besides, I’d feel mighty sorry for anyone that tried to pick a fight with those two.” 
 
    Jarell smiled wryly and nodded. He knew only too well Hilde could take care of herself. 
 
      
 
    ~~~~ 
 
      
 
    In less than an hour the four dragons circled over the gates to the land of Terranasia. Just as the scouts had said, they were standing open and unguarded. That had been typical for those times before Kerrick took over. Before he came along, the gates were never closed or guarded. The people of Terranasia were some of the friendliest in all the world. 
 
    Now, the gates standing ajar and unguarded just didn’t look right. The four sets of dragons and riders circled around the area a few times. They carefully searched the immediate area and saw no visible signs of activity. 
 
    Morgath called out and pointed to the north. There was smoke rising above the trees. It wasn’t much, but it was a sign of fire and being early in the morning, it was conceivably a village coming to life for the day. 
 
    They all wheeled and headed toward the smoke and reached it in less than five minutes. It was coming from a humble village of about twenty homes and buildings. Some of the buildings bore signs of damage, but most were unharmed. The riders could see people moving around within the village.   
 
    Hilde called out to the other three, “You stay here. Venia and I will see what is going on.” 
 
    Morgath didn’t like that idea, but he wasn’t going to argue with Hilde. 
 
    “Don’t worry cousin,” said Venia, “we’ll be fine.” 
 
    “Don’t make us come down there to rescue you,” said Morgath. 
 
    Venia laughed and gently turned and started carefully descending toward the village. 
 
    It didn’t take long for the people of the village to notice a dragon flying down upon them and some began running for their homes. Others stood their ground, but were ready to do fierce battle with all manner of gardening implements. 
 
    Venia almost wanted to laugh, but she kept it to herself. She knew these people had been through a lot and didn't want to add to their fears. 
 
    Dragon and rider settled to the ground about a hundred yards from the gathering crowd and Hilde jumped down. She hesitated momentarily, standing next to Venia, stroking her on the neck. 
 
    “Let’s take it easy on these villagers. We don’t have any idea what they have been through.” 
 
    Venia nodded and just settled down on the ground, laying on her belly. She folded her wings in next to her body to make herself look even smaller than she already was. 
 
    “I’ll be right back,” said Hilde as she started walking toward the group. 
 
    Venia wanted to look as friendly and innocent as a green, fire-breathing dragon can look, but she also wanted to stay alert and ready for anything.   
 
    As Hilde approached the group, one of the men stepped forward, bearing a rusty, old sword. She could see the fear in his eyes and decided the best way to allay those fears was to be as friendly as possible. She set her course directly for him, keeping her hands away from her own weapons. As she reached him, she pulled the glove off her right hand and held it out to him. 
 
    “Greetings, I’m Hilde of Greenvale Castle of Rosemoor.” 
 
    The man looked at her hand and then into her intense green eyes and then slowly reached out his hand to her. 
 
    “I’m Teven, the leader of this village. You wear the battlewear of the land of Wyndweir.” 
 
    Hilde looked down at her tunic, with its bright, gold, embroidered lion on the chest. 
 
    “Yes, I do. We have been at war on the other side of the mountains, with an evil that I understand you may be familiar with.” 
 
    Teven looked at her and cocked his head, not sure he understood. 
 
    “Kerrick the Dark?” she asked. “Has he not been in control of Terranasia for these past few months?” 
 
    “M’lady, we never have known who our oppressor was. One day we were living our lives as we have for hundreds of years and the next day, armies from Gallyneer, led by ogres, arrived and became our overlords.” 
 
    Hilde nodded and looked around. The people remained a bit fearful, but they could see that she wasn’t there to cause them trouble. But, the green dragon laying down, enjoying the rays of the sun, kept them a little on guard. 
 
    “Were you expecting to do battle today?” asked Teven as he motioned to Hilde’s weapons. 
 
    She looked over her shoulder at her bow, her arrows, her sword and her shield. 
 
    She smiled and said, “My husband tells me that I tend to overdo it with the weapons. But, I had no idea what I would find here, so I came prepared.” 
 
    “Your husband?” 
 
    “Yes, Master Jarell, Lord of Greenvale Castle.” 
 
    Teven jerked back slightly and looked at her. 
 
    “You are Master Jarell’s wife?” 
 
    “Yes, I am, as of a couple of weeks ago.” 
 
    “Where is that rascal?” said Teven with a giant grin on his face. “Oops, I shouldn’t say that in front of his wife.” 
 
    “Why not? He is a rascal and it’s one of the things I love about him. As to your question, he will be here before dusk. He and Master Pendivall lead a small army here at this very moment.” 
 
    “An army? Is he planning on doing battle with us?” 
 
    “No sir! Our intention was to breach the gates and find out what was happening here in the land of Terranasia. Our information was Kerrick had taken control of these lands and shut it off from the other lands south of the mountains.” 
 
    Teven turned and looked at the others in the group. 
 
    “Do you hear that folks? The armies of Wyndweir are coming to liberate us.” 
 
    There was a bit of grumbling and a few choice words from the group. Hilde was quite confused about why they were acting like this. 
 
    “Is there a problem?” she asked. 
 
    “No, not really. It’s just we’ve been under the thumb of troops from Gallyneer for six months now and it would have been nice to see some help then.” 
 
    “We only found out how dire Terranasia’s situation was recently, when Master Pendivall and a small group tried to enter through the gates and were attacked by a horde of ogres. We almost lost him and that entire group that day.” 
 
    “I am distressed to hear about that, but, as you can see, we are free.” 
 
    “That begs the question, where did Kerrick’s troops go? Why are the gates no longer guarded?” 
 
    “Your guess is as good as ours. We woke up a week ago and they were leaving. The Gallyneer troops were packing their things and the ogres were already gone. It was really strange, too.” 
 
    “What was?” 
 
    “The Gallyneer troops seemed profoundly sad about what they had been doing here and they were very apologetic before they left.” 
 
    Hilde smiled and said, “The troops from Gallyneer were not here voluntarily. They were pressed into service of the dark wizard after their own lands were overrun and destroyed. But understand, they did not come here willingly.” 
 
    Teven looked over Hilde’s shoulder and took a couple of steps back. Hilde turned and looked and Venia was walking toward them. 
 
    “You’re frightening them,” Hilde said. 
 
    “It is not my intention to frighten them. The only reason I have come forward is because Morgath and the others are getting tired of circling around.” 
 
    Hilde looked up and couldn’t see the other three dragons because they were above the clouds. 
 
    “Let them know it is safe to come down.” 
 
    Venia nodded and began to commune with her cousin. 
 
    “Who is Morgath?” asked Teven. “Safe for who to come down?” 
 
    Hilde smiled at him and pointed up. Teven and the rest of the group arched their necks, looking up and at first, they didn’t see anything. Then, with all the power and majesty they could muster, the other three dragons dove through the clouds and began setting themselves up for a landing where Venia had been earlier. 
 
    “Hoooo ...” breathed out Teven in surprise. 
 
    The rest of the crowd weren’t completely sure they should stay or run. The animals that were nearby had no such doubt about their course of action. They all took off as fast as they could, looking for someplace to hide. 
 
    As the three dragons settled to the ground, the three bowmaidens jumped down and walked to the group. Caroline walked up and stood beside Hilde and when Teven looked down at her, he sucked in a sudden breath. He couldn’t believe that children were being used in this war. 
 
    “How old are you, little girl?” 
 
    Caroline snorted and said, “I am close to three hundred years old, sire.” 
 
    “Oh,” said Teven, drawing that word out quite long. “You’re a Guildenian.” 
 
    “Yes, I am, sire.” 
 
    “We have conducted much business with the village of Guilden.” 
 
    “And we sincerely hope we can continue that relationship,” she said to him. 
 
    “That would be our hope as well. We actually have a Guildenian couple living here in the village.” 
 
    “Really, sire? Are they here?” 
 
    “No, I’m afraid not. They are in their home. The man has been injured. The ogres had a special hatred of him when they were here and took great joy in tormenting and torturing him.” 
 
    Caroline wanted to cry, but she kept it in. 
 
    “Where is his home? Can you take me there?” 
 
    Teven turned and motioned to a young man, who stepped forward. 
 
    “Brendyn can show you the way.” 
 
    Caroline turned and looked at one of the other bowmaidens and the two of them left, following Brendyn into the village. 
 
    “She’s not just a bowmaiden,” said Hilde, “she is also a healer.” 
 
    The other bowmaiden stepped forward and said, “Sire, when she is finished in that home, I’m certain she will want to see any other injured persons.” 
 
    Teven sighed and said, “There are quite a few. The ogres didn’t think this village was very important, so they would beat on all of us for sport. The sole reason they were here was the gates are right down the road.” 
 
    The bowmaiden turned and walked back to the dragons and in a few seconds, two of them left, leaving Morgath and Venia standing there. 
 
    The bowmaiden came back and said, “I’ve asked them to go back to the army and get two more healers. They should be back within an hour.” 
 
    Teven nodded to her and they could see he was even having a hard time keeping his own emotions at bay. 
 
    “Well ladies, good manners dictate I offer you breakfast this morning and a place to get out of this sun. Our small village is still struggling to get back on its feet, but we always have room for a couple more at the table.” 
 
    “That would be nice,” said Hilde. “I know I’m famished.” 
 
    The bowmaiden nodded and said, “Absolutely.” 
 
    The group turned and started heading back to the homes, but a few of the children stayed and were staring wide-eyed at the two dragons that remained across the field. Hilde stopped and smiled at them. Then she looked at one girl that appeared older than the rest. 
 
    “Why don’t you take the children over there and let them see a dragon up close.” 
 
    “Is it really okay?” the girl asked. 
 
    “Sure it is. They’re both just a couple of puppy dogs.” 
 
    The children squealed with anticipation and the older girl got them to hold hands and promise not to go running up on the dragons. Then she escorted them across the field to see this most, wondrous sight. 
 
    Hilde and the other bowmaiden followed Teven into the village and they could see there was quite a bit of damage. One of the buildings looked like it was the village pub and there were some men working at getting it cleaned up and repaired. 
 
    “That used to be the pub, but the ogres knocked down parts of the walls before they left.” 
 
    The bowmaiden spoke up, “It’s probably best if it’s not open for a while anyway.” 
 
    “Why’s that?” asked Teven. 
 
    “Because about one hundred royal soldiers are on their way here right now. They constitute part of the army that is coming.” 
 
    “Royal soldiers?” exclaimed one of the women in the group. 
 
    “Yes, ma’am,” said Hilde. 
 
    “Good lord, dragons this morning and royal soldiers this evening.” 
 
    Hilde laughed and said, “And m’lady, I’m not quite certain which is more impressive.” 
 
      
 
    ~~~~ 
 
      
 
    Within an hour, the two dragons returned with the two healers and they joined Caroline in one of the homes that had been turned into an impromptu clinic. They moved through the people that had been brought there and did everything they could to heal them. 
 
    The Guildenian couple that Teven had spoken of were a younger couple, that had come to live in Terranasia a few years earlier. Caroline recognized the woman and they talked about life in Guilden as it was now. They had come to this small town to help with the movement of materials between Terranasia and Wyndweir and had become trapped when the forces from Gallyneer and the ogres had cut off all access to the lands to the east. 
 
    Later that afternoon, Pendivall and Jarell walked into town, followed by an army of over four hundred soldiers. They had the troops set up their camp in the field where the dragons were situated, as the wizards walked into the village to see if they could obtain some answers. They found Hilde and the five bowmaidens and healers tending to the wounded of the town. 
 
    When Teven saw Jarell, it was like two brothers recognizing each other after a prolonged absence.   
 
    “Jarell, you old dog,” said Teven as he hugged him, “I found out earlier this morning that you are now joined.” 
 
    Jarell stepped back and laughed. 
 
    “That I am, old friend. Who would have thought?” 
 
    “Certainly not I, but it looks like the ideal woman has found you,” said Teven as he nodded toward Hilde. 
 
    “You have no idea, Teven.” 
 
    The wizards and captain followed Teven to a small space in the center of the village, where some tables and chairs had been set under some towering trees. Some of the people of the village were busy preparing a lunch meal for everyone and Teven had the recent arrivals sit around one large table so they could talk. He filled them in on the days previous, when they awoke to find the troops of Kerrick packing their things and leaving. 
 
    Captain Belgard spoke up and said, “We should think of sending our dragon riders forward to look for those troops. We need to know what happened and how weak the dark wizard has become.” 
 
    “They left here three days ago,” said Teven, “and moving as a group, I would say they won’t be much further than Strafton.” 
 
    “I’m not quite sure I like the idea of sending Hilde and the other women forward, looking for these troops,” said Jarell. 
 
    “Much as you might not like it,” said Pendivall, “the captain is correct. We need to know what happened to those troops. How was his control over them and ogres effected and what caused it to fade?” 
 
    “Well,” said Jarell, “we know what caused it to fade. Him being used for target practice by my lovely bride. What we need to know is if this loss of power over the troops is permanent.” 
 
    “I think the four of them should leave at first light,” said Pendivall. 
 
    Jarell wasn’t happy about sending the four women further into Terranasia, especially when one of them was his wife. Not that he worried too much about her. He knew she was capable of taking care of herself and with three bowmaidens with her, she would be completely safe. 
 
    He was more worried about what she would do when they caught up with the fleeing troops. Not that she would attack them, but if they tried to challenge her, she wouldn’t back down from the fight. 
 
    Lunch was placed on the table and the talk continued and it was decided that the four dragon riders would go forward the next morning and see what there was to see. 
 
      
 
      
 
   


 
  

   
 
    Chapter 5 ~ Glad To Meet You, Brother 
 
      
 
    Hilde and the others glided silently over the terrain, searching the ground below for signs of the retreating troops. They flew high enough that their chances of being spotted from below were minimized, even though there wasn’t a cloud in the sky. If anyone did look up, hopefully they would appear to be nothing more than large birds. 
 
    They had already passed Weston and they could see the destruction that had been done to it. Hilde had flown a little lower over the town and could tell that the damage was old and not done during the recent retreat of Kerrick’s troops. 
 
    An hour later they came over some slight hills and the sight was nothing they had expected. And not what they wanted to see. 
 
    There was a major battle being waged on the ground below. The dragon riders could see what appeared to be two armies fighting on the north side of the village of Strafton. 
 
    One army was firmly entrenched in the edge of the village and the other seemed bent on moving into the village. They were clearly fighting over the village and it didn’t take long to figure out who was who. 
 
    The army situated north of the village was being driven on by ogres, wearing the markings of Kerrick.  
 
    “What do we do, m’lady?” asked Caroline. 
 
    “Well, it’s obvious those troops to the north are Kerrick’s troops. If that’s the case, we need to be on the look out for dragons.” 
 
    Both Morgath and Venia started scanning the skies, looking for the dark wizard’s dragons, but there didn’t appear to be any. 
 
    “There are no dragons in the sky except for the four of us,” said Venia. 
 
    “We need to put a stop to this fight,” said Morgath. “The village is in danger.” 
 
    “The orders to try to spare as many Gallyneer troops as possible still stands,” said Hilde. “We need to concentrate our attacks on the ogres. Hopefully, if we take them down the armies will stop fighting.” 
 
    When the eight sky-flying warriors agreed, they dove in unison on the battlefield. Before the ogres knew what hit them, the arrows of the women took down ten of them. There were still three left and two of them took off toward the mountains to the southeast. 
 
    The last ogre started lashing the nearest troops to him and ordering them to fire on the dragons. His attacks on the backs of the troops was horrific and it set the souls of the four women ablaze with anger. Even though the troops were firing upward, the dragons dove straight through their arrows and all four women fired at the same time, turning the ogre’s head into a pincushion. 
 
    As the dragons thundered over, the ogre fell flat on his face and the dragon riders thought that would be the end of it.  
 
    It was not. 
 
    The troops continued firing arrows at the dragons. Even though their aims were decent, the armor the dragons now wore did its job and protected them. 
 
    Hilde had one arrow glance off her left shoulder, but her battlewear protected her and the arrow fell harmlessly to the ground. 
 
    “Why do they still fight?” asked one of the other bowmaidens. 
 
    “I don’t know,” said Hilde. 
 
    It mystified her. They should have given up once the last ogre fell. 
 
    Hilde ordered the other three to climb higher, out of the reach of the archers and she turned Venia towards the village. Venia circled around to the south and then approached a clear spot in the village center, behind where the other troops were massed. 
 
    A couple of captains came running to her as she jumped down off Venia’s back. 
 
    “Hilde,” said Venia, “you shouldn’t get down until we know what is going on.” 
 
    “Venia, we won’t find out what is going on as long as we stay in the air.” 
 
    As she saw the captains approaching, she nocked an arrow and pointed it at the closest one. As they got closer, she yelled at them to stop. They both skidded to a stop and held their empty hands up in front of themselves. 
 
    “We mean you no harm, m’lady,” said one of the captains. 
 
    She relaxed the bowstring and placed the arrow back in the quiver. After placing her bow across her back, she pulled her sword and started walking cautiously toward the two. She didn’t really need to pull the sword. She had a smoking, green dragon stepping along behind her, keeping her wary, yellow eyes firmly fixed on the two. 
 
    They came to about five paces apart and Hilde said, “That’s close enough.” 
 
    She could feel Venia’s fiery breath on the back of her neck and knew she was within a couple of feet of her back. 
 
    “What is going on here?” she demanded. 
 
    “I am Captain Toll and it’s happening all over again.” 
 
    “What’s happening?” 
 
    “The dark wizard’s influence is rising again. We were on our way home to Gallyneer when some of the troops started falling victim to his powers. Then the ogres showed up this morning and took command of the army again.” 
 
    “So, why are you fighting each other.” 
 
    The other captain spoke up and said, “Some of us aren’t so easily swayed by the dark wizard. When the change started to come over some of the men, the rest of us fell back to Strafton and we’ve been trying to keep them out. When the ogres showed up it became a dire battle.” 
 
    Hilde looked at the two of them and could see that they were telling the truth. After looking back and forth between them, she put her sword away and stepped in front of them. 
 
    “Why are the others still fighting, even after we’ve taken down all the ogres?” 
 
    “There are still some leaders among the troops,” said Toll. “Gallyneer men that have turned their backs on their own homeland. They drive the others on.” 
 
    They could hear the sounds of the battle still raging a hundred yards away. 
 
    “We need to put a stop to this battle, but I’m hesitant to fly back into it. The armies of Wyndweir have a desire to spare as many Gallyneer troops as possible.” 
 
    “M’lady, those troops on the other side of the line are no longer considered Gallyneer men,” said the other captain. 
 
    “There’s no chance that they can be calmed down if we take out the leaders?” 
 
    “No,” said Toll. “They are the most loyal to the dark wizard and he has promised them many riches and power when the lands of Terranasia and Wyndweir have been conquered.” 
 
    “Maybe,” said Venia from behind, “it’s time for them to burn. It may be the only way Hilde.” 
 
    Hilde turned around and looked at her. 
 
    “I know Venia, but once we start killing Gallyneer troops without any thought to freeing them, we become no better than them.” 
 
    “Do you remember the words of Captain Jong?” asked Venia. 
 
    Hilde looked at her and didn’t know where she was going with this. 
 
    “He said, we won’t win this war by being the nicer army.” 
 
    Venia could see both the captains nodding in agreement with her. 
 
    “But, how much of our souls do we lose if we start down the path of killing those men?” 
 
    Captain Toll spoke up, “That’s the danger all warriors face, whether they fight for good or evil. But if we don’t face that danger, we may allow the evil to spread across the land. I’d prefer to lose a piece of my soul than to let the dark wizard win this war. It will only be in defeating him and returning home to my wife and children that I may reclaim that piece.” 
 
    Hilde could feel her breath quickening and her heart was racing. She nodded to the two and then turned and climbed back on Venia. 
 
    “We will focus our attacks along the rear of their lines, but that will leave the ones closest to you to deal with. I hope none of your men get too singed when we burn them down.” 
 
    “We’ll take our chances.” 
 
    Venia turned and launched herself into the sky and they climbed to the others. After telling them of the strategy the four dragons began diving on the back lines of the enemy troops. They flew in a line, coming in one after another. 
 
    With each pass, they unleashed streams of dragonfire and it engulfed the troops. This had a secondary effect on the battle. The enemy troops had no route for an escape because the landscape was blazing behind them. 
 
    It only took two passes from the dragons to wipe out most of the troops. What was left was quickly dealt with by the troops under Captain Toll’s command. 
 
    Hilde could see they were not intent on taking any prisoners and she knew she had to put a stop to it. She ordered the four dragons down to the ground. 
 
    When they landed, she jumped off the back of Venia and raced into the remnants of the battle, followed closely by the bowmaidens. All four had gone to their swords and they charged to the disappearing line between the two armies. 
 
    When they got there, Hilde demanded that Toll’s troops stop killing every enemy soldier.  
 
    “We can’t let any of them live,” said one of the soldiers. “They have helped destroy our homeland and won't stop until we stop them.” 
 
    “We can’t get any information from them if they are all dead!” 
 
    Captain Toll came up and commanded that any enemy soldiers that dropped their arms would be spared. A few were still intent on fighting and were killed immediately, but a handful surrendered and were taken prisoner. 
 
    One enemy soldier was still trying to kill any soldier that got close enough to him and Captain Toll had obviously had enough of him. As the soldier was concentrating on fighting with one soldier, Toll walked up behind him and slashed his sword across the calf of the soldier’s leg. The soldier fell, screaming in pain and Toll put his blade right to his throat. 
 
    “I said that’s enough, Kreiger!” roared Toll. 
 
    Kreiger looked up at him with hate in his eyes. Hilde stepped up beside Toll and looked down at the injured soldier. 
 
    “You know him?” 
 
    “Absolutely. This is Captain Kreiger, one of the scum that thinks the dark wizard is going to reward him for his devotion.” 
 
    Toll motioned for some soldiers to take Kreiger captive and bind him and to get him some help for his leg. After they had hauled Kreiger away, Toll turned to Hilde. 
 
    “I wanted to do nothing more than run my blade right through his dark heart. But, you are correct and if there is anyone we can squeeze some information out of, it’s him.” 
 
    “Then, I thank you for not killing him.” 
 
    Hilde turned and looked at the battlefield. It was covered with charred bodies of the fallen soldiers, some of which were still burning. The dragons were moving through the scene, spreading their wings and laying them over the fires to extinguish them. Any soldiers they found still alive and suffering from their horrific burns were put out of their misery by snapping their necks with their jaws.  
 
    Hilde knew she would never, ever get the sounds of those necks being broken out of her head for the rest of her life. Memories of what she and her family had done to Tottenham were nothing compared to the memories being formed during this war. 
 
    She saw the four dragons standing together, talking between themselves and the bowmaidens were standing a little ways away from them. She walked over to the women to see what was going on. 
 
    “What are they discussing over there?” 
 
    “We don’t know, m’lady. Seems to be a dragon’s only council,” indicated Caroline. 
 
    Then two of the dragons lifted off the ground and headed southeast. Venia and Morgath stood together as the four women approached them. 
 
    “Where are they going?” asked Hilde. 
 
    “Hunting,” said Morgath. 
 
    “Hunting?” 
 
    Yes, Hilde,” said Venia. “They are going to find and slay those two ogres that ran earlier. They shall return when they are finished.” 
 
    For some reason, Hilde didn’t feel nearly as bad about killing ogres. These monsters were Kerrick’s chief tool of control over his troops and the more of them that died the better. Slay enough ogres and this war can come to an end. 
 
    As they talked, the other captain walked up. When Hilde saw him, she held out her hand. 
 
    “I am Hilde, of Greenvale Castle and these bowmaidens are from Guilden.” 
 
    The captain took her hand and said, “I am Symon, captain of about half of these troops and I want to thank all of you for coming to our aid.” 
 
    He looked at the three bowmaidens and shook his head. He had seen Guilden women before, but he couldn’t get over how small and young looking they were. 
 
    “Relax captain,” said Caroline, “we are all at least two hundred years older than you.” 
 
    “Oh, you think so? I’ve met Guildenian women before and they never cease to amaze me.” 
 
    Then he turned back to Hilde and looked at her. 
 
    “You said Greenvale Castle. That’s the home of Jarell.” 
 
    “That is correct.” said Hilde. “Master Jarell of Greenvale Castle. Also, my husband.” 
 
    Symon stepped back in shock. 
 
    “Your husband? Jarell?” 
 
    “Why is everyone so shocked to find out that Jarell has taken a wife? I experienced the same reaction yesterday from Teven in Keirdon.” 
 
    “Well, it’s just that I never thought Jarell was the type to take a wife.” 
 
    “So, you know him.” 
 
    “Yes, m’lady. I do. He’s my brother.” 
 
    Hilde was stunned. This was new information to her, information that Jarell had neglected to divulge to her. 
 
    “Your brother?! He never said anything about a brother.” 
 
    “Well, he still has sore feelings toward me ever since ...” 
 
    His voice trailed off, as if he had said too much. 
 
    “Ever since what?” 
 
    It was at that moment that Hilde noticed Symon’s blue eyes. They weren’t nearly as bright as Jarell’s or Garlan’s or Marnell’s, but they were still blue. 
 
    “You’re a wizard.” she said. 
 
    “No, m’lady. I am not. I failed in the wizard’s duel and ended up leaving that life behind me. Jarell has never forgiven me for that. We haven’t spoken in over five hundred years.” 
 
    At that point he smiled at the bowmaidens, “And I’m older than any one of you.” 
 
    Hilde shook her head and said, “Oh, you men. Can’t you get over yourselves for just a few minutes?” 
 
    Symon smiled and shrugged his shoulders. 
 
    “We’re men, m’lady. Sometimes known for selecting the incorrect choices in life.” 
 
    “Isn’t that the truth.” 
 
    “Well, allow me to hug my new brother,” said Hilde as she gave Symon a friendly hug. 
 
    “Sour feelings aside, I’m delighted to see my brother has found someone to stand beside him.” 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    “Anyway,” said Symon as they parted, “I came to advise you that Toll and his men are ready to start interrogating the prisoner. I thought you might want to be there.”  
 
    “As it happens, I would.” 
 
    She turned to the bowmaidens and said, “Caroline, come with me. You two stay here and await the two dragons that went hunting.” 
 
    She looked at the two remaining dragons and said, “You two keep a wary eye out. I’m not sure if we can expect any more trouble, but best to be cautious.” 
 
    Morgath and Venia nodded their understanding while Hilde and Caroline followed Symon toward the village center. 
 
    As they walked between a couple of buildings and into the square, Hilde could see immediately they were going to have trouble. The handful of survivors from the enemy army were tied to trees, with their arms stretched behind them and ropes looping around their necks and the tree trunks. Hilde could see the horror on the faces of most of the village folks, but a handful were completely at peace with what was happening. 
 
    As she got closer, she saw that the captain of the enemy troops had a dagger stuck in his shoulder. Captain Toll was in his face, demanding answers to his questions and because he wasn’t getting what he wanted, he was twisting the knife, causing the enemy captain to scream in pain. 
 
    “What the hell are you doing?!” yelled Hilde as she rushed to the tree. 
 
    Caroline followed right behind her and Symon was not too far behind. 
 
    Captain Toll turned and looked at Hilde, not used to being addressed in such a manner and especially not by a woman. She could see the darkness in his eyes and realized he wasn’t any better than Kerrick’s other troops she had seen in the Eastern Desert. 
 
    “I am getting answers! Now keep a civil tongue woman and stand back!” 
 
    Before Toll could blink an eye, Hilde pulled her sword and slashed it up under Toll’s chin. He couldn’t believe the speed with which she had brought her sword to bear and was caught completely off-guard. 
 
    A couple of Toll’s troops were about to step in and help him when Caroline’s sword appeared in the little Guildenian’s hand. Symon stepped right up beside her, pulling his own sword and telling the men to back down. They did back away because they knew that, even though Symon was the quieter of the two captains, he was as formidable as any soldier on the battlefield. 
 
    “What gives you the right to question my methods?” spat Toll. 
 
    Without turning around, Symon said over his shoulder, “I’d watch your tone if I were you, Toll. She is the wife of Jarell of Greenvale Castle. I’d say that gives her plenty of rights.” 
 
    A tremor of fear washed over Toll and Hilde could see it in his eyes. She pushed him away from the tree, with the point of the sword still in his throat. 
 
    “We don’t do things this way,” she retorted through gritted teeth. 
 
    She turned and looked to the side and said, “Caroline.” 
 
    She motioned toward the prisoner and Caroline took a couple of steps towards him and slammed her blade into the tree, slashing through the rope holding his neck and then slashed the ropes holding his hands. 
 
    Once freed he fell forward to his hands and knees, trying to catch his breath. Caroline sheathed her sword and knelt down next to him. He reached for the dagger, to remove it from his shoulder and she grabbed his hand. 
 
    “Leave it there for a moment. If you pull it, you’ll bleed to death before I can help you.” 
 
    He looked up at her and she could see there was a lot of anger still in his eyes, but she also saw some resignation that he would do as she said. It didn’t occur to her that he might have been trying to pull the dagger to use it on her. 
 
    She helped him sit back against the tree and he still looked like he wanted to kill. Symon could see it and he didn’t like it. He stepped over and put his blade under the enemy captain’s chin and lifted his face. 
 
    “She is trying to help you. If you even consider for one second, trying to hurt her, it will be the last thing you do in this lifetime.” 
 
    Caroline looked at him again and realized that she had put herself in a very bad position and was grateful that Symon was looking out for her. 
 
    She produced her own knife and sliced his tunic from the dagger to the collar, so she could get at his shoulder. Then she pulled her water skin from her belt and streamed it over the wound, washing away as much dirt and blood as she could. 
 
    “Now,” she said, looking into his eyes, “this isn’t going to feel terribly good.” 
 
    She took hold of the handle of the dagger and placed her free hand against his shoulder. She looked back into his eyes and for a second she thought she saw a small bit of fear, which she was sure was fear of the coming pain. 
 
    With a sudden pull, the dagger came out and she clamped her hand down over the wound, putting as much pressure as she could on it. 
 
    She dropped the dagger and put her other hand on his shoulder and closed her eyes. She could feel her healing energy start to flow into his shoulder and begin closing the wound. In less than a minute, the bleeding had stopped and the wound was closed enough to take her hands away. 
 
    She reached down and picked up the two knives and stood up. She looked at Symon and said, “He does need to be bound, but not to a tree.” 
 
    Then she turned and walked toward the other trees and motioned for a couple of the other soldiers to come with her. As she cut the other prisoners free, the soldiers bound their hands behind their backs, this time without trying to inflict pain. 
 
    Other soldiers joined in and helped cut the rest of the prisoners free and they transferred all of them to an area near their captain and had them sit on the ground. 
 
    Hilde put her sword away and turned to the group of prisoners. As she looked them over, she searched their faces, looking for one or two that might be willing to give up some information without being tortured. She saw a couple of the younger ones that looked like they might talk to a pretty woman. 
 
    She walked over to them and stood in front of them. Then she reached down and grabbed them under an arm and hauled each one to their feet. She looked around and saw a building near the square that was exactly what she was looking for. 
 
    “Come with me,” she ordered them as she turned and started walking toward the building. 
 
    Captain Symon fell in behind the two soldiers and put a hand on each of their shoulders and escorted them along behind her. When they walked into the building, it was exactly what Hilde thought it was. The village pub was a little dark, but it had tables and chairs and she motioned to a couple of them for the soldiers to sit in. 
 
    A man came walking into the pub and looked at her. 
 
    “Can I assume that this is your place?” Hilde asked him. 
 
    “It is.” 
 
    “Could you please get me a couple of pitchers of water and some mugs?” 
 
    “For them?” asked the pub owner, with a bit of a sneer in his voice. 
 
    Symon walked over and confronted the man. 
 
    “No, in fact, you can leave. We’ll let you know when we’re finished here.” 
 
    He turned the man back toward the door and thrust him out. Then he walked over and stepped behind the bar and filled a couple of pitchers with water and put together a tray with them and four mugs. Walking back over, he set the tray down and then used his knife to cut the ropes binding the prisoner’s hands. Setting a pitcher and a couple of mugs in front of them, he sat down across from them and Hilde took the fourth seat. The two men poured water for themselves and drained their mugs. They clearly had not been getting enough clean water for awhile. 
 
    After they finished their second mugs, the pitcher was empty and Hilde pushed the other to them. 
 
    “Did you need some more?” she asked. 
 
    “No, m’lady. I’ve quenched the burning thirst I had,” replied one of the men. 
 
    She nodded at him and then said, “We need to comprehend what is happening with Kerrick’s troops. Why did you continue fighting after the ogres had been killed?” 
 
    The talkative prisoner opened his mouth to speak, but the other one elbowed him in the arm, telling him to keep quiet. 
 
    “Let him speak,” said Hilde, looking at the tougher of the two. 
 
    “We will not speak to the likes of you,” he said with quite a bit of venom in his voice. 
 
    “The likes of me? A simple woman from Wyndweir, who wants nothing more than to see this war end, so I can go back to my simple life.” 
 
    “You are not as simple as you make yourself out to be, Hilde Teagan,” he spat at her. “This war is as much your fault as it is the dark wizard’s.” 
 
    Hilde felt as if she had been stabbed in the heart. She grabbed the edge of the table and her knuckles turned white with the pressure of her grip. Symon could hear her breathing catch in her throat and he looked at her. He saw her trembling and for the first time, he saw fear on her face. 
 
    “What does he mean, Hilde?” 
 
    She looked down at the table and couldn’t find any words. As she struggled with her emotions, Caroline walked into the pub and started toward them. 
 
    “Go ahead,” said the prisoner, “tell him how it was your family that drove the wizard, Kerrick, to madness and how he has come to be the dark wizard because of it. Tell him how this war is your fault.” 
 
    Without warning, Caroline pulled her knife and seized the soldier by the hair and yanked his head back, placing her knife at his throat. Symon was completely aghast at the sight of this little Guildenian about ready to behead this soldier. 
 
    “You say one more word about Lady Hilde and her involvement with the dark wizard and you will not draw another breath.” 
 
    The soldier was looking right into the dark, brown eyes of this little woman and he could tell his life was within seconds of ending if he opened his mouth one more time. 
 
    “Caroline!” 
 
    “No, m’lady! He will not speak this way about you,” she said as she looked across the table at Hilde. 
 
    “We need him alive.” 
 
    “No, we don’t. We have the other one.” 
 
    Caroline looked at the other soldier. 
 
    “You better start talking or I will have your head after I take his.” 
 
    No man was ever more fearful of a woman than this soldier was as he looked into her dark eyes. 
 
    “There is …” 
 
    As he began speaking, the other soldier tried waving him off, but Caroline dug the point of her blade deeper into his throat as she pulled his head back even harder. He couldn’t move, he couldn’t even gurgle a sound from his stretched throat. Hilde was reasonably sure he was about to die. 
 
    “There is,” continued the talker, “a new army heading this way from the east. They are coming around, from out of Gallyneer. They have been charged with retaking this land by the dark wizard, himself.” 
 
    “So, he still lives.” 
 
    “Yes, m’lady. He still lives. Injured and misshapen from massive burns to his body and face. And he seems to be growing even more evil with each passing day.” 
 
    “Injured?” asked Symon. 
 
    “Yes, from two arrows he received in the battle of the Eastern Desert. When they were removed, they inflicted considerable damage to his body. He can barely walk.” 
 
    Hilde’s gaze was boring right through the soldier. She said nothing about the arrows, but was still quite sad they hadn’t finished Kerrick off. 
 
    “You said burns,” she said. 
 
    “Yes, as he was being brought back to our camp by the dragon, it died from its own wounds and crashed into the desert floor. The dark wizard fell face down into the hot sand near a lava stream and was there for quite some time before he could be rescued. His face and upper body were burned quite badly. He now wears a helmet with a mask to cover his face.” 
 
    Hilde hung her head and said, “This is never going to end.” 
 
    She heard the other soldier still struggling to breathe and looked up. Caroline still had him held tightly, not giving him any room to speak, or breathe for that matter. 
 
    “Caroline,” said Hilde as she nodded to her. 
 
    The little Guildenian relaxed her hold and Symon stood up and walked around the table. He grabbed the soldier by the back of the tunic and hauled him out of the chair and walked him to the door of the pub. He called a couple of his soldiers over and turned him over to them. Then he walked back over and sat down. 
 
    “Caroline,” said Hilde, “go to Gwen and Lianna and tell them you’re leaving.” 
 
    “Have I done something to displease you?” 
 
    “Oh, no … quite the contrary. I want you to tell them to fly east and search for this army. Tell them to stay high and out of sight. They are merely to find the army and see how big it is and how far away they are, then come right back here. I want you and Morgath to fly back to Keirdon and tell Jarell and Pendivall what you’ve just heard. Tell them to get here with the troops as fast as they can. You might want to suggest that Captain Belgard and his boys be allowed to run on ahead to get here sooner.” 
 
    “Yes, m’lady,” said Caroline as she turned and raced out of the pub. 
 
    “She’s a little fireball, isn’t she?” asked Symon. 
 
    “I guess she is. I’ve never seen her like that.” 
 
    They looked across the table at the remaining prisoner. 
 
    “Now, what to do with you,” she wondered. 
 
    Symon spoke and said, “The dragons might be hungry.” 
 
    Fear coated the man’s face as he considered the possibility of being eaten by a dragon. 
 
    “No, one of them might be, but this man is so small, he wouldn’t even fill her up,” said Hilde. “The other two dragons have probably filled up on ogres.” 
 
    The prisoner let out a sigh and just shook his head. He smiled at their joking. 
 
    “You don’t think we’d feed you to the dragons?” asked Hilde with raised eyebrows. 
 
    “No, m’lady. You wouldn’t let Captain Toll torture Kreiger, so I’m guessing I won’t become dinner for the dragons. Even Kyle, the other guy, wouldn’t have been so scared of the Guildenian if he had remembered she saved Kreiger’s life.” 
 
    Symon shook his head. Their cover was blown. 
 
    “Look,” said the soldier, “we continued fighting after the ogres were killed because Kreiger is just as bad as them. If he had been killed in the battle or if you killed him now, the rest of the prisoners would stop fighting for the dark wizard.” 
 
    “Well,” said Hilde, “we’re not going to go out there and just kill him. We’re trying to avoid that as much as possible.” 
 
    “So, what’s the answer?” he asked. 
 
    “The answer is we kill just one person. Kerrick. Once he’s slain, all of his troops can return to Gallyneer and get back to their lives.” 
 
    “That’s just a dream, m’lady.” 
 
    “A dream worth fighting for, is it not?” 
 
    The soldier nodded. 
 
    “There are a group of Gallyneer soldiers, captured during the war in the Eastern Desert, that now fight beside the armies of Wyndweir. They are known as the Gallyneer Liberators. They are some of the fiercest warriors we have. They fight for that dream.” 
 
    The soldier looked at her and said, “I should like to join them.” 
 
    She smiled and nodded. 
 
    “Maybe you will.” 
 
    Symon stood up and motioned the soldier to stand and he ushered him to the door. He called a couple more soldiers over and turned him over to them. Then he walked back over to the table and sat down and poured himself a mug of water. 
 
    “So,” he said as he looked at her, “what did Kyle mean when he said you started this war?” 
 
    Hilde’s head sank and she let out a sigh. 
 
    “It’s a story I wish I could forget. Not one I relish telling again.” 
 
    “You’re my new sister. Though my brother and I aren’t exactly on speaking terms, he desired you for his bride and I know he wouldn’t have done that if you were a bad person.” 
 
    Hilde looked up at him, as he smiled at her and his blue eyes twinkled. She could see the resemblance between him and her husband. 
 
    She took a deep breath and then began recounting the story all over again. When she was finished she picked up her mug and took a drink, afraid to look him in the eyes. 
 
    “Well, you certainly have enjoyed a lively, young life. I’ll give you that.” 
 
    “I sometimes feel as if I’m unworthy of being forgiven for what my family and I did.” 
 
    “Nonsense. If you knew half the things Jarell and I did when we were younger, you’d realize everyone is worthy of forgiveness.” 
 
    “You two?” 
 
    “Sister, we were a couple of little hellions. That’s why our parents packed us off to a couple of different masters. They hoped it would burn the wildness out of us.” 
 
    She smiled at him and said, “Seems to have worked. Though Jarell is still a bit wild, he has channeled it into becoming a great wizard warrior.” 
 
    Symon nodded at her assessment. 
 
    “How about you, Symon?” 
 
    “How about me, what?” 
 
    “Why did you leave the wizard life behind and why did it cast a wall between you and Jarell?” 
 
    Symon took a deep breath, knowing it was his turn to come clean. 
 
    “It’s quite simple really. When I ventured into the pit for my duel, I was beaten soundly. I thought I was prepared, but I found I wasn’t even close. It shocked Jarell, who was there that day, watching from the top of the wall. Afterwards, he told me that he would work with me, so that when my name could be submitted again in fifty years, I would be ready. I told him I would think about it. Then I left and started toward home, but felt like I couldn’t face my family, so I turned east and headed to Gallyneer. I’ve been living there ever since. Jarell came and found me a few years later, but I had a wife and children by then and had no desire to go back to the life of a wizard. Jarell was not very happy. At that time, the war against Magrum the Dark was just getting started and he wanted me to come and fight with him. All I wanted to do was take my family and head as far east as we could go, to get away from the fighting and I did that. He and I haven’t spoken since.” 
 
    Hilde could feel the anguish in his voice as she looked across the table at him. 
 
    “Well, you better figure something out because he will be here in a couple of days.” 
 
    Symon took a drink and nodded. That was a reunion he was not looking forward to. 
 
    “So, you have kids?” she asked. 
 
    “Yes, two boys and a girl. When this war started up, I sent them back to the east.” 
 
    “So, I’m an aunt, beside being a sister to you.” 
 
    “That’s not all. You’re also a sister to our two sisters and a daughter to our parents.” 
 
    Her mouth dropped open. 
 
    “Yes, Hilde, they still live. Way down south in the tip of Wyndweir, near the ocean.” 
 
    Thoughts were crashing through her mind. Not only did she now have a new husband, she had a brother, a couple of sisters, nephews and nieces and a mother and father. All this since this morning when she kissed Jarell goodbye and climbed on the back of a dragon and flew north. The size of her family had just exploded within minutes. 
 
    Symon smiled at her and said, “Kind of a lot to take in, isn’t it?” 
 
    “More than you know.” 
 
    Then they stood up and headed out of the pub, with him putting his arm around her shoulder. 
 
    “Welcome to the family, Hilde.” 
 
      
 
      
 
   


 
  

   
 
    Chapter 6 ~ A Warrior Falls 
 
      
 
    As Gwen and Lianna flew high over the valley below, the armies from Gallyneer came into view. They were both disheartened to see it numbered at least a thousand, maybe more. 
 
    What scared them even more were the five red dragons flying over the army, providing cover. They both hoped their presence would go unnoticed by the dragons and troops below. 
 
    They made quick, mental notes on the size of the army and their location and then turned their dragons to the south. They wanted nothing more than to retreat and let the others know what they had found. 
 
    The silence of their flight was broken by a screech and they turned to see three of the dragons rising up to give chase. The two dragon riders urged their dragons to greater speed, hoping to outrun those that chased them, but after a few minutes they could see it wasn’t going to work. The red dragons were closing in on them and they knew they would never make it back to their friends without confronting the enemy. 
 
    Gwen looked over at Lianna, who was the older of the two by about a hundred years. Lianna displayed no fear in her eyes as she pulled her bow from her back and an arrow from her quiver. 
 
    “This is what we’ve been training for Gwen. Let’s show them we won’t be bullied!” 
 
    She urged her dragon, Keeleth, to turn and charge the incoming red dragons. Gwen and Koranth followed close behind. The two dragon riders and their dragons dove on the three red dragons with lightning speed. 
 
    Gwen reached forward, just underneath the armor Koranth wore and ran her hand over the base of his neck. She couldn’t help but feel a great amount of fear welling up in her chest. They may have trained for this, but these weren’t targets sitting on posts in a valley. She and Lianna had not been present in the Eastern Desert, so they had no taste of war yet. That was about to change. 
 
    “Relax, little one,” said Koranth. “We shall deal these evil ones a great blow, right in front of their army’s eyes. Just hold tight.” 
 
    As the five dragons came together, Lianna let fly with her first arrow and it found its mark without fail. It embedded itself through the eye of the lead, red dragon and drove straight into its brain. Without even a small screech of pain, the dragon cartwheeled out of the sky. 
 
    There was no time to celebrate that victory though. The other two dragons had flown past and were now behind the two Wyndweirian dragons. 
 
    Gwen turned in her seat and fired an arrow backwards and had hopes it would find its target, but it glanced harmlessly off the red dragon’s forehead. 
 
    The red dragon let loose with a ball of fire and Gwen yelled for Koranth to turn. He turned just as the fireball screamed past and narrowly missed his head. 
 
    Gwen just barely had time to see that Lianna and Keeleth doing battle with the other dragon before she turned her thoughts back to her own fight.  
 
    Koranth threw his wings straight out and Gwen was almost launched into the air as they came to a stop in mid-air. She struggled to push herself back upright, from being flattened against the base of Koranth’s neck. 
 
    The red dragon struggled to keep from running into the large, yellow dragon and as he flew past, Koranth raked his claws along his back, ripping great strands of dragon flesh from his spine. 
 
    As the red dragon screeched in pain, Gwen used the opportunity to fire three quick arrows through the wounds that Koranth had created. One of the arrows found the dragon’s heart and pierced it, stopping it completely. 
 
    As this second dragon fell from the sky, Gwen looked around for Lianna and Keeleth. She found them fighting the third red dragon a few hundred feet below them, almost at the treetops. 
 
    She urged Koranth into a dive, wanting to get there and end this fight quickly so they could leave this valley. As they closed on the two battling dragons, Gwen could see Lianna was doing everything she could to stay in her seat.  
 
    The two dragons were going face-to-face and claw-to-claw, leaving Lianna no target to shoot at. She was just along for the very bumpy ride. 
 
    Gwen pulled another arrow from her quiver and nocked it. As she sighted on the head of the red dragon, she slowed her breathing and relaxed her heart beat. In her mind she could see the arrow flying through the air and driving into the eye of the red dragon. 
 
    As they got closer to the battle, Gwen began relaxing her fingers, with the release of the arrow just seconds away. 
 
    A screech of a dragon shattered her concentration and she snapped her head around just in time to see a fourth dragon had come from the army and was right on top of her and Koranth. 
 
    She had no time to react, as the attacking dragon slashed his claws along the back of Koranth, opening up great wounds, spilling dragon blood from the sky. 
 
    As the red dragon flashed past, his wing smashed into Gwen and ripped her from her seat. She fell screaming toward the ground below as Koranth fell from the sky, just a few yards away. Just before she was about to hit the ground, she wasn’t sure if she was screaming for herself or because she saw her friend falling from the sky. 
 
    Lianna saw the whole thing and as the two of them disappeared into the tree covered landscape below, she cried out in anguish and felt like time had been frozen. 
 
    A fireball from the third dragon forced her back to reality and she looked to her left and saw the fourth dragon bearing down on her and Keeleth. She couldn’t get a good shot at the dragon battling with her dragon, but she could certainly see the dragon that had just killed her friend. 
 
    An arrow flew with razor sharp precision, into the open mouth of the fourth dragon and drove up through the soft tissue of the roof of his mouth and straight into his brain. Lianna followed with a second arrow that sliced through the dragon’s left eye and finished him off. He spiraled to the ground and crashed with an explosion of gas and flames. 
 
    She turned her attention back to her own battle just as Keeleth clamped his jaws down over the neck of the red dragon. Lianna held on as tight as she could as her dragon shook the red dragon like a stuffed toy. She could hear the bones in his neck snapping and breaking and after a few seconds, Keeleth let go and the red dragon fell to the ground below. 
 
    Lianna urged Keeleth a little higher to see where the fifth dragon was and could see it was still flying over the army that was still miles away. 
 
    Then she asked Keeleth to fly over the spot where Gwen and Koranth had gone down. They found the body of Koranth, laying on a rock outcropping, smoking and burning from the inside. Keeleth screeched in remorse for her brother. 
 
    They searched around, but couldn’t find Gwen. She wasn’t on the ground anywhere. There was no place to land and Lianna knew they couldn’t stay in the area for very long. They had information that needed to get back to Hilde and couldn't take the chance of being found by the enemy troops. 
 
    “Oh Gwennie, I am so sorry,” cried Lianna as she turned Keeleth away from the battlefield and headed south. 
 
      
 
    ~~~~ 
 
      
 
    As the sun began setting in the west, sixteen-year-old Martin and his father, Stefan, stalked quietly through the woods, hunting for dinner for their family. They had been at it for a couple of hours and hadn't seen anything, not even a scroungy looking rabbit. They carried homemade bows and arrows and were quite ready to kill any small game that presented itself. 
 
    Stefan was beginning to think the family was going to be eating thin, potato soup again and it caused his heart to drop. This wasn’t the life he had promised his sweetheart when they joined fifteen years ago. 
 
    Why she stuck by his side was a complete mystery to him. She was a beautiful, young woman and could have had her pick of any of the young men in Deanburg. 
 
    Then Stefan mentally smacked himself because he knew that was what Clarissa would do if she knew he was thinking like that. 
 
    He and Martin climbed over a mound of boulders and they both caught the scent of burning meat.  
 
    “What is that, dad?” 
 
    “Shhh. Quiet.” 
 
    They moved soundlessly to the top of the mound and their eyes just about leapt out of their heads. Right there in front of them, was the burning carcass of a yellow dragon. It was obviously dead, but this was the first time they had ever seen a dragon. Stefan wasn’t sure whether he believed dragons even existed, but it was kind of hard to argue with what he was seeing now with his own eyes. 
 
    “Is that a dragon, dad?” 
 
    “I don’t know, son. It sure looks like one” 
 
    They moved down the rocks and stopped right next to the body of the beast. Its flesh was beginning to turn black from the flames and the smell of the burning meat was overpowering. 
 
    “I don’t know what to think, son, but I’ll tell you this, we are going to eat good tonight.” 
 
    He pulled out a knife and moved to a place where he could carve off a slab of dragon meat to take home for the family. As he reached for the body of the dragon, an arrow sliced through the air and embedded itself right next to his hand. 
 
    He jumped back and whirled around to see a young woman pointing a nocked arrow right at his chest. 
 
    “You will not eat him,” she said. “He is my friend.” 
 
    Stefan held up his hands and then put his knife away. Then he saw the woman was injured and bleeding. She was wearing what appeared to be a military uniform with a gold lion emblazoned on her chest. 
 
    “We meant no disrespect, miss. It’s just we haven’t had meat in weeks and my family is starving.” 
 
    The arrow wavered and she let the bow fall to her lap. Stefan moved to her and knelt down. 
 
    “You’re injured. Quite badly from the looks of it. We will take you to the village and find a healer.” 
 
    She reached up and clutched his collar and gasped, “Is your village loyal to the dark wizard?” 
 
    “Nobody in Terranasia is loyal to the dark wizard. There has been an air of celebration since his troops left.” 
 
    She said in a feeble voice, “I won’t be safe in the village and neither will the people there. The dark wizard’s army is coming this way and is less than a day away.” 
 
    Stefan hung his head and mumbled, “No no no.” 
 
    The woman reached up and placed her hand on his chest and said, “The village needs to be warned.” 
 
    Stefan thought about it for a moment. Martin was standing right behind him, looking at the woman. He couldn’t believe someone so young and beautiful could be dressed in a soldier’s uniform and had clearly been in a battle. 
 
    “We can take her home, dad. Mom can tend to her.” 
 
    Stefan looked down at her and then turned to Martin and said, “I will take her home. You run to the village and find the elders and tell them what she just told us.” 
 
    Martin nodded and turned and began running back through the woods. 
 
    Stefan picked up the bow and the woman grabbed at it. 
 
    “I am only taking it to sling it over my back so that I can carry you out of here.” 
 
    The woman nodded and released her hold on the bow and Stefan put it over his head and one shoulder. Then he reached his arms underneath the woman and lifted her off the ground. She groaned from her injuries and he hated causing her more pain, but he had to get her out of here. 
 
    As he stood, he turned and looked one last time at the burning dragon. 
 
    “He was your friend, was he?” 
 
    “He was. His name was Koranth,” she said weakly. 
 
    “My name is Stefan and I will take you to my wife, Clarissa. She will know what to do to help you. What is your name?” 
 
    “Gwen,” said the small woman as she fell into unconsciousness. 
 
      
 
   


 
  

   
 
    Chapter 7 ~ Being A Leader Is So Hard 
 
      
 
    “Lianna, you were told not to fight with them!” 
 
    “But, m’lady ...” 
 
    “Don’t but me! You were foolish and now Gwen is dead!” yelled Hilde. 
 
    “Hilde!” 
 
    Hilde turned to Symon and saw a look of surprise and hurt in his eyes. Then she looked around the pub and saw that all activity had stopped and all eyes were on her and the little Guildenian. 
 
    When she looked back at Lianna and saw the tears streaming down her face she was completely undone. Lianna had her head down and her eyes closed. 
 
    “Oh my god, Lianna. I am so sorry.” 
 
    She stepped forward and put her hands on Lianna’s shoulders. At her touch, Lianna stepped forward and wrapped her arms around Hilde’s body and buried her face into her tunic. Hilde wrapped her arms around Lianna’s shoulders and held her tight. She could feel the little woman sobbing. 
 
    After a minute, she heard Lianna’s small voice say, “We tried m’lady. We stayed high near the clouds, but we were seen and chased. When it became apparent we couldn’t out run them, I turned back to fight and Gwen followed. I’m so sorry.” 
 
    Hilde squeezed her even tighter. She would have given anything to be a wizard at that moment so she could use magic to calm her friend and comfort her. 
 
    By this time the activity in the pub had returned to normal and Hilde turned Lianna around and sat her down at the table, next to Symon. One of the young girls that worked in the pub walked over with a cloth and handed it to Lianna and set a mug of water in front of her. Lianna used the cloth to hide her tear-streaked face as she wiped the wetness away. 
 
    Hilde sat down across the table from her and was silent, waiting for her to compose herself. 
 
    “I can’t believe she’s gone,” started Lianna. “I’ve known her since the day she was born.” 
 
    Hilde and Symon just sat silently. When she was ready to talk, she’d talk. It didn’t take long. 
 
    “We were flying just east of Ashwick when we saw the dark wizard’s army. They number in the hundreds, maybe a thousand. They had five red dragons flying with them.” 
 
    “How many dragons do they have now?” asked Symon. 
 
    “One.” 
 
    “You took down four dragons?” 
 
    “No sire, I took down two, Keeleth took down one and Gwennie took down one herself, with Koranth’s help. At first, only three of the red dragons attacked us, but right after Gwen killed one, a fourth dragon attacked her by surprise, killing Koranth and her.” 
 
    Hilde tried not to show any excess pride in the fact that two of her bowmaidens had taken down four dragons, because this was not a time for celebrating. 
 
    She looked at Symon and asked, “If they are still east of Ashwick, how soon can we expect they will reach Strafton?” 
 
    “If the ogres are pushing them hard, and I can assure you they are, we’ll see them by mid-day, day after tomorrow.” 
 
    Hilde shook her head and said, “It’s going to be a race then. We might see our troops by then, but we can’t count on it.” 
 
    “If I know my brother, his troops will think he’s an ogre by the time they get here. I’m sure he’ll push them just as hard.” 
 
    “But, we don’t know that for sure. Not until Caroline returns with news.” 
 
    “I think it would be shrewd to clear the villagers out of Strafton starting tomorrow.” said Symon. “We can’t ask them to stand and fight an army of one thousand.” 
 
    “Tomorrow we’ll make plans to get them on the road to Weston. I’m sure they’ll meet up with the Wyndweirian troops somewhere around there.” 
 
    Lianna stood up and the other two looked up at her. 
 
    “I’m going back to the dragons to spend some time with them. Koranth was Keeleth’s brother and she’s hurting right now.” 
 
    Hilde nodded and said, “I’ll be along shortly.” 
 
    “Yes, m’lady,” said Lianna as she turned and headed out the door. 
 
    After she left, Hilde looked at Symon and said, “If you ever see me acting like that again, throw something at my fool head.” 
 
    Symon smiled and said, “Learning to be a leader is much more difficult than being a follower. You’re doing fine.” 
 
    Hilde sat back down and drained her mug of ale. She promised herself she would never tear into one of her friends like that, ever again. 
 
      
 
    ~~~~ 
 
      
 
    “They won’t leave, m’lady.” 
 
    “What do you mean they won’t leave.” 
 
    The young lieutenant shifted on his feet as he looked into the fiery eyes of Hilde. 
 
    “They said they wouldn’t leave their homes this time. They are ready to stand and fight.” 
 
    Hilde’s mouth dropped open as she looked across the square at the gathering of townsfolk. Symon was trying to talk to them, but it was obvious he wasn’t having any luck. 
 
    She stormed across the square and about halfway across, started working on getting herself under control. She didn’t want a repeat of last night. 
 
    As she stepped up beside Symon, she asked the leader of the village, also the pub owner, “What is this I hear you won’t leave?” 
 
    “That is correct, missy,” said the man. 
 
    Symon could feel the electricity in the air, coming off Hilde as she bristled at the way this man was talking down to her. She was definitely his brother’s wife. As she stepped forward to confront the man, Symon put a hand on her shoulder and stopped her. 
 
    “Let me find something to throw at your head before you get started.” 
 
    Hilde’s head snapped sideways to look at him and he patted her on the shoulder. She took a deep breath and then turned back to the group. This time she addressed the entire group, bypassing the man. 
 
    “I’m unsure what you’ve been told people, but the dark wizard’s army is on their way here and we estimate their arrival sometime tomorrow around mid-day.” 
 
    “We won’t be pushed out of our homes again,” said a short, thin man in the crowd. “We will fight them.” 
 
    The rest of the crowd rumbled and showed they were of the same sentiment. 
 
    “There are at least one thousand of them!” yelled Hilde. 
 
    “With a dragon,” whispered Symon in her ear. 
 
    “With a dragon!” 
 
    Straight away, the rumblings stopped. 
 
    “Look, people. I get it. These are your homes. This is your village. You want to defend it with your lives, but let me assure you, you can’t win. I have seen what one dragon can do to a village. It will destroy your homes and kill you and you won’t even get an arrow anywhere near it.” 
 
    She looked around the group. She could see her words were sinking in. Mothers were clutching their young ones near to them and the men were starting to see the foolishness of their ways. 
 
    “Please, I beg of you. Gather what you can carry and start heading south. You will meet the army of Wyndweir coming north and they will protect you.” 
 
    The short, thin man that had spoken, nodded and turned immediately and hustled a woman and two children away from the group toward their home. The others began following and within a minute, the pub owner was the only one left standing there facing Hilde and Symon. 
 
    “These are our homes,” said the man, shaking his head dejectedly and looking at the ground. 
 
    Symon stepped forward and put a hand on his shoulder. 
 
    “Yes, they are. And they can be rebuilt over and over again if needed. But, they can’t be rebuilt if you are killed trying to defend them against an army.” 
 
    The man looked up and nodded. Then he said, “Well, I have no wife and kids, so I guess I might as well start walking.” 
 
    “No sire,” said Symon. “These are your people. You need to take charge of them when they gather back here from their homes. Get them safely away from here.” 
 
    Hilde stepped up and said, “Have them clear your storeroom of food. You will all need something to eat while on the road.” 
 
    He nodded and turned and headed for his pub. 
 
    Symon turned to her and said, “Now, let’s see if we can calm the fears of my men.” 
 
    They turned and headed toward the small encampment on the edge of the village. Hilde could see the two dragons sitting just on the other side of the tents and one lonely Guildenian. 
 
    She patted Symon on the arm and said, “I leave your men to you. I need to take care of the ones I’m charged with.” 
 
    She turned and walked away, toward the dragons. 
 
      
 
    ~~~~ 
 
      
 
    It was just an hour later when Lianna called out and pointed toward the sky. Not pointing to the east, but to the south. 
 
    Hilde turned and looked and saw two dragons beginning their descent. She recognized Morgath and Caroline, but couldn’t figure out who the second dragon was and who was riding it. It only took a few more seconds to realize it was Sophia and she had Pendivall and Brinn on her back. 
 
    As they thumped down in the small clearing, Hilde ran to greet them. She ran right into Pendivall’s arms and caught him off-guard. 
 
    “Oh, my my my,” said the old wizard. 
 
    “I’m sorry, sire,” said Hilde as she stepped back. “I shouldn’t have, but it’s so good to have you here.” 
 
    She looked over at Brinn and stepped over and gave him a hug, too. 
 
    “Caroline tells us we are in for a rough time,” said Pendivall. 
 
    “Yes, sire. There is an army coming this way, numbering upwards of one thousand. They will be here by tomorrow afternoon.” 
 
    “It looks like we got here just in time,” said Brinn with a smile. 
 
    “Without an army of our own,” said Hilde, “we may be outmatched.” 
 
    “They will be along, little lady,” said Pendivall. “Your husband is testing the limits of the average Wyndweirian as we speak. I should think we’ll see them by tomorrow morning.” 
 
    “If he runs them ragged they may not be of much use to us,” she said. 
 
    “I don’t think they’d slow down if he ordered them to. Besides, Captain Belgard and his men will be running into town within an hour.” 
 
    “Master Pendivall, as I live and breathe.” 
 
    Pendivall turned around to see who was speaking and his mouth dropped open. 
 
    “Symon. What bit of magic brings you here? And wearing the colors of the dark wizard, no less.” 
 
    “No magic master. And these colors I would gladly trade for those of Wyndweir if I could. All of my men would.” 
 
    Pendivall looked toward the encampment and asked, “How many do you number?” 
 
    “Just under one hundred.” 
 
    “See there, Hilde,” smiled Pendivall. “Things are looking up already.” 
 
    They all heard a cry of distress and turned to see Caroline fall into Lianna’s arms. The two newcomers looked at Hilde with questioning eyes. 
 
    “We lost Gwen yesterday. And Koranth.” 
 
    “No,” said Brinn as his eyes turned misty. 
 
    Hilde was surprised to find she still had tears to offer as she looked at the two bowmaidens embracing each other. 
 
    Brinn started walking toward them. He felt the hurt severely because the bowmaidens had taken him under their wings, promising Millicent they would return him to her safely. 
 
    Pendivall turned to Symon and said, “We need to find a place from which to make a stand. Letting the army of Kerrick just walk into this village and destroy it shouldn’t be an option.” 
 
    “If we move about an hour to the east of the village, there is a valley with mountains on both sides. It opens up into a field just this side of the pass. There’s nothing there, but trees and a small creek.” 
 
    “I shall take Hilde and go have a look,” said Pendivall. “While we’re gone, start getting your men ready to move.” 
 
    He looked over and saw the villagers beginning to gather around the pub owner. 
 
    “I take it those villagers are getting ready to flee to the south.” 
 
    “Yes, master,” said Hilde. “We’ve told them to get out of harm’s way.” 
 
    “That will do,” said the old wizard. “Okay, young lady. Shall we take a quick flight and see about this field Symon tells us of?” 
 
    “Absolutely, sire.” 
 
    The two of them walked to the dragons and climbed on Venia and Sophia. Morgath was a bit miffed at being told to stay and watch over the village, but Caroline patted him on the neck and soothed his hurt feelings. Besides, he was told, Keeleth needed a friend to stay with her. 
 
    The two smaller dragons launched themselves into the air and were out of sight within a couple of minutes. 
 
      
 
    ~~~~ 
 
      
 
    “So, what are your impressions of Symon?” asked Pendivall. 
 
    “I feel he is a good man, wanting nothing more than to see this war end and return home to his family.” 
 
    They had settled down in the fields that Symon had told them about and Pendivall was looking at sight lines and places to protect his troops. 
 
    “Well, that may be.” 
 
    “Is there something bothering you, master?” 
 
    He stopped and looked at her and then smiled. He knew he could never hide anything from her. 
 
    “When Jarell and Symon parted ways, it was not on the best of terms. Jarell has no idea that his brother is here and when he finds out, we may have to prevent a minor war between them before we can worry about Kerrick and his army.” 
 
    “They’re brothers, sire. Won’t they get past any bruised feelings?” 
 
    “Five hundred years ago, when they went their separate ways, words were spoken and walls were built. You know as well as anyone, Hilde, words can wound more deeply than any sword or arrow.” 
 
    Hilde ceased what she was doing and looked at Pendivall.  
 
    “Surely after so many years, they can discover a way to put their hurt behind them.” 
 
    “I’m going to tell you something, Hilde, against my better judgment. But, it’s something you need to know before those two come together, because it will involve you in some lesser way.” 
 
    Hilde tilted her head. She couldn’t, for the life of her, figure out how she would be involved in a spat between brothers that happened over five hundred years ago. 
 
    “You are not Jarell’s first love,” declared the gray-haired wizard. 
 
    Hilde felt like she had just been kicked in the stomach. 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Back then, Jarell and Symon were thick as thieves, as close as two brothers could be. If they hadn’t been set on the path to become wizards, they likely would have become outlaws. Their parents could see that and decided it would be best to split them up.” 
 
    “Symon told me all about this. About how they were sent to live with different masters for their training.” 
 
    “Well, did he also tell you that there was a young woman, living in their village, and that the two of them were both drawn to her?” 
 
    “No, he didn’t.” 
 
    “Laurelai was her name and a more stunning beauty has never been seen. She quite possibly could rival the beauty of our own Marnell. She was of wizard blood, herself, but she had no desire to tread that path.” 
 
    Hilde was trying to follow the story. She still couldn’t see where she would fit into it. 
 
    “Jarell was ready to sell his heart and soul to be with her, as was Symon. But she wouldn’t hear of it. She could see that these two brothers were just one step short of being hooligans and she made it clear she wouldn’t stand for it. She told them both to go to their training and the future would take care of itself.” 
 
    Pendivall sat down on a rock and pulled his water bottle out. Hilde settled down across from him on another rock. 
 
    “Something tells me you didn’t bring me out here just to scout this location.” said Hilde. 
 
    “No, Lady Hilde, I did not. I brought you here to forewarn you of the impending collision between two brightly burning stars.” 
 
    “Symon told me about how he lost the duel and when he refused Jarell’s help to prepare for the next time he could venture into the pit, that caused a rift between them.” 
 
    “Losing the duel and Symon turning away from the life of a wizard isn’t what caused the rift.” 
 
    She looked across at the old wizard. 
 
    “Hilde, Symon left the Gathering Place that day, raced home and convinced Laurelai to leave with him immediately and start a life with him. By the time Jarell had returned home, they were gone. Jarell was enraged because he felt that Laurelai would be better with him. I was sent to his home to calm him down. For awhile, I didn’t think it would happen, but Jarell struggled his way through it.” 
 
    “So, he felt like his brother had stolen the woman that he loved.” 
 
    “Yes he did and after a few years, he found out that Symon and Laurelai had gone to Gallyneer. He tracked them down, against the wishes of the wizard council, I might add and by the time the two brothers encountered each other in that little village, Symon and Laurelai had been joined for ten years and had three children.” 
 
    “And Jarell just couldn’t admit that she loved Symon and just be happy for them?” 
 
    “He tried. He really did try, but deep seated feelings came to the surface and words were spoken. Words that two brothers should never say to each other. Words were directed at Laurelai that no man should ever utter to a woman. Swords were drawn and Jarell was banished from setting foot in Symon’s house, ever again.” 
 
    “So, Jarell really did love Laurelai.” 
 
    “More than life itself. And what was really strange about the whole episode is that Jarell never felt the sign for her. Not once. He was more drawn to her beauty and smile than anything else. But, he should have been smart enough to know that she wasn’t the one for him.” 
 
    Hilde shook her head and said, “Sometimes you men can be downright stupid when it comes to women.” 
 
    “Young lady, you are not telling me anything I don’t already know. Why do you think I am trying to keep young Brinn and Millicent away from each other. He’s not old enough to feel the sign and there’s the chance he may never feel it. I fear he is letting his heart lead him down a path that would best not be traveled.” 
 
    “So, I was Jarell’s second choice,” said Hilde as she lowered her eyes to the ground in front of her feet. 
 
    “No, Lady Hilde, you are not his second choice. It took him over six hundred years to feel the sign, which I’m sure you felt, too.” 
 
    She looked up and nodded at him. 
 
    “When he felt the sign, he knew that his one and only love had just walked into his life. I can assure you, you are not second to anyone in his heart.” 
 
    “Why didn’t he ever tell me he had a brother, or sisters for that matter?” 
 
    “I think he still feels a bit of shame about the way things turned out between him and Symon. Their little spat has gone on for so long I don’t think either one of them knows how to build a bridge and get over it.” 
 
    “Well, maybe it’s time for us to figure out a way to help them past this.”  
 
    “That very well could be. And …” 
 
    Pendivall stopped and looked to the west. 
 
    “What’s the matter, sire?” 
 
    Pendivall jumped up and started toward the dragons and Hilde followed. 
 
    “You’ve felt something, Master Pendivall. What is it?” 
 
    As they climbed onto the dragons, Pendivall looked over at her and said, “You remember I told you Captain Belgard and his men will be in Strafton within an hour?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “They probably just walked into a village filled with soldiers wearing Kerrick’s colors!” 
 
    In seconds the two dragons launched into the air and their riders held on for dear life. The last thing they wanted to find was about a hundred dead soldiers because of a simple miscommunication. 
 
    It only took about ten minutes to reach the village and from the air, it appeared that Pendivall’s fear were fast becoming reality. The Gallyneer soldiers were backed up against a wall and the royal soldiers were advancing on them. 
 
    Actually, they were trying to advance on them. As they drew closer, Pendivall began to laugh to himself. Situated squarely between the two groups of soldiers were two little bowmaidens and one apprentice wizard, all three of which had their swords out. They were holding the royal soldiers at bay. 
 
    As Sophia landed near the two groups, Pendivall yelled to Captain Belgard to have his men stand down. 
 
    “But, sire, these are the dark wizard’s troops!” 
 
    “No captain, most of these men are recruits for the Gallyneer Liberators.” 
 
    He turned and looked at Symon. 
 
    “Sorry captain. I forgot to mention you were about to be visited by a regiment of royal soldiers.” 
 
    Symon nodded, but the massive amount of fear in his eyes could not be hidden, as he looked at the size of the royal soldiers. 
 
    Pendivall turned back to Belgard and noticed that some of his men were still brandishing their swords. 
 
    Hilde walked up in front of Belgard and looked up at him.  
 
    “Please captain, I don’t want to see any of your men get hurt or even killed at the hands of these three ferocious warriors,” she said as she waved her hands toward the three smaller warriors. 
 
    Captain Belgard snorted a half-laugh as he motioned his men to stand down. 
 
    He looked down at Hilde and said, “It seems m’lady, like we’re never going to get to fight in this war.” 
 
    Hilde shrugged her shoulders and said, “That’s not entirely true, sir. By this time tomorrow you will be getting as much fighting as you could ever imagine.” 
 
    She turned and looked at Pendivall and asked, “Send them forward to prepare?” 
 
    Pendivall nodded and said, “I leave them in your capable hands, Hilde.” 
 
    She turned back around and pointed to the road heading east.  
 
    “Take your men east. You will find some fields about an hour from here. Well, for you and your men, maybe thirty minutes. I will meet you there by the time you arrive.” 
 
    “And what are we going to find there?” 
 
    “Right now? Nothing. By this time tomorrow, about a thousand of Kerrick’s troops, coming from the east.” 
 
    A smile spread across Belgard’s face. 
 
    “Now that’s what we’re talking about.” 
 
    Hilde couldn’t believe how eager Belgard and his men were to confront an army that was, quite possibly, ten times the size of his small army. 
 
    Belgard turned and got his men started up the road and within a few minutes they were nothing more than a dust cloud hanging over the road. 
 
    Hilde turned around and saw the three warriors, standing shoulder-to-shoulder and she giggled. 
 
    “I don’t think Captain Belgard realizes how close he came to losing all of his men.” 
 
    Caroline and Lianna smiled and laughed. 
 
    Brinn squeaked out, “I’m just glad you got back when you did.” 
 
    The two ladies laughed and put their arms around his shoulders. 
 
    “Don’t worry, Brinn,” said Caroline, “we would have defended you.” 
 
    “Okay, enough fun and games,” said Pendivall. “Brinn, over here.” 
 
    Brinn put his sword away and hustled over to his master’s side. Hilde turned to the other two. 
 
    “Caroline, you and I are leaving in a few minutes to get to the fields and begin getting the captain and his men situated. Lianna, I want you to stay here and attend to things. When the rest of the army arrives in the morning, you can accompany them to the fields.” 
 
    While Pendivall and Brinn busied themselves with going through the Gallyneer troops, to see which ones they could trust, Hilde pulled Symon aside to talk to him. 
 
    “Seems that you didn’t tell me the whole story about why a rift formed between you and your brother.” 
 
    “I told you everything that was germane to the story.” 
 
    “Oh really? You didn’t think to tell me that the primary reason you and your brother came to blows was because of a woman? A woman you both loved.” 
 
    Symon looked at the fiery, redhead and then hung his head. 
 
    “Not many a day has gone past that I haven’t wished it had turned out otherwise,” he said as he looked back into her eyes. “I miss my brother.” 
 
    Hilde looked at him, not sure whether to give him a hug or smack his face. In the end she chose to do neither. 
 
    “Your brother will be here tomorrow morning and I will not be here. I am going forward with Captain Belgard and his men.” 
 
    Then she stepped forward and put a finger in the middle of Symon’s chest. 
 
    “I expect you to figure this out. When the army reaches the fields tomorrow, I expect to see that you and Jarell have fixed this crack between you.” 
 
    “A lot of words were spoken in anger, m’lady.” 
 
    “I don’t care! That was over five hundred years ago! It’s time to put it behind you. The both of you!” 
 
    Without waiting for any kind of reply, she turned and walked briskly to the dragons and climbed on the back of Venia. She and Caroline were gone within seconds. 
 
    As he watched them leave, he perceived a presence beside him. 
 
    “Are you going to let a woman talk to you like that?” 
 
    Symon turned and looked at the eavesdropper. 
 
    “Yes, Toll, I am. Because she’s right.” 
 
    Toll shook his head and laughed. 
 
    “That’s why you’ll always be soft.” 
 
    With the speed of lightning, Symon grabbed Toll by the throat and stepped in close to him. He could smell Toll’s fetid breath with every breath of his own. 
 
    “And that’s why your wife packed up your children and fled into the night. To get away from you and everything you stand for.” 
 
    “Symon,” said a gravelly, mature voice from behind him. “Do you vouch for this man as someone we can trust?” 
 
    Symon released his grip and pushed Toll to the ground. 
 
    “No, Master Pendivall, I do not. If you are asking my opinion, I’d say to clap him in irons, right beside Captain Kreiger, and let him finish this war locked up.” 
 
    Pendivall stepped forward, towering over the captain laying in the dirt. His figure blocked out the sun and Toll could finally see the old man’s features. Pendivall had not one ounce of happiness on his face. Then he motioned for a couple of soldiers and they came over and picked Toll off the ground and bound his hands behind his back and led him away. 
 
    Pendivall turned to Symon and said, “I could sense the darkness in his soul, that he would run right back to Kerrick if given the chance. But you, you’re a little hard to read. I sense no love for the dark wizard in you, but I do sense a huge blanket of fear and trepidation in your heart.” 
 
    “Master, if the dark wizard were standing here in front of me, I’d be seeking a way to cut his heart out with my dagger. I believe the fear you are seeing pertains to the coming confrontation with my brother.” 
 
    Pendivall smiled and patted Symon on the shoulder. 
 
    “Wars within the boundaries of the family can sometimes be the hardest to stop. But, I would take Lady Hilde at her word. Find a way to work it out.” 
 
      
 
      
 
   


 
  

   
 
    Chapter 8 ~ The Fallen Warrior Lives 
 
      
 
    As she opened her eyes, Gwen looked around and found herself in a dark room that appeared to be in a small home. Turning her head, she saw her battlewear was neatly folded and laying on a chair next to the bed she was laying in. 
 
    Wiggling around a little on the bed, she looked under the covers to find she was as naked as the day she was born. Naked except for the large bandage on the right side of her rib cage. She tried raising herself up and the pain was immense, causing her to cry out and fell back to the bed. 
 
    A woman came hustling through the curtain that provided her some small bit of privacy and rushed to the side of her bed. She reached out and helped Gwen lay back down and fluffed the pillows around her head. 
 
    “Best you stay still, miss. You have at least two broken ribs and a couple of nasty cuts on your back.” 
 
    “Where am I?” asked Gwen in her soft, Guildenian voice. 
 
    “You are in the home of my husband and our family. You might remember him. Stefan? He carried you here from where he found you. My name is Clarissa.” 
 
    It started coming back to her. The battle in the sky and her friend, Koranth, falling to the earth. Closing her eyes, she let out a small cry for her friend. 
 
    “Stefan says you were with a dragon. Is this true?” 
 
    “Yes,” said Gwen feebly. “We were flying with another dragon rider and were attacked by four red dragons of the dark wizard’s army.” 
 
    There was the sound of a door opening and closing in the front of the home and some footsteps across the floor. 
 
    “Is it true there is an army coming this way?” 
 
    “Yes, and I must get out of here before they get here.” 
 
    “I’m afraid it’s already too late for that, Gwen.” 
 
    They looked up to see Stefan standing in the doorway. 
 
    “That army that you spoke of is marching through the valley below as we speak. Martin and I were out on the ridge watching. There must be at least a thousand of them.” 
 
    “Did he get to the village in time and warn them?” 
 
    “Yes, he did, thanks to you. They were able to clear out of the village, scattering into the cliffs above the town. From what I’ve been able to gather, the army marched right through the village and razed every building.” 
 
    “I’m so sorry.” 
 
    “Don’t be. You saved all their lives. We can rebuild the village when this is all over. If Martin hadn't warned them, the men would have been pressed into service in the dark wizard’s army and the rest would have been killed.” 
 
    “Are we safe here?” 
 
    “We’re far enough into the hills we should be okay. Martin is still watching the troops go by, counting them. We should have a better idea how many there are when he gets back here.” 
 
    Gwen shifted herself a little and winced at the pain. Clarissa tried getting her to lie still. 
 
    “What I wouldn’t give to have Jarell or Pendivall here right now.” 
 
    “Masters Jarell and Pendivall?” asked Clarissa. 
 
    “Yes, they are with an army that is heading this way from the west. If either one of them was here they could heal my broken bones and get me back in the fight.” 
 
    She looked up at Clarissa. 
 
    “You know those two wizards?” 
 
    “Gwen, not a person in this area doesn’t know of Jarell and Pendivall. When Magrum the Dark was running loose, his troops marched through this valley and enslaved everyone. It was Jarell and Pendivall and their troops that drove Magrum’s army out of here and back into the Eastern Desert.” 
 
    “Well,” said Gwen, “they are on their way here again.” 
 
    “We are in good hands then,” said Stefan. 
 
    “Well, young lady,” said Clarissa, “it appears your fighting days are behind you for the time being. I’m going to see if I can get you something to eat.” 
 
    “It’s a shame she wouldn’t let me carve a slab of meat off that dragon. It would have made a good roast.” 
 
    Gwen looked at him and squinted her eyes, “Like I said, he was my friend. Now, if you want to go back to that area, you will also find at least two red dragons that I brought down. And I’m sure Lianna took down the other two. You can carve those beasts to pieces for all I care.” 
 
    Stefan grinned and said, “I’ll have to go take a quick look, once the sun comes up.” 
 
    “You be careful, dear,” said Clarissa as she patted him on the shoulder and made her way out of the room. 
 
    After she left, Gwen looked at Stefan and asked, “Is Martin safe where he is?” 
 
    “He should be. Why do you ask?” 
 
    “The dark wizard’s army won’t care about his age,” said Gwen. “All they will care about is if he can wield a sword.” 
 
    Stefan looked at her and she could tell he was rethinking leaving his son on the ridge. 
 
    “He’ll be fine. We’ve lived in these woods for years; for his whole life as a matter of fact, and no one knows them better than him.” 
 
    Stefan stopped talking for a moment and then said, “But, you’re right. I think I’ll head back to the ridge to keep him company.” 
 
    “Please be careful.” 
 
    Stefan nodded as he turned and headed out of the room. She could hear him say goodbye to Clarissa and then close the door behind him. 
 
    A few minutes later, Clarissa brought in a bowl of warm, vegetable soup and Gwen could tell this family was struggling to survive. The soup was thin and had almost no vegetables in it at all. It was hardly more than just hot water. 
 
    “How did your family survive when the dark wizard’s troops were here up until a few days ago?” 
 
    “We’re pretty well hidden up here,” said Clarissa. 
 
    “So, no one comes up this way?” 
 
    “No, Gwen. Only if they can scale the face of a mountain.” 
 
    Gwen cocked her head at that statement and Clarissa laughed a little. 
 
    “We are on a small ledge about three hundred feet above the valley floor. We can’t be seen from the ground below and no one is going to be on the top of the mountain looking down at us.” 
 
    Gwen thought about this for a second and then said, “No one, but a dragon.” 
 
    “Even still, a dragon would have to land on the ledge and look around the brush and trees outside this cabin, to see us. Just flying by they would never even notice us.” 
 
    “Wait a minute. If we’re three hundred feet up, how did I get here?” 
 
    Clarissa laughed and said, “Not to embarrass you, but Stefan threw you over his shoulder like a sack of potatoes and made the climb. That man is as strong as an ox and can climb like a wild cat. He and Martin are always having races to see who can get to the ledge first.” 
 
    Gwen finished her bowl of soup and could feel its warmth starting to spread throughout her body. She could feel the cold as she was sitting up and the blanket was not covering her bare back. 
 
    “I should like to try to get up when the sun rises and take a walk outside. I may need some help putting my clothes back on, though.” 
 
    Clarissa shook her head and said, “I don’t think you’ll be ready to try to put on those clothes for quite a few days. But, I have a couple of robes that you’ll find easier to get into, though it may cause a few giggles from the men.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Well, Gwen, you’re not exactly on the large side. Not like me anyway. So, the robes will pretty much swallow you up.” 
 
    “I can get her some of my clothes, mother.” 
 
    They turned to see Martin standing in the doorway. 
 
    “She and I are about the same size.” 
 
    “Even still, son, a robe will be fine for her for a few days. If she tries getting into regular clothes, she will aggravate her injuries.” 
 
    “Okay,” said Martin and he disappeared from the door. 
 
    In a few seconds he returned and handed one of his robes to his mother. Clarissa took the robe and folded it and laid it on the chair, on top of Gwen’s battlewear. 
 
    “Right now, she needs to lay back down and get some rest,” said Clarissa, as she helped Gwen to lay down and get covered up. 
 
    “Can I talk to her, mother?” 
 
    “I don’t know if that’s such a good idea. She needs to rest.” 
 
    Gwen spoke up, “That’s okay. I don’t think I can sleep and it would be nice to talk.” 
 
    Clarissa looked at her and then at her son. 
 
    “Okay, as long as you promise to stay still and you promise not to get her too excited.” 
 
    They both said, “Yes, mother” at the same time. Then they both started laughing. Clarissa shook her head and exited the room. Martin pulled a stool closer to the edge of the bed and sat down. 
 
    “So, you said the dragon was your friend. Did he fly above you, watching over you?” 
 
    “No, I rode on his back. I am a dragon rider.” 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    “Yes. There are four of us.” 
 
    Then she dropped her gaze. 
 
    “I guess with Koranth gone that means there’s only three dragon riders now.” 
 
    “Are the other dragon riders women, too?” 
 
    “Yes, we are because we’re lighter and before we started riding the dragons, we were bowmaidens.” 
 
    “Are they all as beautiful as you?” 
 
    “Martin!” yelled Clarissa from the other room. 
 
    Gwen laughed a little and said, “I’m not sure about how beautiful we are. We’re soldiers that fight the dark wizard.” 
 
    “Well, I think you’re the prettiest girl I’ve ever seen.” 
 
    “Martin! I’m going to toss you off the cliff if you don’t stop talking to her like that.” 
 
    “Oh, mother. How am I supposed to meet a girl up here on the mountain?” 
 
    Gwen looked toward the doorway and could see Stefan sitting at a table and struggling not to laugh. 
 
    “Martin, how old are you?” asked Gwen. 
 
    “I’m sixteen, almost seventeen,” he said as he puffed out his chest. 
 
    “Well, I’m almost three hundred years old.” 
 
    Martin’s mouth dropped open and his eyes opened wide. Gwen looked at Stefan again and he was looking at her. 
 
    “You’re a Guildenian,” said Stefan. 
 
    She nodded at him as he stood up and walked to the doorway. 
 
    “What’s a Guildenian?” asked Martin. 
 
    “A Guildenian, son, is a person from the village of Guilden in Wyndweir. They are a magical people that live long lives.” 
 
    Gwen took a breath and said, “I don’t know about magical, but yes, we do live quite a bit longer than normal men and women.” 
 
    Stefan smiled and said, “Oh, you are magical. Believe you me, you are magical. I’m guessing you’re not part of the Healer’s Guild though, or you would have healed yourself.” 
 
    “No, I was an apprentice in the Seamstress Guild before this war broke out. Now, Caroline and Lianna, two of the other dragon riders, they are healers.” 
 
    “If they were here, could they heal your injuries?” asked Martin. 
 
    “Yes, they could. I’d be ready to get back into the fight within a few minutes.” 
 
    “Seems kind of unfair, doesn’t it?” 
 
    “Why do you say that?” 
 
    Martin looked at her and said, “Well, if you can’t be killed, it wouldn’t be fair to those you fight against.” 
 
    “Oh, I can be killed, Martin. And if I am, there’s no healing from that. I’m surprised I didn’t die yesterday when I fell from the back of Koranth.” 
 
    Martin nodded as he realized what he had said was pretty silly. Of course, she could die, like anyone else. 
 
    He was happy she didn’t die. He never would have met her if she had. Even with an almost three hundred year difference in age, she was still the best-looking girl he had ever seen. 
 
      
 
      
 
   


 
  

   
 
    Chapter 9 ~ Hey Brother, How’s It Going? 
 
      
 
    Morning came bright and shiny, clouded only by the smoke from the campfires being used to cook the morning meal. What food the troops from Gallyneer had brought with wasn’t much, but Pendivall gave Symon and his men permission to raid the last of the food stores in the pub. Though the villagers had taken quite a lot with them for their journey south, there was still some left and the troops were grateful for it. 
 
    Pendivall walked past the hastily constructed stockade and saw the men that had been locked up. There were only ten of them and he felt fortunate for that small number. The biggest problem he could see was that Toll and Kreiger were becoming fast friends and that worried him. He didn’t need the two leaders joining forces, even with such a small number of men at their disposal. 
 
    As he stood and looked at the men locked up in the stockade, Symon walked up with a sandwich of roast meats and a mug of water. As he handed them to Pendivall, he motioned to the jailed men. 
 
    “What are we going to do with these men?’ 
 
    Pendivall shook his head and said, “I’m not really sure Symon. Given half a chance, these men would slit our throats without any remorse whatsoever. We’ve already seen that when we were at Rosemoor.” 
 
    Pendivall shook his head as he remembered Jarell telling him about how Kolgan had killed Hector and fled to the Eastern Desert. 
 
    “I am at a loss,” he said as he took a bite from his sandwich. 
 
    Toll and Kreiger stood near the back of the stockade, just looking at the two traitors to the dark wizard. Their dark eyes burned with a hot desire to kill them and every man that stood outside their prison. Pendivall could see it in their eyes and it scared him. A sensation he wasn’t accustomed to nor relished. 
 
    Their conversation was interrupted by the sound of the approaching army and Symon felt his heart beat increase by double. Pendivall reached out and squeezed his shoulder. 
 
    “It won’t be nearly as bad as you’ve made it out to be in your mind.” 
 
    They walked to the center of the village, where the road from the south terminated and then split off, heading east and west. They could see the army about a half a mile away, marching quickly toward the village. Symon marveled at how much sooner the royal soldiers had arrived at the village, when he knew that they had all left Keirdon at the same time. 
 
    As they reached the village, Pendivall started pointing the troops to the open space just north of the village, telling them to relax for a few minutes and get something to eat. 
 
    Many the troops cast some rather bitter looks toward the soldier standing next to Pendivall, wearing the colors of the dark wizard. Symon felt like a bug that needed to find a dark, safe place to hide. 
 
    As the last of the troops filed past the two, Jarell came walking up with a couple of his captains. He nodded to Pendivall and then his gaze turned toward his brother. He showed no emotion, which Pendivall found disconcerting considering he was dealing with a man who had no problem expressing his feelings when needed. 
 
    “It’s been a long time, brother,” said Symon. 
 
    Jarell just looked at him, not betraying any feelings he had running through his mind at the moment. Then, ignoring Symon, he looked at Pendivall. 
 
    “Where do we stand?” 
 
    Pendivall didn’t really want to answer the question, because he wanted Jarell and his brother to get whatever fire they had between them put out, but he decided to let their feud take its course. 
 
    “We need to move the troops about an hour east of here. There are some fields at the mouth of a small canyon and would be the best place for us to meet Kerrick’s forces.” 
 
    Jarell nodded to him and then turned to the captains and told them to get the troops on the road. They could rest when they reached the fields. 
 
    Then he handed his staff to Pendivall and called a young soldier over. He took off his belt, holding his sword and handed it to the soldier and told him to watch over it until he came for it. He nodded to Symon and his brother read his mind. He pulled his sword off and handed it to the same soldier and they sent him on his way with the rest of the troops.  
 
    Pendivall looked at the two of them and then shook his head. 
 
    “Try not to kill each other. We need both of you.” 
 
    Then he turned and headed toward the stockade. He knew what was coming and only hoped that when it was finished, they would still be able to call each other brother. 
 
    Jarell turned and looked at the woods behind the pub and started walking toward them. Symon fell in behind him and within a couple of minutes, they came to a small clearing in the trees. As Symon tried to find the words that could diffuse the situation, he took a couple more steps. 
 
    And walked right into Jarell’s right fist. 
 
    Symon’s head snapped back as he fell backward, landing rather inelegantly on his behind. As he rubbed his jaw, he looked up at Jarell. 
 
    “Well, I guess I had that coming.” 
 
    ‘You’re damn right you had that coming!” yelled Jarell. 
 
    Symon struggled to his feet, fighting for breath and bent over. As Jarell moved in to deliver another blow, he found out that Symon’s condition was greatly exaggerated. 
 
    A quick punch of Symon’s right fist caught Jarell in the stomach and doubled him over in pain, driving all the air out of his lungs. Then a swift upper-cut caught Jarell under the chin sending him reeling into the dirt. 
 
    “And you had that coming!” 
 
    Jarell scrambled to his feet and the fight was on. Both men resolved not to go down again. Punches were thrown, even a kick or two, but both fighters kept to their feet. If Agoroth had been walking through those woods, he would have taken a wide path around the two warriors to stay away from their fury. 
 
    After about five minutes of fighting, continually circling each other, looking for that one opening that would give an advantage, they both looked like they had gone to war with Kerrick’s troops by themselves. Both had bloody lips and noses, their knuckles were scraped up and one of Jarell’s eyes was swollen shut. 
 
    In one last ditch effort to win the fight, each warrior threw a punch at the jaw of the other and both connected with devastating results at the same time. Both men fell to the ground, laying side-by-side and gasping for breath and fighting to remain conscious. 
 
    As Jarell lay there on his back, he coughed out, “You called me a son of a pig.” 
 
    Symon laughed through his swollen jaw and said, “You told me I was as worthless as dragon snot.” 
 
    Jarell laughed through his pain and said, “At the time it seemed appropriate.” 
 
    Symon raised himself up on one elbow and looked at Jarell. 
 
    “And you called Laurelai an idiot for taking up with me.” 
 
    Jarell rolled his head to the side and looked into his brother’s eyes. 
 
    “Something that I regretted the very instant I said it and every day since then.” 
 
    Symon laid back down and stared at the blue sky filtering through the trees above. 
 
    “I know you did, brother. We both said things we shouldn’t have back then. A case could be made that it was just the stupidity of youth. Of course, we were both about a hundred years old, so we should have known better.” 
 
    Jarell ran his hand over his face and looked at his knuckles. 
 
    “Anyone seeing us right now would say we haven’t progressed very far past that stupidity.” 
 
    Symon laughed and clutched at his ribs because he was quite sure he had a couple of cracked ones. He tried to breathe a little easier. 
 
    “Any chance we might have reached a point where you can use some of your magic to heal my ribs?” 
 
    Jarell looked at him with a small bit of disgust in his eyes. He shook his head. 
 
    “Oh come off it, Symon. You know damn good and well that your magic is every bit as powerful as mine.” 
 
    “I’m a bit out of practice,” said Symon. “I haven’t used it in over five hundred years.” 
 
    Jarell rolled over and crawled on his hands and knees to his brother and looked down at him. 
 
    “Not even once?” 
 
    “No, brother. It didn’t seem right to use it having left that life behind me.” 
 
    Jarell shook his head as he reached out and placed his hands on his brother’s chest. He could feel the breaks with his mind and set about to mending them. Symon twitched under his touch as he felt the bones stitching themselves back together. Within a couple of minutes Jarell was finished and Symon’s ribs were as good as new. 
 
    Jarell reached up and ran his hand over his jaw, which he was quite certain was broken and healed it and then healed his swollen eye and broken nose. As he was finishing up, Symon stood up and held out his hand to help him up. 
 
    As he stood up, Jarell looked at his brother and then put his arms around him and hugged him close. 
 
    “I’ve missed you, brother.” 
 
    “As I have you.” 
 
    As they stepped apart, Symon looked him over and said, “I think we need to come up with a good cover story for Hilde.” 
 
    “Brother, one thing I’ve learned about her is to not try to hide anything from her. She will smell it out quicker than you can imagine.” 
 
    “She can see right through you, huh?” 
 
    “Like a glass window.” 
 
    “Best to keep her and Laurelai apart then. We let those two get together and you and I will be outmatched in every way.” 
 
    Jarell laughed as he threw his arm around Symon’s shoulder and they started back toward the village. When they got there, they found it empty. All the villagers had gone south and all the troops had gone east. 
 
    As they walked past the stockade, Symon said, “I wonder what they did with the prisoners.” 
 
    “What measure of men were in there?” 
 
    “There were a dozen, but two of them were captains. They would have no problem rallying the other ten to their cause if we don’t watch them close.” 
 
    “I’d say we need to get on up the road then,” said Jarell. 
 
    Turning east, they headed out of the village and toward a certain battle that was going to make the battle in the Eastern Desert seem like a little skirmish. 
 
      
 
    ~~~~ 
 
      
 
    As the brothers walked into the field, they could see that the troops were busy making preparations for the coming clash with Kerrick’s troops. On the far side of the fields they could see the royal soldiers were taking up positions right near the mouth of the draw leading into the hills. It was obvious they were tired of sitting on their tails in this war and they were going to be a part of it, if it meant placing themselves right in the path of the coming army. 
 
    Walking about a hundred yards into the future battlefield, they were confronted by one very irritated, redheaded warrior. 
 
    “Well, I can see you two idiots couldn’t wait for the battle to start. You had to go start your own.” 
 
    “Hi sweetie. Did you miss me?” 
 
    Symon doubled over laughing as he looked at Jarell’s grin. He reached up and clapped a hand on Jarell’s shoulder. 
 
    “I don’t know if humor is the way to go with this one, brother. She looks madder than a nest of hornets.” 
 
    “You’re damn right I’m mad! You two boys have been keeping yourselves apart for over five hundred years, when all it would have taken is a couple of apologies to fix this!” 
 
    “Well,” said Symon, “a couple of apologies or a really good fight.” 
 
    This time it was Jarell’s turn to laugh, which produced an icy stare from his wife. 
 
    “Sweetie, we’re fine. Everything is good between us and we are ready to face this coming battle.” 
 
    Pendivall walked up to the three and looked the two brothers over.  
 
    “Looks like the discussions went well.” 
 
    Symon said, “Master, it’s probably the best time I’ve had in a couple hundred years.” 
 
    “Well, I’m glad you got this out of your systems because we should be seeing Kerrick’s troops coming through that draw sometime this afternoon.” 
 
    The young soldier walked up with a couple of swords and belts and handed them to their respective owners. He had a little smirk on his face as he turned and walked away from the bloody warriors. 
 
    After their swords were strapped on, Pendivall handed Jarell his staff. 
 
    “You may be needing this,” he said to the younger wizard. 
 
     Jarell took the staff and Symon looked it over.  
 
    “I remember the day you won this staff. The Staff of Wind. I also remember that was the day that led to one of the greatest evils this land has ever seen.” 
 
    Jarell held the staff upright and looked at it. 
 
    “Yes, this staff and I have seen a lot.” 
 
    Hilde spoke, “Well, I hope it has seen the end of the foolishness between you and your brother.” 
 
    Jarell looked at her and then at Symon. 
 
    “I think we can both safely say that it has.” 
 
    Symon nodded.  
 
    “Good, can we get busy then and prepare for what is advancing our way?” 
 
    “Yes, dear.” 
 
    “Yes, sister.” 
 
    Symon turned to Pendivall and asked, “What became of the prisoners in the stockade? I don’t see them around here.” 
 
    Pendivall kind of shrugged his shoulders and then pointed at Hilde. 
 
    “I told him to put a Garlan on them,” she said. 
 
    Symon’s eyes opened. He had no idea what or who a Garlan was. 
 
    “You didn’t,” said Jarell, looking at the old wizard. 
 
    “In point of fact I did. Back when I first heard of what Garlan had done, I was in disagreement with it. But, this morning I could see the wisdom in it.” 
 
    Symon looked at the three of them and asked, “What is a Garlan?” 
 
    Jarell said, “Garlan is a young, master wizard who had to deal with some ruffians last year and he sent two of them out of the village with their memories wiped. He told them they had to spend the rest of their lives, going from village to village and working for and depending on the kindness of whoever they met for their food and shelter.” 
 
    “It wasn’t what he did to just them,” said Hilde. “He also drove an entire family out of the village to their doom.” 
 
    “A doom that he has cried his heart out over since it happened, sweetie,” said Jarell. “Besides, that dark period led me to meet the biggest ruffian of them all.” 
 
    “What happened when you met that ruffian?” asked Symon. 
 
    “I joined with her,” said Jarell with a wink. 
 
    Symon looked at Hilde and grinned. 
 
    Pendivall said, “At any rate, I didn’t take it as far as Garlan did. I cast the spell over them that they would be released from their need to travel and work at menial labor when they had a change of heart and saw Kerrick for what he really is.” 
 
    “Two of them didn’t fall under Pendivall’s magic,” said Hilde. “Their hearts were already changed and ready to fight with us against Kerrick. One of them was the soldier we talked to two nights ago.” 
 
    “I’m glad to hear it,” said Symon. 
 
    Pendivall said, “Alright, enough of this jabbering. Kerrick’s troops are only a few hours away and we need to make sure we’re ready. Symon, if you go over there by that wagon, you’ll find the Guildenians with some battlewear that might fit you much better than those colors you now wear. All of your men have already been outfitted and they are holding a set for you.” 
 
    Symon nodded at him and took off across the field to where the wagons were. He saw his men getting themselves all squared away and they nodded to him as he walked past.  Most of them had silly smirks on their faces at the sight of their bloody captain. It was good to see he had survived his battle with the wizard. 
 
    The four dragons were on the far side of the field, tearing into a large deer they had caught. Most of the troops just watched in awe as the dragons ripped the deer to pieces, but there were a few soldiers that made sure they stayed as far away from the hungry dragons as possible. They wanted no possibility some of them could become dessert. 
 
    “So, have the numbers stayed consistent with the number of enemy soldiers?” asked Jarell. 
 
    “They have. And after Lianna and Gwen’s meeting with the dragons, they still only have one dragon flying over them.” 
 
    “Something about that doesn’t seem right,” said Jarell. 
 
    “What doesn’t sound right?” asked Hilde. 
 
    “I don’t know, sweetheart. I’m just getting this feeling we’re not seeing everything there is to see.” 
 
    “Well,” said Pendivall, “they still outnumber us about ten to six. That worries me and the captains.” 
 
    “Ten to six, not counting the royal soldiers. With them I’d say the odds are about even, wouldn’t you?” 
 
    Pendivall perked up at that. 
 
    “As you may have noticed, the royal soldiers are setting themselves at the mouth of the draw. If we’re not careful, they may wipe out Kerrick’s entire army and not leave anything for the rest of us to fight.” 
 
    “What a tragedy that would be,” laughed Jarell. 
 
    He looked at Hilde and asked, “And what are your plans for you and your dragon riders?” 
 
    “We’re going to wait until the army shows itself, before we take to the air. Sophia doesn’t have a rider yet, so she will be fighting by herself.” 
 
    “Okay, I’ll leave you to it and am going to head forward. I want to see how the captains are doing with their men and then work my way up to where the royals are.” 
 
    “You be careful, husband of mine,” said Hilde as she turned and headed toward the dragons. 
 
    “Me be careful?” said Jarell quietly to Pendivall. “I wonder if she’s ever paid attention to the way she fights.” 
 
    “Strapped to the back of a fire-breathing dragon, I doubt she has much time to think.” 
 
    Jarell laughed and started walking away. 
 
    “By the way, young man,” called Pendivall, “if you see my apprentice up there with the royals, tell him I would rather he stay back here.” 
 
    Jarell stopped and turned around.  
 
    “Is he up there?” 
 
    “He’s heard the stories of what Sean did in the battle in the Eastern Desert and feels like he isn’t doing his part.” 
 
    Jarell just shook his head and said, “You won’t mind if I cuff him upside the ears before I send him back, will you?” 
 
    “Not at all.” 
 
      
 
      
 
   


 
  

   
 
    Chapter 10 ~ There’s Nothing Heroic About War 
 
      
 
    “This is really quite beautiful.” 
 
    Martin looked at the small Guildenian as she stood on the edge of the cliff, dressed in one of his robes. He stood next to her, still taken with her beauty. He didn’t care that she was almost three hundred years older than him. She was beautiful, she was a warrior and she rode a dragon into battle. That was all he needed to know about her. 
 
    Gwen gazed out over the valley below. They could see many miles across the valley, to the mountains on the far side, which were hidden at the base by a low lying mist. The peaks reached high into the sky and were covered with snow. She knew the northern lands lay on the other side of those mountains. 
 
    The cliff they stood on was about halfway up the side of a mountain and on the other side of it was Wyndweir and home. She thought about home and how she had left there just a couple of weeks before, joining Pendivall’s troops near Bridgehaven and then becoming a dragon rider. Now that Koranth had been killed, she was beginning to think she had lost the will to fight and wanted to just return home. 
 
    Quickly banishing those thoughts from her mind, she remembered that her friends were still in the fight and also knew that if Koranth heard her thoughts he would chastise her fiercely for thinking such things. 
 
    She began feeling a bit unsteady and Martin helped her to sit down on a rock near the edge of the cliff. After getting her comfortable, he sat down next to her, glad just to be sitting close to her. 
 
    “You say you were a dragon rider and when we found you and Koranth, he had died horribly, but you lived. How did that happen?” 
 
    “All I remember was turning and seeing a red dragon coming at us from behind by surprise. He killed Koranth with his claws and I was knocked from his back by the red dragon’s wing. As I fell, I went down through the trees and hit every branch on the way down.” 
 
    Martin nodded as he listened to her. 
 
    “Why I was spared when he was not, I don’t know.” 
 
    “Maybe what my father says is true. That the Guildenians are a magical people. Maybe your magic watched over you and protected you.” 
 
    “I don’t feel very magical right now.” 
 
    They sat in silence for a few minutes and then Martin asked, “What’s it like in Wyndweir?” 
 
    She smiled as she thought of home. 
 
    “About the same as it is here. It’s green and beautiful, with many lakes and rivers. Guilden sits right on the southern shore of a large lake. Most of the land had been quiet and peaceful before this war started and I dream of the day when it will be that way again.” 
 
    Martin took a breath and let it out slowly. 
 
    “I think I’d like to see Wyndweir when this war is over. I’ve heard stories of that land, but I’ve lived my entire life on this mountain.” 
 
    “When this war is over, you should be able to travel to all the lands of this world. East of Wyndweir is the Eastern Desert, which is where the dark wizard is located. But, once we rid the earth of him, you could even visit there.” 
 
    “I’ve heard the Eastern Desert is a place no man would ever want to live in.” 
 
    “That is true, but to stand on the top of Black Mountain and look across the desert to Mount Thunder is a sight you will never forget. And on the other side of the Eastern Desert is Gallyneer.” 
 
    “Yes, I’ve heard of that place. It is the place where the dark wizard gets his army.” 
 
    She looked at him and shook her head. She took his hand and squeezed it. 
 
    “It is the place where he kidnapped men and boys and forced them into his army. Most of his troops are there against their will and we fight to free them just as much we as do to free ourselves.” 
 
    Martin heard what she was saying, but it was getting lost behind the feeling of her hand holding his. His mind was muddled at the touch of her skin. In a flash of boldness, he raised her hand to his lips and kissed it. 
 
    “Then, I shall fight to free them, too.” 
 
    She pulled her hand away from him quickly. 
 
    “No! You will not! You will stay here, hidden on the mountain and be safe with your mother and father. Do not get caught up in this war, Martin.” 
 
    He jumped up and stepped away from her and then turned around to face her. 
 
    “I can’t just sit here and do nothing. You’re fighting, your friends are fighting, your dragon died. How can I just do nothing?” 
 
    “Yes, you can and you will.” 
 
    Martin looked and saw his mother standing there. 
 
    “But mother ...” 
 
    “But nothing, Martin! You will stay out of this war!” 
 
    “Listen to your mother,” said Gwen. “War is not the heroic stories that you hear about around the campfire. It is brutal, it is foul and it cares not whether you are a one thousand year old wizard like Sigarick or a sixteen year old boy like yourself. It will cut you down without batting an eyelash. Stay away from it.” 
 
    Gwen was getting herself so worked up over this that she began to feel a bit of pain in her side and placed her hand over it. 
 
    Clarissa stepped to her side and placed a hand under her arm and helped her up. 
 
    “It’s time to put you back to bed, soldier. You need to calm yourself before you injure yourself further.” 
 
    Gwen looked at Martin, but he had turned away and was looking out over the valley. The two women could tell he was upset and angry at being told to stay out of the war, but neither one cared whether he was angry or not. It only mattered that he listen to them. 
 
      
 
   


 
  

   
 
    Chapter 11 ~ Hide And Seek 
 
      
 
    Jarell found Brinn stalking along behind Captain Belgard and the captain didn’t look too happy about it. As he went from position to position, visiting with his men and making sure they were prepared, Brinn was right there, listening to every word and trying to absorb everything he could. 
 
    “Young apprentice, what are you doing up here?” 
 
    Brinn turned around to confront Jarell. 
 
    “I am merely trying to make myself useful, sire.” 
 
    “And what makes you think you would be less useful, working beside your master? What he will be doing over the next few hours is going to be just as important as anything that Captain Belgard is going to be doing. You can learn just as much from him.” 
 
    Then Jarell leaned in and said in a low voice, “And between you and me, he’s getting along in years and could use your help.” 
 
    Brinn hung his head, knowing he had no chance of winning this argument. 
 
    “Head on back there and find Master Pendivall. He’s asking for you.” 
 
    Brinn took a deep breath and shook his head. Then he turned and started walking back toward the main body of the army. 
 
    “I’m glad you came along Master Jarell. Nothing I said to him could persuade him to leave us and rejoin his master. He even tried telling me we were doing this all wrong.” 
 
    Jarell looked at Belgard and shrugged. 
 
    “For once, I have to say I agree with him, captain.” 
 
    “You don’t think we should set ourselves up here in the front?” 
 
    “No sir, I don’t. I’m not going to advise you to do something different, because these are your men and you know their capabilities.” 
 
    “What would you have us do instead?” 
 
    “I would split your men into smaller groups and scatter them in and among the platoons of regular soldiers. Put two or three of your men with each platoon of swordsmen and bowmaidens and have them fight alongside them.” 
 
    “You don’t like our chances up here in the front, do you?” 
 
    “I think you could hold your own just fine, but on the off-chance that you didn’t and Kerrick’s forces were to overrun you, the swordsmen and bowmaidens would be at the mercy of the invaders. With your troops scattered among them, they would stand a better chance.” 
 
    Belgard looked at the wizard for a moment, considering his ideas. He turned and looked back down the hill a little ways and saw the rest of the army getting themselves situated and knew that Jarell was right. If the dark wizard’s army somehow found a way past his men, the rest of the army would be nearly defenseless.  
 
    “Besides,” said Jarell, “and I don’t know how to put this, but something doesn’t seem right.” 
 
    “Something seems a little off, doesn’t it?” 
 
    “They came with five dragons and our ladies knocked four of them out of the sky. Is the army really going to continue marching toward us like nothing happened?” 
 
    Captain Belgard called one of his lieutenants over and told him to start moving the men back and splitting them off and placing them with the different platoons of the army. 
 
    “We need to get some eyes in the air and see what’s really coming toward us,” said the captain. 
 
    “I was thinking the same thing.” 
 
    They both started back toward the line and Jarell veered off toward the area where the dragons were. He saw Hilde standing with Venia and near Caroline and Morgath. 
 
    “Sweetie ...” 
 
    He stopped when she gave him a sour look that said she was still a bit miffed at him and his brother for their silliness. 
 
    “Look, you need to get over this. My brother and I were stupid for allowing our feelings to drive us apart for so long, but we’re good now.” 
 
    She took a breath and let it out slowly. 
 
    “I’m glad you two have come to your senses. Now, what was it that you needed?” 
 
    “We need to get some eyes in the air and see what’s coming through that pass.” said Jarell as he pointed toward the draw. 
 
    “You don’t think it’s what Lianna and Gwen saw?” 
 
    “I think it’s exactly what they saw, but I think there may be more to it. It just seems too easy, that they will march right out of that draw and into our army. Something’s not right.” 
 
    Hilde nodded and then looked at Caroline. 
 
    “Let’s go, Caroline. Let’s see what is bothering this husband of mine.” 
 
    “Yes, m’lady,” said the little bowmaiden as she climbed onto the back of Morgath. 
 
    Jarell looked at the two dragons and said, “Please bring them back safe.” 
 
    “That is our mission, sire,” said Venia. 
 
    Within seconds, both dragons and riders lifted off the ground and headed for great heights over the pass. Before long they were lost above the clouds. 
 
    Jarell didn’t have a good feeling about sending them out there alone, but he had a more uncomfortable feeling growing in his belly about the imminent battle. 
 
    As he walked toward the rear, he could see that Belgard’s men were being scattered among the rest of the troops and felt a lot better about that set up. Having them all up front may have brought the war to swift conclusion, but there was the off chance that they would have been overrun and that would have been a terrible tragedy. Also, it would have made it more difficult for the bowmaidens to shoot their arrows at the enemy troops, having the royals up there in front of them. 
 
    He found Pendivall and Brinn in a small clearing and the older wizard was lashing out at his apprentice with his staff. Not in anger, but in training. When he cast a lightning bolt with his staff, Brinn would cast a shield to defend himself. Even though Pendivall’s casts were strong, he had taught Brinn well. His shields held every time. 
 
    As he was walking up, Jarell lowered his own staff and cast a small, compact ball of wind at the young apprentice and Pendivall cast a lightning bolt at the same time and Brinn had to divide his attention between the two. He split both hands in front of him and blocked both attacks. He got pushed backward when they both hit at the same time, but he was still able to fend them off. 
 
    “Very good, young wizard,” said Pendivall. 
 
    “Yes, very good indeed,” said Jarell. “I guess we don’t need to tell you what your responsibilities will be.” 
 
    “To shield and protect the swordsmen and bowmaidens, to the best of my abilities.” 
 
    “That is correct.” 
 
    Pendivall said, “But, don’t forget to protect yourself at the same time.” 
 
    Jarell nodded and added, “Keep your eyes to the sky. We know the enemy has at least one dragon and I’m sure there are more. Defend those around you from dragon attacks.” 
 
    “Yes, sire.” 
 
      
 
    ~~~~ 
 
      
 
    Hilde and Caroline returned in less than half an hour and the news wasn’t good. It was more confusing than anything. 
 
    “We counted well less than one thousand troops, Jarell,” said Hilde. “I think only about four hundred march toward us and they shall be here within two hours.” 
 
    “Four hundred?” said Jarell as he looked at Lianna. 
 
    “I know what we saw, sire. There were at least one thousand.” 
 
    “Lianna, I do not doubt what you saw. I merely wonder what has become of the other troops.” 
 
    Belgard spoke up and asked, “What is the land like on the other side of the pass?” 
 
    Hilde said, “There is a small village, Deanburg, just at the entrance to the pass and from what we could see, it has been destroyed. Farther to the east is Ashwick, which is where Lianna and Gwen first saw the army.” 
 
    “Another road goes through Deanburg, running north and south.” 
 
    “Is there?” asked Pendivall, turning and looking at Brinn. 
 
    “Yes, sire. I am from this area, if you recall.” 
 
    Pendivall grinned as he remembered he had found Brinn living in a humble village in the northern part of Wyndweir. 
 
    “That road runs south from Deanburg, over the mountains and down into Wyndweir, near my home. It also runs north and over the mountains on the other side of the valley, into the Northern Lands.” 
 
    “Well,” said Jarell, “I don’t think they would have gone south because if I remember correctly, that road comes out not too far from Rosemoor. The bulk of our army is sitting right there, with Claudious and the rest of the royal soldiers. Surely the enemy wouldn’t walk right into that mess.” 
 
    “I find it hard to believe they would have gone north, either.” said Belgard. “The Northern Lands are in a perpetual winter and nearly impossible to pass through. Even the dragons wouldn’t go there if they had a choice.” 
 
    “We need to know,” said Pendivall. 
 
    Hilde said, “Caroline and I will head over the mountains to the north and scout all the way back to where the road enters the Northern Lands. Lianna can head to the southern route and see if she can see something there. We’ll send Sophia with her.” 
 
    Jarell looked at Lianna and asked, “Are you up to it?” 
 
    “Sire, Gwen would be quite upset with me if I didn’t do this in her memory. I shall go.” 
 
    “Then, if you happen to find those other troops, you fly straight to Rosemoor and find Claudious and let him know.” 
 
    “Yes, sire.” 
 
    Pendivall said, “Alright ladies. Go and take a look, but remember to avoid fighting them and try making it back here as quickly as possible. We’re probably going to require your help very soon.” 
 
    The three dragon riders nodded to him and turned and left the gathering. Within minutes, all four dragons were in the air, two heading north and two heading south. 
 
    The others scattered out among the rest of the troops to let them know what was coming their way. The mood throughout the troops was that the dark wizard’s troops were going no farther than this field and would be driven back to where they came from. 
 
      
 
      
 
   


 
  

   
 
    Chapter 12 ~ An Enemy With No Morals 
 
      
 
    Flying high above the pass, Lianna looked down from the back of Keeleth and could see clear into Wyndweir. Sophia flew alongside and all three sets of eyes explored the narrow road below for signs of the missing troops. 
 
    The road was not used very often, though it was one of the faster ways from northern Wyndweir into Terranasia. Most of the traffic from Wyndweir went west, through Bridgehaven and then through the gates near Keirdon. 
 
    The only other road into Terranasia went east out of Wyndweir and cut across the northern edge of the Eastern Desert, just a half a day’s journey north of Mount Thunder. It entered into Gallyneer and then you could go north and into Terranasia from there.  
 
    Those were the only three passages into Terranasia and the one they were scouting below was the least used because it was the steepest and hardest to navigate. Lianna didn’t really expect to see the troops using this road, because of its difficulty. 
 
    As she looked farther to the south, the green landscape that stretched away from her, beckoned to her, calling her to go home. After losing her best friend, she wasn’t sure if she had the strength to carry on anymore. It would be so easy to point Keeleth toward Guilden and be there within a few hours. 
 
    “Those kinds of thoughts won’t do, Lianna.” 
 
    The little Guildenian was startled out of her thoughts. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “You are bearing an overwhelming sense of loss from the death of your friend,” said Keeleth. “That’s understandable. I feel the same way about losing Koranth. I’m sure Sophia would agree with me. Koranth was a great friend to both of us.” 
 
    “This is true,” said Sophia. “My spirit still cries over the loss of Koranth. And also Lyrroth and Jorath and all the other dragons that have fallen.” 
 
    “I’m just not confident I have it in me anymore to fight like I did a few days ago. I led Gwen into that fight with the red dragons and I got her killed.” 
 
    “That is not accurate,” said Keeleth. “I was there, remember? First of all, we never would have outrun those red dragons. We were going to have to fight. Of that there is no doubt. And you didn’t force Gwen or Koranth into that battle. They turned to fight of their own accord.” 
 
    “I was the leader of the two of us. I should have been more cautious.” 
 
    “I don’t see how you could have been more careful. We did everything we were supposed to. We stayed high, above the clouds and turned and headed back to our army when we saw the enemy. That their dragons saw us before we could leave was nothing more than bad luck.” 
 
    “Bad luck or not,” said Lianna, “I don’t know if I can be of any use in a fight anymore.” 
 
    They flew on in silence for a few minutes. Lianna still feeling sorry for herself and Keeleth trying to decide what to do with her. 
 
    Finally, Keeleth spoke up, “I can bear you home to Guilden right now. I can take you there and leave you and you can stay home, safe from the war and never have to fight again. Or, I can take you to Rosemoor and you can go back to working with Cryssn and the other healers and support the war in that way.” 
 
    Lianna thought about this for a second and then said, “I don’t think running away from Hilde and the others is the answer, but going back to being just a healer may be the path I should take. When we get back to our army, I’ll tell Hilde to find another rider and will work with the healers. They will need me more there than in Rosemoor right now.” 
 
    “That would be a good decision, though I will miss having you as my rider,” said Keeleth. 
 
    Lianna reached forward and patted Keeleth on the back of the neck. 
 
    “I’m certain another rider will assume my place and you will be just as happy with them.” 
 
    They flew the entire length of the road a couple of times. The southern end of the road took them so close to Rosemoor they could see the smoke from their campfires in the distance. 
 
    When it became clear there were no enemy troops on this mountain pass, the three turned back toward the Strafton fields and flew the entire way in silence. 
 
    As they landed near the edge of the army, Jarell came out to meet them and after giving her report, Lianna asked Jarell to find another rider to take her place. 
 
    Jarell could see the hollowness in the Guildenian’s eyes and knew she would not be a fighter anymore. He patted her on the shoulder and told her to find the healers near the rear of the army and get ready to help them. 
 
    After she walked away, Jarell looked at Keeleth and Sophia. Both were sad that Lianna had chosen to surrender the position of dragon rider, but they understood. 
 
    “I don’t know who is ready to take her place,” said Jarell. “I’ve left this in Hilde’s hands and think filling your seat is best left to her, Keeleth.” 
 
    “I understand,” said the large dragon. “I will keep my armor and saddle in place, so that when she returns, I will be ready to go with a new rider.” 
 
    Jarell nodded to her and then looked at Sophia. 
 
    “Any chance you’d like to take on a rider?” 
 
    “I thought you would never ask,” said the small, blue dragon. “I would be honored to bear a rider.” 
 
    Jarell signaled to a couple of Guildenian weapons makers and directed them to get a saddle made for Sophia and they went right to work on it. 
 
    Jarell walked away and stopped and looked at the mountains to the north. He knew his wife was flying high above the clouds on the other side of those mountains and hoped she would be safe. Then he banished that thought from his mind. There was no warrior more fierce and determined than his wild, redheaded wife. 
 
      
 
    ~~~~ 
 
      
 
    Hilde and Caroline stared down at the frozen earth below them. It stretched out of sight to the horizon and there was nothing to see. 
 
    Nothing except the five hundred troops in the distance, struggling to move through the waist deep snow. The two dragon riders couldn’t believe what they were seeing. About a dozen ogres were pushing their way through the snow at the front of the army, clearing the way for the men to follow. 
 
    “There is no way those soldiers will arrive at the pass back into Terranasia and be ready to fight,” said Caroline. “Why would they be coming this way?” 
 
    The thing that made the sight even more unbelievable was the large lake that stretched in front of the approaching army. They were going to have to traverse it’s frozen surface before they could make it to the pass. 
 
    “Morgath, Venia, do you see or sense any dragons with these troops.” 
 
    “No, Hilde.” said Morgath. “I don’t believe they have any dragons flying with them.” 
 
    “What are you thinking, m’lady?” asked Caroline. “You know we’re not supposed to engage them.” 
 
    “I know that. But we might be able to turn them around.” 
 
    “Really? How would we do that?” 
 
    Hilde pointed at the lake and asked, “Morgath, if you and Venia strike the edge of the lake with dragonfire, how long will it stay unfrozen?” 
 
    “If we hit it with lots of dragonfire, it will melt almost instantly.” 
 
    Venia added, “And if we pass over it again, spraying just the gas, without the fire, it will mix with the water and should prevent it from freezing for days.” 
 
    “That’s how we turn them around, Caroline. And we won’t even fire a single arrow.” 
 
    Hilde pointed to the northern edge of the lake and said, “Those peaks come right down to the water and these mountains below us pass right at the southern edge of the lake. So, melting a wide part of the lake between these two mountain ranges will end their journey real quick. They won’t be able to go around the lake. The only way left to them will be a retreat.” 
 
    “Exactly what I was thinking.” 
 
    She looked down, formulating their approach. 
 
    “Are you two up to this?” she asked the two dragons. 
 
    “I was born ready!” called Morgath. 
 
    Venia laughed and said, “Don’t you just love him, girls?” 
 
    Hilde and Caroline laughed and then they began diving toward the edge of the lake. Morgath assumed the lead, laying down a stream of dragonfire that burned instantly through the frozen surface of the lake. Venia followed right behind him, burning and making the gap even wider. 
 
    After three passes, the gap in the ice was about a hundred yards wide. The four of them could hear the roar of the army, still half a mile away. Loudest among the enemy troops were the ogres, screaming as they saw their route being devastated in front of their eyes. 
 
    On the last pass over the water, Venia and Morgath sprayed the gap with the gas from their gullets and it rained down on the water like a thin mist. It mixed with the water and it would take days for it to dissipate and allow for the water to freeze again. 
 
    After completing their assault on the frozen lake, they rose to a safe height and just watched. They knew it wouldn’t take long before the troops realized they had been outfoxed and would need to retreat to the pass from where they had entered the Northern Lands. 
 
    They watched as the troops reached the edge of the ice and came to a stop. Any moment now, they would recognize the hopelessness of their journey and they would turn back. 
 
    Any moment now. 
 
    Then, to Hilde and Caroline’s horror, the ogres started driving the troops into the water, forcing them to swim across the gap. They knew there was no way these men would be able to make that swim. They were ill-equipped to make the journey through Northern Lands in the first place, and they certainly weren’t ready for a swim through the freezing waters of the lake. 
 
    The troops were obviously unwilling to make the swim and they tried turning back. When the ogres started forcing them into the water, the troops turned on the ogres and tried to put an end to their servitude to the dark wizard. But, the men were no match for the size and brute strength of the ogres. For every ogre they took down, another ogre would take down thirty of them.  
 
    Hilde couldn’t watch any longer and sent Venia into a dive, straight at the battle below them. Caroline and Morgath did not have to be asked to follow. They were right on her tail. 
 
    Hilde and Caroline began firing arrows faster than they ever had before. Like those days in training over the fields of Bridgehaven, no target was safe from their arrows. But, they weren’t ready for a prolonged battle and expended their arrows quickly. By the time they were both out of arrows, only twenty ogres had been taken down. Some by them and some by the troops, but that still left about thirty and they became even more enraged at being attacked from two sides. 
 
    The remaining ogres drove into the troops even harder, killing every one of them they could get their swords and clubs on. 
 
    Morgath and Venia couldn’t do anything, but watch because they had expended all of their gas in melting the ice. They tried to make passes and use their claws, but Morgath got one of his front feet sliced by a large, ogre blade and screeched in pain. Caroline pulled him up and away from the battle and Hilde followed right behind her. 
 
    They could merely watch through their tears as the ogres finished off the troops, clubbing and slashing some of them to death and forcing the rest into the water. 
 
    By the time it was over, Hilde and Caroline could only cry over the senseless loss of life that lay below them on the ice. This was not the outcome that either of them had envisioned when they set about obstructing the army’s advance. 
 
    They watched as the ogres flung themselves into the water and made the swim across the gap. They were much more suited to surviving the swim and almost all of them crawled out of the water and shook themselves off. Only a couple succumbed to the icy water and they had already been injured when they entered the water. 
 
    “We must leave and warn the others,” said Venia. 
 
    Neither Caroline and Hilde could see much of anything because of the tears in their eyes. They couldn’t swing their gaze away from the terrible scene below. The ice and water had turned a vivid red, from all the blood spilled from the troops. It stained the ice and water and acted like a massive taunt to the dragon riders, that they had failed. 
 
    “Hilde, Morgath is injured,” said Venia. “We need to leave right now.” 
 
    Hilde wiped her eyes and face with the sleeves of her tunic and looked over at Caroline. She saw the small Guildenian had her eyes closed and was crying uncontrollably.  
 
    “Take us back,” said Hilde. 
 
    The two dragons turned and headed for the mountains and to safer skies. Hilde just looked down at the group of ogres that were continuing on to the pass. She wished she possessed an unlimited supply of arrows because she wanted to slaughter each and every ogre she saw below. 
 
    As they returned to the field at Strafton, they landed near Sophia and Keeleth, who appeared to be completely subdued themselves. Morgath landed very gingerly on his wounded foot and Jarell went running to him. 
 
    “What happened?” he asked as Caroline climbed down. 
 
    Her tears hadn’t stopped in the minutes it took to fly back over the mountains. As Jarell began to work on healing Morgath he looked at Caroline, expecting an answer.  
 
    Pendivall walked up and could see she was in no shape to talk. 
 
    He reached out to her and said, “Why don’t you go find Lianna, back near the healers tent. She could use a friend right now, as I suspect, you could, too.” 
 
    Caroline looked up at the lanky wizard and nodded. Then she turned and looked at Morgath. 
 
    “I’m sorry, my friend. I didn’t protect you very well.” 
 
    Morgath reached out and nuzzled her with his nose. 
 
    “Don’t you fret. I will be absolutely fine after Master Jarell is finished. Go find Lianna.” 
 
    She turned to walk away and Hilde was right in her path. As Hilde reached out to her, she pushed past her and walked away. 
 
    Captain Belgard came walking up, having seen the dragons returning. He saw Caroline shoulder her way past Hilde and he could tell things didn’t go as planned. 
 
    Jarell finished healing Morgath and patted him on the face. Then he turned and stood side-by-side with Pendivall, looking at Hilde. 
 
    “Care to explain what happened?” 
 
    Hilde looked at Jarell and then Pendivall. The tears burst forth like a dam collapsing. 
 
    “We didn’t mean for it to happen,” she cried. “It shouldn’t have happened the way it did.” 
 
    Jarell and Pendivall regarded her and couldn’t imagine what it was that was causing this heartache. 
 
    Venia spoke up, “She is right. It shouldn’t have happened the way it did.” 
 
    They turned and looked at her. 
 
    “No matter what she tells you, it wasn’t hers or Caroline’s fault.” 
 
    They looked back at the distraught warrior. After taking a couple of deep breaths, Hilde related to them what had happened on the other side of the mountain. They couldn’t believe what they were hearing. They knew Kerrick had no regard for his troops and would fling them all straight into the fires of Mount Thunder if he thought it would promote his cause. But, this callousness and loss of life was beyond anything either of them could imagine. 
 
    Belgard stood there for a few seconds, just clenching and unclenching his massive fists. Then he turned and yelled for one of his lieutenants, who came running without delay. 
 
    “Lieutenant Cragg, I want you to go through the field and gather twenty men and have them muster over there,” he said, pointing to a spot near the western edge of the fields. “And tell them to come ready for battle.” 
 
    Cragg took off and Belgard turned back to the wizards. 
 
    “Those ogres will not live to set one foot in this valley. We will meet them in the pass and will kill them all.” 
 
    The wizards nodded and he turned and headed for the spot to wait for his men to assemble. 
 
    Jarell stepped up and wrapped his arms around Hilde and held her close. He could feel her struggling to stop crying and used his magic to calm her soul. 
 
    “Venia is right. It wasn’t your fault,” said Pendivall. “And your plan was an exceptional one. No one could have foreseen the reaction of the ogres to it. So buck up, young lady. We need you.” 
 
    Jarell lifted her chin and kissed her on the forehead. 
 
    “Yes, we need you. Now, more than ever.” 
 
    “Why? What else has happened?” 
 
    “Sophia would like a rider. And Keeleth needs a new rider because Lianna has gone back to being a healer. Losing Gwen has wounded her more than she can take.” 
 
    Pendivall added, “Hopefully, we won’t need to replace Caroline. She doesn’t appear to be handling this latest event very well.” 
 
    “Two new riders, maybe three? We won’t have any time to prepare them.” 
 
    “Be that as it may,” said Pendivall, “you need to see what you can do. We expect to see Kerrick’s army within the hour.” 
 
    Hilde stepped back and wiped her face. They looked off to the west and saw Captain Belgard and his men taking off, running toward the pass into the Northern Lands. Coming back, victorious over the ogres was a foregone conclusion. 
 
    She looked at the four dragons, with Sophia just then getting her new harness and seat. 
 
    She looked back at the two wizards and said, “I’ll see what I can do.” 
 
    She turned and headed toward the troops, wondering which Guildenian bowmaidens she would find that were going to be willing to risk life and limb, strapped to the back of a fire-breathing dragon above the approaching army. 
 
    She had no cause for worry. She had a dozen volunteers inside five minutes and she let Keeleth and Sophia decide who would be their riders. The dragons looked into the minds and souls of each of the little ladies and selected the two they felt the deepest connection with. 
 
    When the choices had been made, Hilde told the two new riders, Sarabel and Emmilyn, to climb on their dragons and head west for about half an hour and get some practice. She watched as the two dragons lifted into the sky and disappeared to the west. 
 
    She turned and looked at Morgath. 
 
    “I’m going to find Caroline. We need to know if she is still your rider.” 
 
    “She is,” said Morgath. “I felt it in her mind. She’s just upset right now with what we saw happen at the lake.” 
 
    “As am I, Morgath. I still need to talk to her.” 
 
    “Yes, but Lady Hilde, she is not mad at you.” 
 
    “You felt that?” 
 
    “Yes, I did. She is just overwhelmed by the loss of life and her inability to stop it.” 
 
    “I think all four of us were,” said Hilde as she also looked at Venia. 
 
    She reached up and placed a hand on each of their muzzles. 
 
    “Will you two be ready to fight?” 
 
    “Just try stopping us,” said Venia. 
 
    Hilde smiled at them and turned and walked away, looking for a very distraught bowmaiden. Well, two of them, actually. 
 
   


 
  

   
 
    Chapter 13 ~ The Clash Of Two Armies 
 
      
 
    “They are at the exit of the pass, sire!” 
 
    Jarell looked at the young lieutenant and nodded. The army of the dark wizard was upon them and seemingly marching straight into the battle without a care in the world. The lieutenant took off, returning to his post near the mouth of the small canyon. 
 
    Jarell raced to the front of the lines so he could see what it was they were up against. He could see the enemy troops filtering out of the canyon and spreading out across the field, building their own battle line. 
 
    At the rear of those troops, there were a couple dozen ogres lining up behind their troops. Jarell scrutinized them and couldn’t shake the feeling there was something off about them. They were dressed in the typical garb of the ogres, but they didn’t appear as big and tall as they should have been. 
 
    Lieutenant Cragg walked up beside him and looked across the gap separating the two armies. 
 
    “Kind of a sickly looking bunch of ogres, wouldn’t you agree, master?” 
 
    “I guess it’s possible Kerrick has used up all of his larger ogres in this war and is now sending the smaller ones to take their place. But does anything look strange to you about those ogres? I mean, besides their size.” 
 
    “They do look odd, sire, but I’ll be buggered if I can figure out what it is.” 
 
    “Well, there are only a couple dozen of them and there are still about eighty of your troops. I guess you’ll have to double up on a few of them if you want to kill ogres.” 
 
    The lieutenant laughed, “We do what we have to, sire.” 
 
    He turned and called one of his archers forward. 
 
    “How would you like to produce the first ogre kill of the battle?” 
 
    “Just point one out, sir.” 
 
    “That ogre right in the middle, with the golden helmet and red armor. Think you can put one right through his eye?” 
 
    “With my eyes closed, sir.” 
 
    Jarell and Cragg watched as the archer pulled an arrow from his quiver and nocked it. He stared down range for a few seconds and then raised his bow, pulled the string and let the arrow fly, in one smooth motion. The arrow flew straight and true and the three were certain they were about to see one of the finest, long shots ever. 
 
    Pendivall was standing on a small hill about fifty yards behind them, observing the events unfold. He shook his head as he wondered about these young ones trying to provoke a fight that didn’t seem to be in any hurry to start. 
 
    In the last split-second, the ogre’s hand snatched the arrow out of the air and broke it between his fingers. He tossed the two pieces away and then growled toward the other line. 
 
    Then, he reached to his waist and pulled his sword from its scabbard with a flourish. All the other ogres executed the same movement and the lieutenant and the archer gasped, as if they had seen something neither one could believe. 
 
    Jarell heard Pendivall yelling something from behind and he turned and looked at the older, much wiser wizard, but he couldn’t quite make it out. He held up his hands to say he couldn’t hear him. 
 
    Like a bolt of lightning, Pendivall yelled directly into Jarell’s mind, “They’re royal soldiers!” 
 
    Jarell whipped back around and for the first time since this war began, he felt a cold fear grip his heart and squeeze. He looked at the lieutenant, who had a look of fear on his face even greater than the one he felt inside. 
 
    “Can it be true, lieutenant? Royal soldiers?” 
 
    “I dare not believe it, sire, but it is impossible to argue with what we have just seen.” 
 
    Then the relative silence of the fields was broken by a command from the apparent leader of the enemy troops. The regular troops began bashing their swords against their shields, raising a loud, thunderous wave of sound that washed over the troops standing just behind Jarell and the two royal soldiers. 
 
    Almost immediately, Pendivall could feel the icy grip of terror wash over the troops on their side of the field. It was going to be a miracle if his troops didn’t turn and run right then. 
 
    Jarell turned and faced his army and sent out a command, in a thundering voice, to each and every soldier in his command. 
 
    “Do not try to spare any of their lives! If you do, we shall inevitably perish! These troops are not here to fight for their own freedom. They are here to crush us!” 
 
    All across the field and all the way back to the rear, he saw swords flashing in the sunlight. He saw bowmaidens nocking arrows, preparing to fight.  
 
    At the very back of his army, he saw Hilde and Caroline sprinting for their dragons. Observing this, it caused a thought to flash into his mind. He spun around and started exploring the skies. 
 
    “What do you seek, sire?” asked Cragg. 
 
    “They should still have at least one dragon. Where is it?” 
 
    Three sets of eyes started surveying the skies. It took a few seconds, but the archer yelled out, “There! Above the clouds!” 
 
    Jarell looked where he was pointing and saw a red dragon, circling high on the winds. But, that wasn’t what made his blood turn cold. It was the fact that there were five red dragons up there, circling like vultures over a fresh kill. 
 
    “Prepare your men to fight!” yelled Jarell as he turned and started sprinting toward Morgath and Venia. He got there just as the two women were climbing into their seats. 
 
    He pointed to the sky and the circling red dragons. 
 
    “You two are no match for those five dragons. And those are just the ones we can see.” 
 
    Morgath harrumphed and said, “Just you watch.” 
 
    “I don’t want to watch, Morgath!” 
 
    “What would you have us do, Jarell?” asked Hilde, “Sit this one out?” 
 
    “Absolutely not. I require you to fly west and find the other two riders. Dispatch one of them over the mountain to Rosemoor and beg and plead for them to send us some dragons.” 
 
    “Can you not just use your mind sight to contact Claudious?” 
 
    “The distance is extremely far and there are mountains between us. I won’t get through.” 
 
    “Let’s go, Lady Hilde,” said Caroline as she turned Morgath to the west and prepared to launch into the sky. 
 
    “When you return, there will only be three of you. Be careful.” 
 
    “You be careful, husband,” she said as she and Venia turned to follow the other two. 
 
    After watching them take off, he sprinted back to where Pendivall was standing on the hill. Brinn was standing next to him, reflecting on how he had ever thought the life of a wizard was what he wanted more than anything. 
 
    “We’re in the middle of it now,” said Pendivall. 
 
    “That we are, old friend. That we most certainly are.” 
 
    Both wizards had their staffs at the ready. Pendivall’s Staff of Lightning was ready to cast the fire from the heavens straight through the lines of enemy troops and Jarell’s Staff of Wind was going to be causing all kinds of mayhem with wind balls and whirlwinds. 
 
    Brinn was going to be left to his own devices, which were shields. He did not lack any confidence in his ability to cast shields. Jarell and Pendivall had made sure of that during the morning training session. 
 
    The enemy troops continued with their banging on their shields and Brinn was beginning to wonder if this was all they knew how to do. They didn’t seem to be in any hurry to initiate this battle.  
 
    Cragg had gone back to the lines and started pulling a few of the royal soldiers forward. With the revelation that they would be facing some of their own, he wanted to make sure to bring his men forward to help protect the regular soldiers as much as possible. 
 
    Jarell was still trying to figure out how these royal soldiers had come to be in the service of the dark wizard. That was something he never would have dreamed possible. The royal soldiers had always been an army that fought on the side of good and righteousness. This didn’t make any sense. 
 
    Then the leaders of the enemy troops decided they had waited long enough. The enemy troops began advancing forward and as they marched, their royal soldier leaders began moving to the front of the lines. They were not content to send their troops into battle from behind. They wanted to lead the charge. 
 
    When Cragg saw what was happening he called even more of his men forward and within a minute, there was a line of royal soldiers stretching across the front line of the troops.  
 
    He thought surely, the enemy troops will see the superior numbers of royal soldiers and this will give them pause. But, the enemy kept coming. They weren’t running. They were just marching very confidently toward the conflict. 
 
    The dragons stayed high in the sky, showing no inclination to drop down and attack the troops on the ground. Jarell kept a wary eye on them, half expecting them to drop any second. 
 
    Then he saw one of them split off from the others and start flying quickly to the west. He could only surmise they had seen one of his dragons heading for the mountain, going for help, like he had asked Hilde to do. 
 
    He pointed the dragon out to Pendivall and told him to bring him down. Pendivall brought his staff up and fired a lightning bolt directly at the dragon, striking it’s left wings and sending it into a spiral. 
 
    “If it’s that easy to take them down, you should take them all down,” said Jarell. 
 
    “That wasn’t easy, my friend. They are staying too high. That was a lucky shot.” 
 
    “Lucky shot. Right,” said Jarell with a smile. “What I wouldn’t give to have Garlan’s Blaze right about now.” 
 
    “One of these days you and I will have to sit that boy down and talk to him about leaving the battlefield a little too early.” 
 
    They watched the other dragons, who seemed content to stay over the coming battle. Jarell looked to the west, hoping to see his wife and companions returning and it wouldn’t have caused him any grief if she decided to land the dragons and stay away from those red dragons. 
 
    Then he laughed to himself. Hilde? Back down from a fight? What was he thinking? 
 
    It only took a few more minutes for the two armies to come crashing together and the sounds of battle began to rage across the fields. 
 
    The bowmaidens began firing arrows over the heads of their own swordsmen and into the troops following the enemy royal soldiers. 
 
    After four volleys, they had cut the size of the enemy army by about half, but they still kept coming. 
 
    The royal soldiers from both sides met in the middle and the sounds of their swords was enough to shake the earth beneath their feet. 
 
    Lieutenant Cragg met with the soldier his archer had fired on and their swords met in a resounding crash of metal blades.  
 
    “Good afternoon, brother,” hissed the dark wizard’s captain through his teeth. 
 
    Cragg pushed him back and brought the point of his sword down, pointing at the chest of the other royal soldier. 
 
    “Don’t call me brother, as long as you bear those colors. You are a disgrace to our heritage and the memory of our fathers!” 
 
    The captain lunged forward, batting Cragg’s sword away and slashed at his neck. Cragg was able to bring up his armored forearm and stop the blow, but there was some power behind it and it almost knocked him over. 
 
    He knew this was going to be a fight for his life. Fighting the ogres would have been child’s play for him and his men. They were just enormous, dumb animals, with minds easily controlled by the dark wizard and easy to defeat. But, having to battle against another royal soldier was more than he had planned on. 
 
    The captain swung again and Cragg found himself having to defend instead of attacking. This was something most royal soldiers were unfamiliar with. They were used to attacking and being successful in doing so. 
 
    As he stumbled backward, trying to gain some footing where he could fight back, he began to harbor genuine doubts about his chances. All around him, he could sense his men were having the same difficulty. Out the corner of his eye, he saw one of his men go down, cut down by another royal. 
 
    As he brought his sword up to fend off another slashing attack from the captain, an arrow whistled through the air next to his ear and embedded itself into the forehead of the captain. The captain’s eyes rolled back in his head and he fell backwards like a great tree that was falling in the forest. 
 
    After the captain fell, Cragg glanced backwards, looking for the one that had fired the arrow, but saw a wall of bowmaidens who were firing one arrow after another. The thought crossed his mind that he hoped he could find the one who had saved him so he could give her a big kiss. 
 
    He only had a split second to relax before the ranks behind the bowmaidens erupted in a fiery explosion. He saw bodies of soldiers and Guildenians fly through the air, most dead before they hit the ground. 
 
    Jarell and Pendivall jerked around to seek the source of the explosion and saw a red dragon flying over the rear of their troops, getting ready to unleash a torrent of dragonfire. 
 
    Terror gripped the hearts of the two wizards when they saw the red dragon bore a rider. He was dressed in black wizard’s robes and carried a staff with two crystals in the head. 
 
    Kerrick wasn’t nearly as dead as they had hoped and now, he was rejoining the war. 
 
    He had flown around the valley to the south, low over the trees and had come in from behind, catching the Wyndweirian troops unprepared. 
 
    Pendivall jerked the Staff of Lightning up and fired a bolt straight at the dragon, but Kerrick shielded him and the lightning bolt scattered harmlessly. He could hear Kerrick laughing maniacally at succeeding with his surprise. 
 
    They could see the form of Kerrick had changed drastically. He was hunched over now, not sitting as tall and proud as he used to and now wore a dark helmet and mask over his face. Jarell had time for a second’s worth of pride knowing his wife had caused Kerrick’s current condition. 
 
    Pendivall fired again and again, but each time his lightning bolts were ineffective. But, they did keep the dark wizard and his dragon busy, allowing the troops on the ground time to assume defensive positions against another attack. 
 
    Brinn took off down the hill, much to Pendivall’s consternation, but he was also proud of the fact that his young apprentice displayed no fear of getting involved in the fight. 
 
    Brinn raced to a spot near the center of the bowmaidens and prepared himself to carry out the one thing he had been given extra training for. His ability to cast shields had been elevated over the past few days and he was going to do whatever he could to make sure no more bowmaidens or swordsmen would fall. 
 
    Kerrick circled away from the troops, climbing higher into the sky. He had achieved his purpose. He had made his return to the battlefield, with a significant loss of life among his enemies and had shown the wizards he was as strong and powerful as they were. 
 
    This war wasn’t over by a long shot. 
 
      
 
      
 
   


 
  

   
 
    Chapter 14 ~ Even The Strongest Can Fall 
 
      
 
    Belgard and his men raced up and over the mountain, gaining the summit within an hour of leaving the fields. Snow was falling now and starting to pile up on the ground and he knew that as they descended further into the Northern Lands, it was only going to get colder and deeper. 
 
    Calling for a five minute rest, he should have known better. His men just laughed at him and kept jogging down the other side of the mountain. Their huge feet crunched through the snow in a long, rapid beat. None of them were breathing with difficulty at all. 
 
    He laughed to himself, thinking he just wasn’t as young as he used to be and all the men with him were quite a bit younger than him. He pressed on, thankful that it was mostly downhill now. He wouldn't allow these young pups to see any weakness on his part. 
 
    It only took one more hour and they reached the bottom of the mountain. As they raced down the foothills, they could see through the falling snow, the frozen lake in the distance. 
 
    But, there was a distinct absence of ogres. 
 
    Belgard thought, maybe they had gone cross country and he and his men had run right past them. But, they had seen no tracks leading off toward the mountains. 
 
    As they reached the flatlands, they came to a copse of trees and the lake sat less than a five minute jog on the other side of them. The trees grew up and around a few mounds, which Belgard surmised were boulders under the snow. The boulders were small and rounded, no more than three or four feet in height. 
 
    Entering the grove of trees, he ordered his men to slow down and keep an eye out. Those ogres had to be nearby somewhere. They could see out to the lake and the ogres were nowhere on the ice. 
 
    As he and his men walked slowly through the grove, he began getting a bad feeling in the back of his head, that they had somehow walked into a trap. It tickled at the primitive places, deep down inside his brain, like the feeling a deer gets when it knows there is danger nearby. 
 
    They came to a stop near the edge of the tree line, less than a couple hundred yards from the edge of the lake. 
 
    They could observe all the way across the lake and could just make out the red tint of blood in the distance. Most of the bodies of the enemy troops were now covered with a light layer of snow, but the blood was soaking up through the blanket and showing as a beacon to anyone with eyes. 
 
    “We should be able to see them,” said one of his men. 
 
    “See them?” said Belgard. “Hell, we should have already confronted and battled them.” 
 
    He looked toward the mountains to his right, knowing they hadn’t gone that way, because it would have been impossible for them to cross over from there. The pass was the only way over and they had just come down from there. 
 
    He turned and looked at his men, raising his hands to show he was at a loss for finding nothing here. He was absolutely sure Hilde and Caroline didn’t imagine their encounter with the ogres. 
 
    As he took another sweeping look across the landscape, the snow-covered mounds erupted like white explosions. Within seconds, the soldiers found themselves surrounded by about thirty ogres, armed to the teeth and ready for a fight. 
 
    The soldiers pulled their swords and the fight began within seconds. Though the men were outnumbered, they made quick work of a handful of the ogres and within a couple of minutes of the battle starting, the odds were even. About a dozen ogres lay dead or dying in the snow and not one royal soldier had gone down. 
 
    As the numbers began thinning, the soldiers started pushing the ogres farther out from the center, which gave them more room to maneuver and fight.  
 
    Then it happened. One of the ogres got a lucky swing in with his sword and took the head right off one of the royals and screeched a battle cry of victory. The sound caused the rest of the royals to hesitate for just a second, seeing one of their comrades laying dead in the snow for the very first time. 
 
    This gave the ogres just a split-second advantage. It only took a few more seconds before three more royals joined their brother on the other side of the veil. The red blood of the royal soldiers was mixing with the green blood of the ogres, coloring the snow in a grotesque layer of carnage. 
 
    Belgard could sense the battle was swinging away from their favor and it drove him into a rage. He raged his own battle cry and the men heard it and it drove courage and strength straight into their hearts. It only took a few more minutes for the royals to cut the number of ogres in half and then half again. 
 
    Before ten minutes had passed, there were only four ogres left standing, but they showed no signs of letting up. Belgard walked up behind one of them that was battling with two of his men and recognized him as the one that had beheaded the first royal. 
 
    So Belgard returned the favor from behind. As the ogre’s head bounced off the snow, his men finished off the last three and the battle was over. But, it had taken a toll that Belgard wasn’t extremely keen to accept. 
 
    He looked around and could see his men beginning to take care of the bodies of the fallen royals. Some were gathering branches from the trees to make litters to bear their bodies back over the mountain. 
 
    “What are we going to do with these enemy bodies?” sought one of his men. 
 
    Belgard looked around at all the slaughtered ogres. Never had he harbored more hatred for them than he did right then. 
 
    “Pile them and burn them.” 
 
    “Yes, captain,” said the soldier as he and few others began dragging the dead ogres to a spot away from the trees. 
 
    Belgard walked over to where the four fallen royals had been laid out and knelt down next to each one and said a prayer over their bodies that his father had taught him. 
 
    “One still lives!” 
 
    Belgard looked up, toward the voice and saw a young soldier standing over an ogre with his sword drawn and pointing right at the ogre’s throat. 
 
    “Kill the pig!” yelled another soldier. 
 
    As the soldier raised his sword to finish off the ogre, Belgard yelled, “Belay that order!” 
 
    The soldier stopped and looked at him. A few of the others halted what they were doing and watched as Belgard rose to his feet and walked to where the ogre was laying in the snow. He had a huge gash in his gut and was oozing green blood at a relatively fast rate. It wouldn’t be long before his life would expire. 
 
    As he looked down at the ogre, Belgard said, “You had to know this was going to end badly for you and your kind. Why did you bring such a small number of troops this way? It makes no sense.” 
 
    The ogre laughed as he coughed up some stinky, green blood. 
 
    “This is funny to you?” 
 
    “The dark wizard’s plan worked.” 
 
    “His plan?” 
 
    “To bring you over the mountain, cutting your numbers in Terranasia.” 
 
    “Only twenty of us came over the mountain. There are eighty more of us and over three hundred other troops still in Terranasia.” 
 
    The ogre laughed once more through his pain. 
 
    “I didn’t say it was a good plan. Just enough to lower your numbers, royal.” 
 
    “Eighty of us still stand with the army. How many ogres did you leave with the army? Twenty? Thirty? That will be nothing for us to cut down.” 
 
    “We left no ogres.” coughed out the dying ogre. 
 
    Then he laughed again as he coughed on his own blood. 
 
    “We saw the troops coming through the pass and there were definitely some of your filth with them.” 
 
    The dying ogre merely laughed at him. 
 
    Belgard was beginning to wonder what he wasn’t seeing. It was beginning to feel like someone had wanted to draw him and his men away from the rest of the army. It didn’t make sense to him. Leaving more than enough royal soldiers with the army left it very well protected. 
 
    He turned and stepped away a couple of steps. He looked toward the mountains, knowing that by now there was a battle raging on the other side. 
 
    “Captain, what should we do with this one?” 
 
    He turned back around and looked at the soldier who was going to kill the ogre. Then he looked over at the pile of ogre bodies that were being burned. 
 
    “Toss him on the fire.” 
 
    The ogre screeched in terror, but his screams were extinguished when Belgard whipped his sword up and then drove the point straight between his eyes. As he pulled the blade from the ogre’s head, he drove it into a snow drift a few times to clean the ogre blood off it. Two soldiers grabbed the ogre by the wrists and ankles and carried him over and flung him onto the flaming heap. 
 
    He walked back to where his fallen soldiers were laying, being prepared to be carried back over the mountains. He looked at the rest of his men as they gathered around. 
 
    “Men, we will carry our fallen comrades back over the mountains, but we need to move with haste. I believe we should not be here. We should be with the army right now.” 
 
    “You think this was a trap?” asked one of the men. 
 
    “No, Morgan, not this. But they wanted us away from the rest of the army for some reason. I fear our friends on the other side of the mountain are having a tough go of it.” 
 
    “Then, we should leave right away and return to that battle with as much speed as we can muster.” 
 
    Within five minutes, they had the four fallen soldiers loaded on litters and started back toward the pass. Four men on each litter, used up every man in the group except for Belgard. 
 
    There was one thing he noticed as they started up the mountain. He wasn’t having any trouble keeping up this time. 
 
      
 
   


 
  

   
 
    Chapter 15 ~ A New Evil Enters The Battle 
 
      
 
    Pendivall continued casting lightning bolts at the dark wizard and his dragon, even as the two rose higher into the sky. Jarell cast a dirty ball of wind at the two and caused the dragon to lose a bit of agility in the sky, but Kerrick wrestled him under control. 
 
    Pendivall and Jarell returned their attention back to the battle and their hearts dropped. They had lost a dozen swordsmen and bowmaidens in the initial attack and Cragg and his men weren’t fairing any better. 
 
    The royals were already down about a dozen men and only one of the enemy royals had been taken down. The one with an arrow stuck in the middle of his forehead. 
 
    The other red dragons had entered the fight and were diving on the troops, one after another. Brinn was right in the middle of things, casting shields and doing his best to protect those around him. 
 
    Jarell took off down the hill and ran into the fray. Pulling his own sword, he cut down two soldiers immediately and cast a blowing wind through the enemy lines. The wind was proving to be ineffective though, because Kerrick was doing his own casting from above, protecting his own troops. That part surprised Jarell as he recalled how Kerrick had destroyed his own troops in the Eastern Desert merely trying to gain an advantage. 
 
    Pendivall rushed into the battle, swinging his sword and sweeping lightning bolts back and forth across the field of battle. But, the enemy troops were prepared this time and they had shields they used to protect themselves. Even the bowmaidens couldn’t get past them. 
 
    The red dragons dove again and Brinn shielded those around him, but this time the dragons didn’t cast dragonfire. They crashed hard into the shield. 
 
    The first one hit and drove Brinn to his knees and a couple of bowmaidens reached down and helped him back up. The dragon that had crashed died on impact and its body bounced off the shield and into the woods at the edge of the fields. 
 
    Brinn regained his feet just in time to cast another shield to block the attack of the second dragon. But his shield was a bit weaker this time and the dragon almost broke through. 
 
    Brinn could tell he wouldn’t be capable of stopping another attack like that and he yelled to Pendivall. The old wizard turned and saw his apprentice had a look of fear on his face. He could feel his confidence was waning. 
 
    As he started running toward the knot of warriors, where Brinn had taken up his position, he saw the red dragon starting downward and he tried running faster. Knowing that if he couldn’t get there, his apprentice and those around him would likely be lost. 
 
    He cast a lightning bolt while on the run, but the diving dragon avoided it and kept diving. He felt his heart sink as he saw in his mind, what he knew was coming. 
 
    Brinn looked up and cast a shield, the strongest that he could, but he knew it wasn’t going to be enough. The sole thought that flashed through his mind at that moment was of Millicent and how he would never get to hold her hand again. 
 
    The red dragon was just a second or two away from crashing through the shield and Brinn could feel a tear stream down his cheek. He knew he was about to fail. He closed his eyes and tried to give the shield every ounce of energy he could muster. 
 
    Then he heard the crash and waited for the shield to buckle around him and the dragon crushing him and the others under its dead weight. 
 
    But, it never came. 
 
    Instead, he heard a whoop of courage from the swordsmen and bowmaidens and he opened his eyes. 
 
    The red dragon’s dive had been stopped and it now found its neck clamped between the jaws of Morgath. Brinn let out a yell of his own as he watched Caroline fire two quick arrows into the eyes of the red dragon, killing it instantly. 
 
    Morgath throttled the dead dragon between his teeth and then he flung its carcass toward the enemy lines, crushing a couple dozen enemy soldiers in the process. 
 
    A green-white ball of energy flew down from the sky and singed Morgath’s wing, but he just shook it off. His and Caroline’s attention was drawn to the dark wizard and his dragon higher up in the sky. 
 
    Brinn and the wizards looked higher and saw Sarabel and Hilde were closing in on Kerrick. Jarell felt a lump rise in his throat, realizing his wife was about to go toe-to-toe with a master wizard. He only hoped that they and their dragons, plus the pair that were ascending to join them would be enough to bring Kerrick down. 
 
    Jarell and Pendivall didn’t have time to follow the aerial battle because the ground battle was becoming even more dire around them. Over half the royal soldiers had been killed by those fighting for Kerrick. 
 
    Jarell was astounded that those few troops of Kerrick’s were having it so easy with his own troops. 
 
    He looked around and found Cragg, still fighting with everything he had, against another royal. He took off across the field toward the lieutenant and got there just in time to see Cragg remove the head of his enemy. 
 
    Another royal raced to pick up where the other had failed and started battling with Cragg, but that fight was short lived. As Jarell raced up, he ran his sword through the side of the enemy royal, which incapacitated him and Cragg finished him off. 
 
    Cragg turned to Jarell and had a look of terror in his eyes. His face looked like that of man who was seeing an unspeakable horror. He raised his sword toward Jarell and started advancing toward the wizard. 
 
    “Cragg! It’s me, Jarell!” 
 
    Cragg swung his sword as if he didn’t recognize the wizard and Jarell was just barely able to avoid the blade. He reached out with his right hand, still holding his own sword and cast a spell at Cragg and halted his movement. 
 
    The large royal stood frozen and Jarell knew he couldn’t keep him that way. He was defenseless against the battle that raged around them. So he cast a shield that enveloped them and only them. Another enemy royal tried to get through the shield, but was knocked backwards. 
 
    Jarell reached up and placed his hand on the forehead of the big soldier and closed his eyes. He was going in search of what had turned Cragg against him. 
 
    It didn’t take him long to find it. What he found was muddy memories, images flowing through Cragg’s mind, showing him enemies that didn’t really exist. Cragg was under the influence of some dark force and Jarell was reasonably sure where it was coming from. In Cragg’s mind, it wasn’t Jarell that was standing in front of him. It was a larger than usual ogre. 
 
    He shouted into Cragg’s mind, “Lieutenant Cragg! You need to snap out of it! Now!” 
 
    Cragg’s head snapped backward as if he had been slapped in the face. He blinked his eyes a few times and shook his head. 
 
    “Master Jarell. Forgive me.” 
 
    “There’s nothing to forgive, lieutenant. Your mind was being assailed by the dark wizard. I’ve done what I can to block his influence over you, but I’m afraid he has control over all your men and maybe even our soldiers.” 
 
    Jarell removed the shield and immediately two enemy royals assaulted them, but Cragg, being freed from the influence of the dark wizard, killed both of them within seconds. Jarell didn’t scarcely need to lift a finger. 
 
    “I have to see if Pendivall and I can counter Kerrick’s mind control over your men,” yelled Jarell as he turned to go find Pendivall. “Try not dying on me!” 
 
    “No chance of that, sire,” muttered Cragg, under his breath, as he started slashing away at any enemy troops and royals he could get his sword on. 
 
    Jarell sprinted to the mass of troops that were gathered around Pendivall and discovered the old wizard doing his best to battle some of his own troops that had turned on him. 
 
    Jarell waded in and cast a freezing spell on them and pulled Pendivall out of the middle of the crowd. 
 
    “The dark wizard has ensnared their minds,” said Jarell, “causing them to think we are the enemy.” 
 
    “We need to discover a way to shield our troops from his influence.” 
 
    “We don’t need to just shield them. We need to release his hold on them,” said Jarell. 
 
    The two wizards looked up and saw that Kerrick was engaged against three dragons and riders. Jarell could practically feel Hilde’s rage from a thousand feet below, feeling like she wanted to personally tear Kerrick from the back of the red dragon and drive him straight into the ground. 
 
    “Please be careful with him, sweetie,” said Jarell to himself. “He is stronger now than before.” 
 
    A thousand feet above, Hilde felt his words sweep through her mind. She and Venia were circling around Kerrick, with Sarabel and Caroline attacking from above and below.  
 
    Kerrick continued to lash out with balls of energy from his staff, but he was ineffective. He was being attacked from three different sides. His red dragon was twisting and bucking all over the sky to keep from being taken down by the other dragons. 
 
    The dark wizard continued trying to get one of his casts on them, but it was no use. The three dragons were flying faster and turning sharper than they ever had in their lives. All three of the ladies were firing arrows one after another at him and he had to devote his time to defending himself from being again. 
 
    On the ground, Jarell cast a whirlwind with his staff and sent it wandering through the battlefield. It wasn’t strong enough to hurl men around, because he didn’t desire that. All he wanted to do was blind them and disorient them. 
 
    He released the spell that was holding them and the whirlwind performed its magic. The men became so caught up in trying to figure out where it came from, their minds became blocked from whatever influence Kerrick had over them. They stopped fighting against themselves and their leaders and turned to fight the enemy again. 
 
    Jarell looked around and knew it couldn’t be that easy. His simple whirlwind should not have been that effective in blocking Kerrick’s magic. 
 
    He surveyed the battlefield. There was fighting going on all around him. Wyndweirian swordsmen were back to fighting Gallyneer swordsmen. His bowmaidens were back to launching arrows at the enemy. All around him there was fighting going on. 
 
    Except for one place. 
 
    He looked toward the mouth of the draw leading into the fields. There was a cloaked figure standing on a large boulder that offered him a view of the entire battlefield. He had his hands raised and there was a staff in one of his hands. He appeared to be casting toward the battlefield, but his casts didn’t manifest themselves in any way visible. 
 
    Jarell yelled at Pendivall and pointed toward this new character on the battlefield. 
 
    “Who is that?” yelled the older wizard. 
 
    “I don’t know, but I think I’ll go ask him,” shouted Jarell as he started running toward the figure. 
 
    As he moved through the battling soldiers, they just parted for him, not trying to impede his progress across the field. They didn’t dare lay a hand on him. He was conjuring a vision in their eyes of the most enormous ogre they had ever seen. They desired nothing to do with him. 
 
    As Jarell got closer to the boulder, he began to experience a strange power emanating from the figure. It was potent enough to cause a cloud to come over his mind and cause his feet to feel like they were made of heavy rocks. 
 
    “This can’t be,” thought Jarell. 
 
    This was the source of the power that was clouding the minds of the soldiers, on both sides. It wasn’t Kerrick doing this at all. 
 
    Jarell stopped and felt the crushing weight of this new wizard start to creep into his mind and he had to close his eyes to try to force the pain from his head. The pain only got worse and he fell to one knee, just barely able to keep himself upright by clinging to his staff. 
 
    He looked up, through very blurry eyes and saw the wizard had his staff pointed right at him and was giving everything he had to his cast. 
 
    Jarell couldn’t see the wizard’s face because it was hidden back inside his hood. He couldn’t even see any blue eyes shining out of the blackness under the hood, which would have been a dead giveaway that this was a wizard. All he could make out was blackness and it terrified him. 
 
    As he fought to regain his footing, the wizard doubled his efforts to keep him down. Jarell was about to give up all hope when he felt a large hand grasp him by his upper arm and haul him to his feet. 
 
    Through the clouds covering his mind he heard a very loud voice. 
 
    “Are you going to take this from him?” yelled Cragg. 
 
    Just hearing his voice provided Jarell the strength he needed and he brought his staff to bear on where he remembered the wizard being. He cast a very small, but very strong ball of wind that hit the wizard right in the chest and ended his cast immediately.  
 
    Jarell’s eyes cleared within seconds and he looked at the boulder and saw the wizard wasn’t there anymore. 
 
    “Where is he?” he yelled at Cragg. 
 
    “Sire, you knocked him at least a hundred yards backward. He’s back there somewhere,” said Cragg, pointing toward the mouth of the draw. 
 
    “Come with me!” yelled Jarell. 
 
    The two of them set off, up the trail leading into the draw, searching for this new menace. As they advanced, they heard a crash behind them and stopped to see what had caused it.  
 
    Another dragon had been brought down by the three warriors in the sky and now there was only one red dragon left, flying high, up on the winds and it bore another wizard. 
 
    Jarell directed his attention back to the task at hand. Finding this new wizard and seeing who he was. 
 
    The two of them scoured the entire area that Cragg was sure contained the wizard, but they couldn't find any sign of him. 
 
    “He’s here somewhere, sire. I can feel it.” 
 
    “Stay sharp, lieutenant. I don’t know who he is, but he has some skills.” 
 
    They could hear the battle raging behind them, but neither one felt the need to return to it. Finding this new threat was much more important than returning to the fight. Besides, without the wizard casting clouding spells over the minds of the soldiers, the army of Wyndweir was beginning to turn the tide. 
 
    “Over here!” 
 
    Jarell turned and looked toward Cragg and then started running in his direction. When he got there, he found no wizard in a dark cloak. But, Cragg showed him some fresh blood on some jagged rocks and a piece of cloth that looked like it had come from the cloak. 
 
    As he picked up the piece of cloth, he felt a wave of nausea wash over him and almost dropped the cloth in reaction. 
 
    “What is it, sire?” 
 
    “It’s definitely a piece of his cloak. There is evil in his mind and heart. This is not a wizard to be trifled with.” 
 
    He took the cloth and plunged it into his pocket, wanting to get it out of his hand. Even the thought of handling it weighed heavy on his mind and soul. 
 
    They continued searching, but they couldn’t find any other trace of the wizard. They discovered some blood leading away from the spot where he had fallen, but that trail ran out in just a few yards. Obviously the injured wizard realized he was leaving a trail and did whatever he could to stop it. 
 
    Jarell was mad at himself for allowing the wizard to get away, knowing that if he had enough time by himself, he could heal himself and would be right back in the fight. 
 
    They looked for a few more minutes and then Jarell said, “We should get back. We’re doing no good out here like this.” 
 
    Cragg nodded and they began running back to the battlefield. Jarell couldn’t help but feel a pair of eyes on him as he turned to go back. He knew this new snake was there somewhere, but had gone to hiding under a rock to keep from being found. 
 
    As they reached the boulder where the wizard had stood, Jarell climbed on the rock and surveyed the battle from behind. The army of Wyndweir seemed to have the fight firmly in hand. There couldn’t have been more than a hundred enemy soldiers left and they continued fighting hard, even when the soldiers of Wyndweir tried getting them to lay down their swords. 
 
    Jarell looked to the skies and couldn’t see Hilde or the others. Kerrick and his red dragon were also absent from the skies. 
 
    As he lowered his gaze, he saw something that sent a chill right through him. A small knot of Gallyneer swordsmen was holding a group of enemy soldiers back and defending against their attacks. Symon was right in the middle of the group, fighting and standing his ground. But, it was the sight of Pendivall and a bright, red patch on his left arm, that was just dangling at his side, that caused Jarell’s heart to skip a beat. 
 
    “Cragg, get to Pendivall right now!” 
 
    The lieutenant looked and saw the same thing that Jarell had seen and began running toward the battle. Jarell jumped down from the boulder and followed after him, still scanning the skies above for his wife. 
 
    When Cragg reached the group, he wasted no time trying to get the enemy troops to surrender. He just waded into them and slashed them down with mighty swings of his large broadsword. Most of the men he killed thought he was even meaner than any of the ogres they had seen. It was the last thought they ever had. 
 
    He fought his way through the line from behind and reached the Gallyneer troops within just a few seconds. Jarell was right on his heels, having to be careful of the large royal’s sword that was cutting through enemy soldiers like a sharpened blade through a harvest of fall wheat. 
 
    When the killing was done, he was able to reach Pendivall and grab him just as he was falling from his injuries. He and Cragg laid the old wizard down on the ground and Jarell began working on his friend. 
 
    “No way, old man. You’re not getting away from here that easily.” 
 
    He could tell that Pendivall’s left arm had been sliced by a blade and when he lifted the old man’s sleeve, he saw an arm that was just hanging by a thin strip of skin and muscle. 
 
    A bowmaiden knelt down and cradled Pendivall’s head in her lap and laid her hand across his forehead. Jarell looked up to see it was Lianna helping him. 
 
    Symon and his troops assumed a defensive position around the small group, facing outward and staying vigilant. 
 
    He went back to work on Pendivall’s arm and began mending it. But, the injury was so severe Jarell knew the old man would never be completely healed in that arm. He would retain use of it, but he wouldn’t be playing the fiddle anymore. Jarell cocked his head as he continued working on the arm, wondering if the old man actually did play the fiddle. He laughed softly to himself at the thought. 
 
    It took about ten minutes before the arm was healed as well as it was going to be. Jarell looked up and could see that Lianna was still working on Pendivall’s mind. He reached up and placed a hand on top of hers and closed his eyes. He let his power flow through her hand and into the mind of his friend. 
 
    After just a couple of minutes, Pendivall’s eyes snapped open and he looked up into the eyes of Jarell and Lianna. When he tried sitting up, he groaned in pain and laid back down. 
 
    “Take it easy, old man. I’m beginning to think that the battlefield is a little outside your capabilities anymore.” 
 
    Pendivall looked at him with fire in his eyes. 
 
    “I could thrash you and ten just like you, young man.” 
 
    Jarell smiled and looked at Lianna and said, “He’s okay.” 
 
    She smiled and they both helped Pendivall to his feet. He flexed his arm and winced in pain and looked at the red blood on his sleeve. 
 
    “Sorry, master. I did what I could, but you suffered a grievous injury to your arm.” 
 
    Pendivall reached over and pulled the sleeve up and looked at the blood-covered arm and at the scars that were to be his for the rest of his life. Then he tried flexing his arm again, but he could tell it was going to forever be stiff and sore. 
 
    He looked at Jarell and said, “I can thank you that I still have an arm, Jarell.” 
 
    He looked at Lianna and set a hand on her shoulder. 
 
    “And I thank you, kind lady, for comforting my mind.” 
 
    “That's my calling, sire.” 
 
    He squeezed her shoulder and said, “We’re glad to have you.” 
 
    He turned back to Jarell and asked, “Tell me about what you found out there.” 
 
    He was pointing toward the boulder at the edge of the field. 
 
    “He’s a wizard and he’s capable. He did not wear a wizard’s robes and the staff he carried looked almost homemade. But, I can’t tell you much more about him because we can’t find him.” 
 
    Pendivall looked at Cragg, who shrugged his shoulders and sighed. Pendivall reached out and patted him on the arm. 
 
    “We’ll capture him, lieutenant.” 
 
    “I did find this,” said Jarell as he dug into his pocket. 
 
    As he pulled the piece of cloth out, he felt the wave of nausea sweep over him again. Pendivall could see that and reached out and took the cloth from his hand. He felt the same thing Jarell was feeling. He quickly shoved the cloth into his own pocket. 
 
    “I don’t know what power it has, master. But, whatever it is, it is strong.” 
 
    Pendivall looked at the younger wizard and shook his head. 
 
    “I can’t tell you who he is, but I can tell you who has touched this cloth.” 
 
    Jarell closed his eyes and shook his head, “I felt the same thing, but it can’t be him, master. Not after all these years.” 
 
    “Who do you speak of?” asked Cragg. 
 
    Pendivall looked up at the royal and shook his head, “I have only experienced this power from one other person in my life. And he was cast into a volcano to end the war four hundred years ago.” 
 
    “Magrum the Dark?” said Cragg. 
 
    Lianna raised her hands to her mouth as she gasped. 
 
    “Surely, it can’t be him.” said Cragg. 
 
    “I have my doubts, too, lieutenant.” said Pendivall. “But, I can’t argue with the power that I’m feeling when I touch this cloth.” 
 
    Jarell spoke up and said, “It doesn’t mean he’s alive. Only that he had contact with the cloak this new wizard was wearing.” 
 
    “I can’t believe his power would still be in that cloak after all this time,” said Lianna. 
 
    Pendivall looked at her and said, “If it was Magrum’s own, personal cloak, it could possibly contain his power for the rest of time.” 
 
    “Until we find it and destroy it,” said Jarell. 
 
    “That is true, but we need to find everything that it appears Kerrick has discovered and destroy it all.” 
 
    “Speaking of Kerrick, have you seen my wife?” 
 
    “The last thing I remember seeing,” said Symon, “was her and the other ladies pursuing him across the sky to the east. When he saw the battle was going badly below him, he turned tail and ran.” 
 
    Jarell looked at his brother and asked, “And how are you doing, brother?” 
 
    “Living the dream, Jarell,” said Symon as he brought up his sword that was glistening with blood. 
 
    As they looked around, they could see the battle was in its final stages. Not more than a couple dozen enemy troops remained, but they were still fighting hard and showing no signs of giving up. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


 
  

   
 
    Chapter 16 ~ The Fallen Warrior Rises 
 
      
 
    A thick layer of smoke hung over the valley below and it was a haze that could be caused by only one thing. Battle. 
 
    Gwen recognized the smell and could sniff it in the air, even from her place in bed in the back of Clarissa and Stefan’s home. She had been dozing lightly, but when the acrid smell of warfare reached her senses, her eyes flew wide open. It had to be close. They were much too far from Strafton for the smell to reach them here. 
 
    She pushed herself up from the soft mattress and sat on the edge, with her bare feet on the cool floor. She made certain not to groan in pain, knowing that if she did, Clarissa would be right back in there, chastising her and getting her back in bed. 
 
    She looked at her battlewear, but she knew there was no way in the world she would be able to put it on. She almost wanted to cry because she felt so useless. Her friends were fighting and maybe dying and she was here, comfortable and warm on the side of the mountain. 
 
    Pushing herself to her feet, she took a few seconds to get her balance and couldn’t help, but let out a small groan. She stopped breathing, convinced Clarissa was going to come charging through the curtain like an old, mother hen. When she didn’t show after a few seconds, Gwen released her breath and inhaled easier. 
 
    She walked softly through the curtain over the doorway to the bedroom and looked around. There was no one there. She could see the makings of a meal on the table, but it looked like it had been abandoned. She looked around again, wondering where the other three were. 
 
    She stepped to the door and gently lifted the latch and pulled the door open a few inches. She couldn’t see anyone outside, but she could hear some whispers. She could tell one of the hushed voices was Clarissa. 
 
    “Martin, you come away from the edge! Right now!” 
 
    It was the whispered, aggravated voice of an irate mother. 
 
    “Mother!” came a hushed reply. 
 
    “Stefan, if you don’t get him back over here, we are going to have words!” 
 
    It was quite apparent to Gwen that Clarissa wasn’t angry because her son wasn’t listening to her. She wasn’t angry at all. 
 
    She was scared to death. 
 
    Gwen crept quietly around a couple of overgrown bushes that concealed the home on the ledge and found herself directly behind Stefan and Clarissa. They were crouched behind a large rock. She looked around and didn’t see Martin immediately, but she could tell where he was by the way the two anxious parents were looking. 
 
    She moved up behind them and placed a hand on each of their shoulders and they started with fright. 
 
    “Where is he?” 
 
    Clarissa looked at her and she had tears streaming down her face. 
 
    “He’s right there.” she said pointing toward a small bush, near the edge of the cliff. 
 
    Gwen patted her on the shoulder and then moved around them to the edge of the boulder, where she was able to see their son. He was laying underneath the bush, with his head near the cliff’s edge, getting a better view of whatever was out there. 
 
    She noticed he wasn’t looking down at the valley floor, though. He was looking up to the sky. At first, she couldn’t see what he was looking at because a tree was standing in the way. 
 
    Then the object of his fascination moved into view. A red dragon with a dark rider on its back. It was flying erratically, ducking and diving, as if to get away from something. The dark rider was just trying to hang on. 
 
    Then, three more dragons came into view and her heart leapt into her throat. Venia, Morgath and Keeleth. Which could only mean she was watching Hilde, Caroline and Lianna fight this other rider. It only took a few seconds for her to realize this dark rider was in fact Kerrick, the dark wizard. 
 
    Fireballs were being fired, both from the red dragon and at him. Any fireball that came from the Wyndweirian dragons were shielded away by the dark wizard. Any fireballs the red dragon fired back were dodged by the other three dragons.  
 
    Gwen could feel her heart pounding in her small chest. She would have given anything to be back in the seat of Koranth, fighting alongside her sisters, trying to bring down this evil that had overtaken the land. 
 
    Looking back at Martin, who was completely hidden under the bush, she knew that the person that needed comfort right then was Clarissa and she wouldn’t find that comfort until Martin was safely back in her arms. 
 
    “Martin,” she said softly, but loud enough for him to hear. 
 
    He twitched and pushed himself back and out from under the bush. He was still completely hidden from the view of the dragons when he looked over at her. 
 
    “Please come here,” she said. She didn’t plead or beg. She just made sure he knew she cared about him and wanted him by her side. 
 
    He hesitated for a second, looking back through the branches of the bush at the battle in the sky and then crawled his way back to her and the safety of the boulder. 
 
    She wrapped her arms around him and said, “I appreciate you want to prove your bravery and help with this fight. But, please, help your mother feel safe and you will do that by being safe yourself.” 
 
    “I just wanted to see what was happening.” 
 
    “I know you do, sweetheart, but let’s stay back here, away from the ledge.” 
 
    Martin looked over at his mother and was undone by the sight of tears on her face. 
 
    “I’m sorry, mother.” 
 
    They all looked back at the aerial battle and Gwen realized it was beginning to drift in their direction. Fireballs were flying and missing and one even hit the side of the cliff about fifty feet below them. They could feel the impact as it shook the side of the mountain. 
 
    As the battle raged, Gwen could see the three riders clearly. She could see they were firing arrows, but trying to get that one good shot that would bring down the red dragon.  
 
    One other thing she noticed was the rider on the back of Keeleth. It wasn’t Lianna. It was Sarabel, another one of the bowmaidens. Her heart skipped a beat as she realized something must have happened to Lianna to get her off the back of Keeleth. 
 
    As the battle grew gradually closer, she had a clear vision sweep through her mind. She turned to Martin and looked him in the eye. 
 
    “Go get my bow and arrows.” 
 
    Martin looked back at her and smiled slightly. Then he nodded and crawled under the trees behind them, so he wouldn’t be seen moving to the cabin on the other side. 
 
    In less than a minute, he came crawling back, carrying the bow and arrows across his arms, like they were made of gold and didn’t let them touch the ground. 
 
    She took them and looked in the quiver. She only had five arrows left, but if her aim was true, she would only need one. 
 
    “Stefan,” she called in a low voice and motioned him over. 
 
    “You’re going to fight him, aren’t you?” asked the father when he got up next to her. 
 
    “I’m going to do my part. Your part,” she said quietly in his ear, “is to sit on Martin, if you have to. Do not allow him out from behind this rock.” 
 
    Stefan looked at the little Guildenian and nodded slightly. 
 
    “May your arrows fly true.” 
 
    She smiled and said, “They always do.” 
 
    Then she moved around behind Martin and then moved past Clarissa. She patted her on the shoulder as she went by. She looked back and could see Stefan had Martin by the collar and wasn’t going to let go for any reason. 
 
    Moving out from behind the boulder, she walked over to the bush that Martin had been hiding underneath. It was tall enough to screen her from the view of the four dragon riders. She took the quiver and stuck it into the branches of the bush, with the feathered ends right at elbow height and easy to grab. 
 
    She pulled the hood of the robe up and over her head and began to slow her breathing. She could feel three sets of eyes looking at her back and could feel their prayers working to strengthen her. 
 
    With all that was happening right now, she had forgotten how injured she was. The worst part of her injuries was the possible fractured ribs on her right side. She knew that when she went to pull the bowstring back, it was going to hurt like nothing she had ever felt. 
 
    She started working on shutting the pain out. She only needed to get one arrow in the air and have it find its mark. Surely she could get through one arrow. 
 
    She stepped slowly and silently out from behind the bush, to obtain a better view of the battle raging in front of her. The nearest dragon was only about fifty yards away. The three dragons were circling the red dragon, flying and turning faster than she had ever seen dragons fly.  
 
    The dark wizard was hanging on with everything he had, never having the chance to bring his staff into the fray. He kept having to cast minor shields with his free hand to ward off arrows and fireballs. 
 
    The three dragon riders rode as if they had been born in the seats on the backs of dragons. Gwen marveled at how Venia flew up and over the red dragon, upside down and Hilde didn’t even flinch. She just dug her feet under the straps and stayed in the saddle, while letting an arrow fly straight down at the dark wizard. 
 
    Again, he just shielded himself from the arrow. It was obvious he was a match for them, being aware of every movement they made. 
 
    The thought crossed Gwen’s mind that this was going to be his downfall. He was watching them, but he didn’t even know she existed. 
 
    She was grateful Martin’s robe she was wearing was almost the same color as the bush she stood next to and if she kept her movements quiet and soft, she would go unnoticed. 
 
    She reached calmly for an arrow and slipped it quietly out of the quiver and brought it to the bow. She felt the nock slide easily onto the string, resting comfortably between her first two fingers. Her breathing slowed even further and all tension left her body. 
 
    Then, she just watched and waited. 
 
    The battle inched even closer. It was as if the ladies were trying to push Kerrick and the red dragon into the side of the mountain. They continued diving and circling around him. The red dragon screeched in frustration at being attacked from all sides. It wasn’t used to being attacked at all. The dark wizard had selected him because of his bravery and willingness to charge into a fight. 
 
    Then Gwen saw it. The dark wizard and red dragon flew up right past her, not noticing the small, cloaked figure standing on the edge of the cliff. Morgath cut off his flight path and the red dragon came to almost a stop in mid-air. 
 
    Gwen lifted the bow, pulled the string back and sighted down the arrow, all in one smooth movement. In less than a half a breath, she released the arrow. 
 
    But, the release of the arrow relaxed the strain on her arm and she experienced an intense pain in her right side. She gasped as the pain hit her. 
 
    She didn’t think it was loud enough to be heard, but something caught Kerrick’s attention and he turned toward the sound. 
 
    But, not soon enough. 
 
    The arrow drove right through his left shoulder, almost knocking him off the dragon. He screamed in pain, wildly clutching with his good hand at the back of the dragon to stay on it. 
 
    Gwen reached for another arrow and was just about to nock it when another arrow magically appeared in Kerrick’s right upper leg, eliciting another scream of pain. 
 
    He fell from the back of the dragon and was screaming like a little girl, every inch of the three hundred feet to the ground. 
 
    For a moment, Gwen was quite confident the war was about to end. She leaned over and looked down the cliff and could see the dark wizard falling to his doom. 
 
    But, it wasn’t to be. 
 
    The red dragon screeched along behind him and snatched him out of the air just before he was about to hit the treetops. Then flying as fast as it could, it set its direction to the east, heading as fast as it could back to the Eastern Desert. Two of the dragon riders tried to catch him, but they were quickly outdistanced and had to give it up. 
 
    As Gwen watched Caroline and Sarabel chase after the red dragon, she became aware of a gust of wind swirling around her. She looked up to see Venia flapping her wings to hover just out from the ledge. 
 
    And a fiery, redheaded warrior had an arrow aimed directly at her heart. Clearly, Hilde wasn’t completely sure she could trust this hooded figure, standing high up on the side of a mountain. 
 
    Martin came running out from around the boulder and jumped in front of Gwen, waving at Hilde to not shoot. Clarissa and Stefan came running around and stood behind Gwen. 
 
    Stefan looked at Gwen and smiled and reached up and lifted the hood off her head and laid it back on her shoulders. 
 
    They couldn’t hear her, but they could read her lips when Hilde said, “Oh my god!” 
 
    She immediately put her arrow away and started guiding Venia toward the ledge. She had to do it slowly because there really wasn’t enough room for her and the four people standing there. 
 
    It didn’t take them long to realize they needed to move back and they did, allowing Venia all the room she needed to land. Within half a heartbeat, Hilde vaulted from the back of her dragon and landed, running to the little bowmaiden. 
 
    Martin wasn’t sure what to make of this and he was going to defend the love of his life if needed. He stayed firmly planted between Gwen and this woman who had the audacity to point an arrow at her. 
 
    Hilde skidded to a stop, wondering what she was going to do with this boy, who was ready to fight and defend Gwen. 
 
    Martin felt Gwen lean forward and kiss him on the cheek. 
 
    “It’s okay, soldier. She’s a friend.” 
 
    Martin looked at her, still feeling the wetness of her lips on his cheek. 
 
    “Okay, but I’m right here if you need me.” 
 
    “I know you are,” she said with a smile. 
 
    When Martin moved out of the way, Hilde fell on Gwen, wrapping her arms around her and hugging her tight, as she shed tears of joy over her. She felt Gwen wince in pain and stepped back. 
 
    “What’s the matter? Are you hurt?” 
 
    “Yes, Lady Hilde. Falling over a hundred feet and crashing into a dozen tree branches tends to take a toll on a body.” 
 
    Clarissa stepped up and said, “Come on, young lady. We need to put you back to bed.” 
 
    Gwen giggled and said, “Yes, mother. But, not for long.” 
 
    “Why do you say that?” 
 
    Gwen pointed to the sky at the approaching dragons. 
 
    “One of those ladies is a healer.” 
 
    Venia turned and dived off the ledge to provide Morgath enough room to land, so that Caroline could assist this injured warrior. As the healer drifted closer to the ledge, Gwen could see her smile was as wide as the sky. 
 
    Clarissa turned Gwen around and walked her back to the house, leaving the two men there to handle the landing of dragons and welcoming of the ladies that rode them. Just as she got Gwen situated in the bed, Caroline came rushing through the curtain. 
 
    “Oh Gwennie,” she said, her face covered in tears. “What can I do to help?” 
 
    “Well, Caroline, I’m pretty banged up.” 
 
    Clarissa said, “She has at least two broken ribs, a couple of cracked ones and a bunch of scrapes and tears on her back.” 
 
    “And a swollen knee.” 
 
    They turned and saw Martin standing in the doorway. 
 
    “Yes, and a swollen knee,” said Clarissa as she walked to the door. “And you don’t need to be in here for this, young man. Outside.” 
 
    “What if she needs me?” 
 
    “She is in good hands.” 
 
    “Martin,” said Gwen from the bed, “if I need you, I will certainly call you. You’re my protector.” 
 
    Martin turned around, not quite happy about being dismissed, but there was no arguing with his mother in times like this. He went back outside to see the dragons. 
 
    Clarissa helped Caroline get the robe off of Gwen and the healer shook her head. 
 
    “Mm mm mm. Seems like I got here just in time. Your mother would skin me alive if I didn’t get you healed up properly.” 
 
    “My mother loves you,” said Gwen as she gasped when Caroline ran her hands over her ribs that were broken. 
 
    Clarissa sat down on the other side of the bed and took a cool cloth and wiped Gwen’s forehead. Setting those bones back together was not a painless experience. The pain was worth it in the end, but it was still quite excruciating. 
 
    When Gwen tightened up in pain, Clarissa squeezed her hand and the little bowmaiden clenched it hard. Tears formed in her eyes as she tried to weather the pain. She could feel the bones moving around, under her skin, knitting themselves back together. 
 
    As Caroline worked to heal the breaks, the pain became less severe and Gwen began to breathe a little easier. When Caroline finished with the worst breaks, she moved to the cracked ribs and took care of those in just a couple of minutes. 
 
    Then she moved her hands down Gwen’s legs to the swollen knee and stopped about halfway down her upper leg. 
 
    “Hmmm. Seems like you cracked this leg bone, too.” 
 
    “Did I?” 
 
    “Tell me, Gwennie, did you miss any branches on the way down?” 
 
    Gwen laughed a little, now that laughing wasn’t nearly as painful. 
 
    “No, Caroline, I believe that tree pretty much had its way with me.” 
 
    “Well,” said Caroline, as she set to fix the crack, “it did save your life.” 
 
    “That it did.” 
 
    Clarissa wiped her forehead again as Caroline went to work on Gwen’s knee. Within minutes she was finished with everything in front, so they helped her turn over. 
 
    They heard the door of the house open and it was just Stefan coming in to get some water for the others. 
 
    When Caroline removed the bandages and saw the damage, she sucked in a breath. 
 
    “Is it that bad?” asked Gwen. 
 
    “Let’s just put it this way,” said Caroline, “you are probably going to have a few battle scars to show off after this war.” 
 
    “Oh,” sighed Gwen. “I hope I find a man that can overlook them someday.” 
 
    She could feel Caroline’s hands moving up and down her bare back, fixing the wounds to her skin as best she could.  
 
    “I’m going to need to spend a little extra time on your bottom, so you can sit on a dragon again.” 
 
    “Does it look terribly bad?” asked Gwen. 
 
    “Actually, not too bad. You have a rather nice looking bottom.”  
 
    “Caroline!” 
 
    “What?” said Clarissa. “It is a nice bum. I wish I still had such a nice bum.” 
 
    From the other room they heard Stefan say, “You do have a nice bum, sweetheart.” 
 
    Gwen shook her head, concealed her face in the pillow and said, “Oh, just kill me now.” 
 
    She hoped the others couldn’t see her red face. 
 
    “I know of one young man that wouldn’t be put off by any scars you may have,” said Clarissa. 
 
    Gwen turned her face toward her and looked at her. 
 
    “He’s a sweet, young man. You and Stefan have done a fine job in raising him.” 
 
    “It’s been hard sometimes.” 
 
    “It always is,” said Caroline. “Be thankful your son’s childhood only lasts about twenty years. This little troublemaker right here is almost three hundred years old and her childhood lasted over one hundred years. Drove her mother and father crazy.” 
 
    “Caroline!” 
 
    “Tell me I’m mistaken!” 
 
    “My mother and father loved me anyway.” 
 
    “Yes, they did. Especially since you were the youngest of three daughters.” 
 
    “So,” said Clarissa as she looked at Caroline, “you’ve known her for a long time?” 
 
    “I was just over thirty years old when I held this little one in my arms as a baby. Even then I could tell she was going to be a handful.” 
 
    Caroline grinned across at Clarissa. 
 
    “Seems the Guildenians aren’t much different than the rest of us. They just live longer.” 
 
    Caroline finished up with Gwen’s back and there were some light scars left, but nothing too bad. She patted Gwen on the bum and said, “All finished and it still looks good.” 
 
    “Stop talking about my bum, Caroline!” 
 
    “Well, we could talk about your boobs.” 
 
    “Oh good grief!” whined Gwen. 
 
    The two ladies giggled and helped her turn back over and then got her covered up.  
 
    “You need to rest for about an hour before getting up,” said Caroline. “Just lay here and relax. I’m going to tell Sarabel she can come in now.” 
 
    She leaned forward and kissed Gwen on the forehead and stood up and walked out. Clarissa took a moment to make sure Gwen was comfortable and stood up. As she was heading out the door to see what Stefan and Martin were up to, she was almost bowled over by another Guildenian rushing into the house. 
 
    “Sorry!” yelled Sarabel as she disappeared into the back room. 
 
    She found the two men in her life standing next to Hilde and she was introducing them to her green dragon. Morgath and Keeleth were flying circles above, keeping an eye on things. 
 
    Hilde looked at Caroline and said, “When she comes back out, Sarabel and I are going to head back down the valley. We probably shouldn’t have delayed this long with the fighting still going on.” 
 
    “You want me to stay here with Gwen?” 
 
    “Just until you’re certain she’s ready to fly back with you. Then come back and join us.” 
 
    “We shouldn’t be more than an hour behind you.” 
 
    Martin looked at Hilde and said, “Earlier they addressed you as Lady Hilde. Why?” 
 
    “Because my husband is Jarell of Greenvale Castle.” 
 
    Clarissa cocked her head and asked, “You joined with Master Jarell?” 
 
    “Yes, I did. About three weeks ago. He and Master Pendivall are still battling the dark wizard’s army back in the fields near Strafton. We absolutely need to be getting back there.” 
 
    Caroline turned on her heels and said, “I’ll get Sarabel back out here.” 
 
    Hilde nodded and then turned and said, “Stefan, Clarissa, Martin, thank you for taking care of her. You have no idea what she means to us back in the battle. But, don’t tell her I said that.” 
 
    The three of them laughed as Hilde turned and climbed onto Venia’s back. 
 
    “Ready to get back to the fight?” asked Hilde. 
 
    “I’ve been wondering when we would,” said Venia. 
 
    Venia turned and fell off the cliff because she had no room to turn around. About halfway down the cliff, she spread her wings and caught the wind and soared back up to where Morgath was still circling. 
 
    They saw Sarabel had come out of the house and was climbing on Keeleth and then she performed the same falling maneuver. 
 
    When she returned to them, Morgath said, “Take care ladies. Be careful when you go back to the fight.” 
 
    “You be careful, cousin,” said Venia as she and Keeleth turned back to the west and headed for the battle. 
 
    Morgath settled down on the edge of the cliff and looked at the three people still standing there. They just stared at him. He was considerably larger than the other two dragons and he was white. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    Clarissa and Stefan were quiet, not sure what to say. 
 
    Martin spoke up and said, “We have just never seen such a magnificent dragon before.” 
 
    “Well, thank you, but my father is even bigger than I am.” 
 
    “Your father?” 
 
    “Mirroth the White.” 
 
    “Oh,” said Stefan. “I’ve heard of him. He’s the king of the dragons.” 
 
    “That he is.” said Morgath. 
 
      
 
    ~~~~ 
 
      
 
    “You know where I live. After this war is over, maybe you can come and see me.” 
 
    Martin looked into Gwen’s eyes. 
 
    “I’d like that,” said Martin. “As I said before, I’d like to come to Wyndweir and see Guilden.” 
 
    “I’ll be there.” 
 
    She turned to Stefan and Clarissa. 
 
    “I want to thank you for taking care of me.” 
 
    “It was our pleasure,” said Stefan. “It’s not too often we have guests up here.” 
 
    Clarissa took her hand and said, “You take care, Gwen. Caroline worked real hard to put you back together.” 
 
    They gave each other a hug and Gwen turned around and started walking toward Morgath. Caroline sat patiently on the white dragon’s back, waiting for her friend. 
 
    Then Gwen stopped and stepped up to Martin. She looked into his eyes, reached up and put a hand on the side of his face, then leaned over and kissed him on the other cheek. 
 
    “Please stay away from this war, Martin. I couldn’t bear thinking of you being hurt.” 
 
    He heard most of that, but it didn’t register. He was still lost in the feeling of her hand and lips on his cheek. 
 
    He almost wanted to cry when she turned and walked to Morgath and climbed behind Caroline. He felt like his heart was being torn out as they watched the great dragon, lean and fall from the cliff. 
 
    Martin stepped to the edge of the cliff and watched as Morgath spread his wings, caught the wind and soared across the treetops, heading back to the battle. The last thing he saw of them was Gwen looking back over her shoulder, her brown hair blowing in the wind and her eyes looking straight into his. 
 
    After they had disappeared around the curve of the mountain, he turned around and looked at his parents. They were standing next to each other, with arms around each other’s waists. They could tell he was suffering a small amount of pain, watching this woman fly away. A woman he had barely known for a day. 
 
    “So, how many days does it take to walk to Guilden?” 
 
      
 
   


 
  

   
 
    Chapter 17 ~ The Battle Ends With A Breeze 
 
      
 
    The battle raged below as Hilde and Sarabel flew back over the fields. They could tell they had been gone for far too long. Though finding Gwen had been one of the greatest things that could have happened that day, the devastation they saw below cast a dark cloud over that happy event. 
 
    Not only that, but Emmilyn had returned with three more dragons from Rosemoor, but they had been met with five red dragons of the dark wizard. Even with the dark wizard gone, they still fought with the fire and fury they had become known for. 
 
    Hilde and Sarabel immediately joined Emmilyn in her battle against the red dragons. She was being attacked from two sides by dragons that were giving her and Sophia everything they could handle. As Emmilyn was a new rider, she wasn’t as comfortable in the seat as Hilde or Caroline and she was having to spend as much time hanging on as she was fighting back. 
 
    Sophia was doing exactly what Hilde hoped none of the dragons would do. She was flying in a way to protect her rider instead of flying as a sky-born warrior. Obviously she was going to need to have some words with the two of them after this battle was over. 
 
    Hilde and Sarabel each dove on a dragon and took its attention away from Emmilyn. Venia wasn’t one to fly in a protective manner. She was more of a full-on, attack them face-to-face kind of dragon. Hilde loved her even more for that. The two of them shared that as a bond stronger than Guilden steel. Venia being smaller than the other dragons, was able to move quicker and turn faster than any of the others. 
 
    It took Hilde and Venia less than ten seconds to send their dragon plummeting to the ground in a fiery crash. The crashing dragon sent troops scattering as it exploded in a giant ball of dragonfire from the gas in its gut. 
 
    As Hilde searched for her next target, she saw something on the ground that caused her blood to run cold. A group of royal soldiers, dressed in the colors of the dark wizard, were encircling a group of Wyndweir soldiers and moving in on them. 
 
    It wasn’t the royals wearing Kerrick’s colors that scared her. It was the sight of Symon in the middle of the Wyndweir soldiers, backing them up as they prepared to fight to the death. She realized these were all the soldiers they had captured the day before and who had sworn allegiance to Wyndweir for the rest of the war. 
 
    “Not in this lifetime,” she muttered to herself. Venia heard her in her mind and knew exactly what they were about to do. 
 
    They wheeled around in the sky and dove with lightning speed toward the surrounded troops, lining themselves up with the edge of the royal soldiers. Venia cut loose with a stream of dragonfire that engulfed the royals. The new Wyndweir troops raised their shields quickly and only got a little singed from the fire. 
 
    Symon looked up and saw his sister-in-law flash past on her green dragon and felt a huge swell of pride rise up in his chest. The only thought he had come to mind was she and Jarell were perfect for each other. A bit of fire in her reminded him of Laurelai. 
 
    He bellowed a command to attack and his troops didn’t hesitate. They waded into the burning royals and ended their lives as quickly and humanely as possible. There was no attempt to capture any of them, given the orders that Jarell had yelled at the beginning of the battle. 
 
    Hilde and Venia circled around and she fired a couple of arrows, killing a couple of royals that had escaped the flames. Then they turned their attention back to the sky. 
 
    There were still four red dragons giving the Wyndweirian dragons everything they could handle. Emmilyn looked like she was starting to get the hang of riding Sophia, but her aim was still a bit wild. Hilde was sorry she hadn’t been able to give the two new riders enough time to practice. 
 
    Coming up from underneath, Hilde fired an arrow straight up, that pierced the soft chin of the red dragon that was attacking Emmilyn. It didn’t kill the dragon, but only served to make it mad. It wrapped one of its claws around the arrow and yanked it out. Then, it turned and dove straight at the approaching green dragon and Hilde could see the fiery anger in its eyes as it drew closer. 
 
    “Hang on, Hilde!” screamed Venia between their minds. 
 
    She made a move to pass by the red dragon, over its head and saw the red dragon match her move. Which was exactly what she wanted. 
 
    She flipped over with such speed that Hilde was almost flung off her seat. She made another lightning fast move, that put her in position to pass by the red dragon, under its belly. As they flashed past each other, she raked the soft underbelly of the dragon and ripped giant gouges into the body of the attacker.  
 
    It screeched like a baby dragon as it spiraled to the earth. Venia had dug so deep into the red dragon’s body, she ripped open the gas sac in its gut and the gas spewed into the air like a cloud. Venia turned and fired a ball of dragonfire, which ignited the gas, causing a huge ball of fire that burned the red dragon all the way to its insides before it crashed into the forest on the edge of the battlefield. 
 
    Now the red dragons were really outnumbered, but they showed no intention of giving up the fight. Two of the dragons that had come from Wyndweir converged on one of the enemy dragons and proceeded to dismember it in mid-air. 
 
    Before Hilde and Venia could rejoin the fight, they could see that Emmilyn and Sarabel were ganging up on one of the other red dragons, while the last one was being attacked by the third Rosemoor dragon. 
 
    Together the two new riders put six arrows into the head of the red dragon, with Emmilyn firing the one that pierced its eye and drove straight into its brain, killing it instantly. They were able to watch as their very first kill of a dragon fell to the ground and exploded. 
 
    The last red dragon decided it was a hopeless fight and turned tail and flew away from the battlefield. Emmilyn and Sarabel gave chase, along with two of the Rosemoor dragons, but they were outpaced and left behind, as the last dragon of the dark wizard retreated toward the Eastern Desert. It was quite amazing how fast the red dragons could fly when they were fleeing for their lives. 
 
    Hilde flew in low over the battlefield and found Jarell gathered in a small group around Pendivall and it looked like the older wizard had been injured. 
 
    The battle was still raging around them and there was a circle of swordsmen and royal soldiers protecting the two wizards and a healer. 
 
    It didn’t escape Hilde’s notice that it appeared the soldiers of Wyndweir were still fighting among themselves in parts of the battle. This had started before she and the other riders had taken on Kerrick and chased him from the skies over the fields. 
 
    Looking to the east, she saw a dark, hooded figure standing about halfway up the hillside, overlooking the battlefield. At first, she thought she was seeing Kerrick, but she knew that couldn’t be. Kerrick was on his way to the Eastern Desert with two arrows stuck in him. Again. 
 
    But, he was obviously a wizard. He had a staff in his hands and had his hands raised toward the battlefield. It didn’t take long for her to realize he was probably the reason the soldiers were fighting among themselves. 
 
    She turned Venia toward the wizard and flew like an arrow toward him. Pulling an arrow from her quiver, she nocked it and was ready to bring him down, but he saw her coming and cast a ball of fire directly at her. Venia ducked and dived to avoid the fire and when they had recovered, this new wizard was gone from the mountain. 
 
    “Where is he, Venia?” 
 
    “I know not, m’lady. He appears to have vanished into the trees.” 
 
    They flew to the spot where he had stood and started circling around the area. 
 
    “Be careful,” said Hilde. “If he’s right below us, we won’t have much time to avoid another fireball.” 
 
    As if she had been seeing the future, a fireball came flying up from the ground and Venia had to turn abruptly out of the way, almost losing Hilde in the process. Venia decided she had had enough of this new wizard and let fly with a stream of dragonfire that scorched the earth below. She didn’t know if she was even close to flaming him, but with the amount of fire on the ground now, he would have other things to worry about besides trying to kill them. 
 
    Emmilyn and Sarabel returned at that moment and joined their leader in trying to find this new menace, but it appeared he had disappeared for good.  
 
    The three of them turned back to the battle, but they were at a loss as to what to do. They couldn’t just start flaming the troops on the ground because most of them were their own troops.  
 
    From the air they could see the massive devastation across the battlefield. At least fifty, probably more of their swordsmen and bowmaidens lay dead or dying in the blood soaked mud. They could see the healers trying to get to those that were hurt, but the battle made their job even that much harder. Lianna was trying her best to get to some wounded troops, but was being pulled back by other troops, not wanting to let her into the middle of the battle. 
 
    Hilde watched as Jarell helped Pendivall to his feet and she could see the old wizard had been severely injured, but it looked like he was going to live. She decided she needed to be on the ground to talk to her husband. 
 
    “You two stay up here, out of reach of any arrows,” she said to the other two riders. 
 
    They watched as she pointed Venia toward the knot of soldiers surrounding the two wizards and dove as fast as they could. Then, just as she had in the Eastern Desert a few weeks earlier, Venia put on the brakes and came to a stop about ten feet off the ground and Hilde leaped from her back and landed about twenty feet from Jarell. 
 
    She turned and yelled at Venia to get back up in the sky and stay there. Then she turned and ran to Jarell, who was not too pleased with having her there. 
 
    “You were much safer in the sky!” yelled Jarell. 
 
    “Yes, I was. I was also completely useless in the sky because we can’t fire on these troops!” 
 
    She pulled her sword and joined a couple of the swordsmen in driving a group of Kerrick’s troops backward. As the three of them fought their way forward, Jarell came up beside her and started fighting off enemy soldiers, trying to defend his wife. 
 
    “Sweetie, I don’t need your protection,” she said. 
 
    “No, what you need is a good spanking, young lady.” 
 
    She looked at him for a fleeting second and saw a silly grin on his face. 
 
    “Maybe later,” she said with a laugh. 
 
    They continued fighting and found themselves fighting against some of their own troops. The four of them switched from dealing death blows to just injuring them, but they just kept coming. 
 
    “Honey,” she yelled over the sounds of battle, “you need to see if you can break the hold that evil has over the minds of these troops.” 
 
    “What did you have in mind?” 
 
    “A nice little wind storm. Something that would make it impossible for these soldiers to continue fighting!” 
 
    Jarell nodded and sheathed his sword and held his staff up in front of him. The Staff of Wind came to life, its blue crystal pulsating in its crown. It started just as a small tornado centered around Jarell and the other three. Hilde reached out and seized the two swordsmen and hauled them to their knees and they brought their shields up and over their heads. The three of them huddled under the shields, hoping to avoid the worst of what was to come. 
 
    The storm began to pick up speed and began to spread out from the small mound Jarell was standing on. His golden, blonde hair whipped in the wind and he held the staff above his head. Hilde and her two companions were close enough to the center of the storm they weren’t feeling much of its strength, but they knew they had to stay down. 
 
    Within a few seconds the wind storm covered the entire battlefield with blowing sand and dust. It was knocking down all that tried to stand and most of the troops were rolling around covering their eyes, trying to keep the dirt out of them. 
 
    The storm had the desired effect. It brought the fighting to a stop. All of the troops were too busy fighting the effects of the wind to be worried about fighting each other. 
 
    As he began bringing the top of the wind storm down, he could see over it and to the east he saw something that made his heart leap. Standing with a small group of royal soldiers and a larger group of swordsmen and bowmaidens, was Captain Jong. They had answered the call and come over the mountain pass to provide aid to this small army from Wyndweir. 
 
    They were standing at the mouth of the canyon, just watching the proceedings, waiting for the right time to enter the fields. 
 
    Jarell saw Jong lift his sword and point to a place behind him and he turned to look. Standing near the western edge of the fields was Captain Belgard and his men. It didn’t escape Jarell’s notice that Belgard’s men were carrying litters with the bodies of some of their comrades. 
 
    Before he decided that the storm had gone on long enough, he looked to where Pendivall had been standing and he saw the old wizard standing calmly inside a shield, along with a couple dozen bowmaidens and healers and one frightened apprentice. 
 
    He began winding the storm down and then with a whimper, it faded completely out of existence. He looked around the battlefield and saw not one soldier was standing. They had all been knocked to the ground. That was completely fine with him because as long as they were on the ground, they weren’t trying to kill each other. 
 
    Hilde jumped to her feet and yelled, “Every one of you drop your weapons or I will have the dragons come down here and crisp every last one of you!” 
 
    “Better do it!” yelled Jarell. “I’ve seen her when she gets mad.” 
 
    They could hear swords and bows hitting the ground all over the battlefield. Troops were struggling to their feet all around them and Captain Jong and his troops began moving through the battlefield, collecting swords and bows and arrows. They had all the troops from each army move away from each other and gather in two different places in the fields. 
 
    Jarell called Symon and Cragg over and told them to take charge over moving the two armies apart and keeping them separated. As they moved away to take care of their tasks, Captain Jong came walking up to Jarell and Hilde. 
 
    “It appears that we weren’t needed nearly as much as Miss Emmilyn led us to believe,” he said with a raised eyebrow. 
 
    Jarell looked at him and laughed. 
 
    “Needed or not, we are thrilled to have you.” 
 
    Jong looked around and saw all the dead troops lying about. There were healers starting to move through the battlefield, trying to help those that could still be saved. 
 
    “Looks like you had a pretty rough time of it.” 
 
    Jarell nodded as he looked around, too. 
 
    “We got caught with our pants down, Jong. Kerrick proved not to be as dead as we had hoped. He is back, he is more ruthless and it appears he has command of a large number of red dragons.” 
 
    Captain Jong looked up just as Belgard and his men came marching to the center of the battlefield. The men set the litters down on the ground and stood back. 
 
    Belgard looked at Jarell and said, “We were lured away on a fool’s errand and we lost four of our brothers!” 
 
    The anger in Belgard’s voice was unmistakable. When Belgard cast his glance toward Hilde, Jong stepped forward, placing himself squarely in front of the taller captain. Belgard looked down at him, wondering who this new royal was, never having met him. 
 
    “You will watch your tone, captain,” said Jong. 
 
    “I will watch my tone?” 
 
    Belgard turned and swept his hand over the four dead royals on the litters. 
 
    “These four brothers demand I raise my voice!” 
 
    “Really? These four of our brethren? How about the dozens that lie dead on this battlefield? Do they not also demand a voice?” 
 
    Belgard backed a step away from Jong and looked around the battlefield. He looked like he had been kicked in the gut by an ornery mule. 
 
    “How many did we lose?” 
 
    “Not counting the royals that fought under the dark wizard’s banner, I counted at least fifty-three. There could be more.” 
 
    Belgard whirled back around and looked at Jarell. 
 
    “They had royals fighting for Kerrick?” 
 
    “It would appear so. At least a dozen,” said Jarell. 
 
    Belgard’s shoulders sank as he took in the news. Never in the entire history of Wyndweir had a royal soldier ever fought on the side of evil. 
 
    Jarell continued, “The dark wizard also seems to have been able to control the thoughts and minds of some of our soldiers. He put such terrifying pictures in their minds that they were fighting against each other.” 
 
    “I think it had something to do with that other wizard,” said Hilde. 
 
    They all turned and looked at her. 
 
    “We chased Kerrick far away from the battlefield and he has fled back to the Eastern Desert. His influence should have left with him. I think the second wizard had something to do with the mind control.” 
 
    “What second wizard?” asked Jong. 
 
    Jarell said, “There appears to have been a second wizard overseeing the battlefield. He was standing on that rock over there.” 
 
    As the two captains looked at the boulder, Hilde said, “I chased him from the rock, but he disappeared into the trees and escaped.” 
 
    “Oh,” said Jong, “that’s who that is.” 
 
    They all looked at him and he turned and called back toward the trees at the mouth of the draw. Within seconds, two more royals came into view, dragging between them, a hooded figure. The wizard continued to struggle, trying to break away from them, but he had no chance. As they got closer, it became apparent the wizard’s arms were bound tightly behind him and one of the royals bore the wizard’s staff in his hands. 
 
    Jarell looked at the soldier carrying the staff and said, “Isn’t that staff trying to resist you?” 
 
    “No, sire. Not even so much as a tingle.” 
 
    The soldier held the staff out to Jarell and he took it, half expecting to feel a bolt of lightning or something as the staff defended itself. But, that defense never came.  
 
    Jarell looked the staff up and down and then looked at the wizard, who’s hood still covered his head. Then, gripping the staff with both hands, he brought it down sharply across a knee and it snapped like a dry twig. The wizard was visibly shaken by that. 
 
    “This isn’t really a wizard’s staff, at least not one made in Guilden,” said Jarell. “It’s nothing more than a walking stick.” 
 
    He held up the head of the staff and looked at the crystal and then touched it with one fingertip. The crystal snapped at him and Jarell almost lost his grip on the broken staff. 
 
    “A walking stick with a genuine wizard’s crystal in it.” 
 
    Then he looked at the wizard who was still being held firmly by the two royals.  
 
    “Alright, time to find out who we’re dealing with here.” 
 
    He reached out to take hold of his hood and the wizard jerked away. Being unmasked was not something the wizard wanted to happen. The two royals gripped him even tighter and Jarell stepped in closer. Hilde unsheathed her sword and put the tip against the wizard’s chest. She was fearful of what the wizard might do when he was unmasked and she was prepared to end him if he attempted anything. 
 
    Jarell reached up and grabbed a handful of hood and jerked it back off the wizard’s head. When he came face-to-face with the wizard, he and Hilde both jumped back. They could not believe their eyes. Hilde felt the breath leave her chest. 
 
    Jong looked at them and said, “I take it you recognize this man.” 
 
    Belgard stepped in, taking a look, but this wizard’s face was unknown to him. 
 
    “Captain Jong,” said Jarell, “this is the man directly responsible for you becoming a captain of the swordsmen.” 
 
    Jong looked even closer at the unmasked wizard and felt a rage begin to climb in his chest. Belgard looked at his fellow captain and could see that Jong was within seconds of executing this man with his bare hands. 
 
    Instantly, Jong had his sword in his hand and brought it up to drive it right through the man’s chest, but Belgard pulled his own sword and blocked him. As Jong tried to recenter himself and get another chance at killing this man, Jarell reached out and snatched him by the back of his tunic and pulled him away. 
 
    “Put your sword away and take a walk, captain!” ordered Jarell. 
 
    “That son of a pig does not deserve to draw even one more breath!” 
 
    “No, he doesn’t. But at the moment, we need him alive!” 
 
    Then, looking back at the wizard, he said, “But, his time for usefulness is likely to be extremely short. At that time, you will have your vengeance if you so desire.” 
 
    Jong took a couple more ragged breaths and then sheathed his sword and stalked away. 
 
    “I take it this man and Jong have met,” said Belgard. 
 
    “Not face-to-face, until today. But this man killed a very good friend of Jong’s. A very good friend to all of us. He sliced Hector’s throat like he was a pig being slaughtered for a feast.” 
 
    Jarell stepped up in front of the man and examined his very dark, brown eyes. 
 
    “Your usefulness to us is likely to be very short, Kolgan.” 
 
    He motioned for the two royals to take him away and as they did, there was a screech high up in the air and everyone turned to see a great, white dragon come flying out of the draw. 
 
    Pendivall stepped up next to Jarell and they watched as the dragon approached. 
 
    “Oh, so now Morgath decides to take part in the battle.” 
 
    “Oh shoot,” said Hilde. “I forgot.” 
 
    The two wizards looked at her with questioning looks. 
 
    “You forgot? What?” 
 
    Hilde merely smiled at them and pointed back at the dragon, who was close enough now to see the rider on his back. Or, the two riders on his back. 
 
    “Is that ...” stuttered Brinn. 
 
    “Yes, Brinn, it is,” said Hilde with a beaming smile. 
 
    Morgath landed not too far from them and the two riders jumped down and walked toward the small group. 
 
    “Why, Miss Gwen,” said Pendivall. “Seems as if today is a day for rising from the dead.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


 
  

   
 
    Chapter 18 ~ Losing One So Vulnerable 
 
      
 
    It was quite late in the evening before the healers had made their way through most of the wounded. The two wizards helped with the more grievous injuries, putting the men and women back together. 
 
    Brinn followed along, as Pendivall performed his magic. He watched carefully and with considerable interest. 
 
    Healing was one of the powers a wizard needed to comprehend early and learn it well. Many lives would depend on a wizard’s skill to heal, not the least of which would be their own. 
 
    One of the hardest things for Brinn to overcome was his emotions when working on someone that was injured. Pendivall started him with just placing his hands on the head of an injured soldier and soothing them while the old wizard worked. 
 
    Everything was going fine until they came to a young bowmaiden who had been stabbed through the chest by a royal’s blade. A Wyndwerian royal was kneeling over her crying and begging her forgiveness. 
 
    What caused Brinn the most heartache was this bowmaiden was really young. Not in actual years. She was just over one hundred years old. But, compared to a typical human, she was no more than a teenager. 
 
    Brinn placed his hands on her head and tried to send soothing heat into her mind to relax her. He was having a hard time keeping his hands on her head because she was in such pain. 
 
    Pendivall went to work on her physical wound, but it was difficult. She was in such pain that she couldn’t lay still. Pendivall urged the royal to hold her down, but he couldn’t bring himself to even touch her. He knew she was in this condition because of him and he felt unworthy to even be in her presence.  
 
    “Soldier! You need to snap out of it!” commanded Pendivall. “Yes, you wounded her. Now it’s time to help heal her!” 
 
    The royal looked at him and then placed his hands gingerly on the petite woman’s body and held her down. He could feel her tensing muscles under his hands as he pressed her down against the ground. 
 
    Brinn entered her mind, seeking her spirit so that he could do whatever he needed to comfort her. He remembered when Garlan had entered his own mind, looking to coax him back to life and he wanted to do whatever he could for this young woman. 
 
    When he finally encountered her spirit, he wasn’t convinced he was prepared for what he saw. Her spirit was cowering behind a tree in the forest of her mind. Her eyes were filled with terror and she looked like she would run at the first sign of danger. 
 
    He knelt down in front of her and reached out his hand to her, but her spirit drew back from him, not allowing him to touch her. 
 
    “Please, I’m here to help you,” he said to the spirit. 
 
    The spirit shook her head and fell backwards as she tried to get away from him. She scrambled up to her hands and knees and then bolted deeper into the forest. 
 
    Brinn was scared for her now. Something was terrifying her and he couldn’t believe it was him. He had already been in the minds of a dozen different soldiers, men and women, and none of them had responded this way when he found them. 
 
    He was shaking and sweating, having a hard time staying in her mind and her fears were making it harder for Pendivall to work on her wounds. 
 
    “Calm her down, Brinn,” he heard the wizard’s voice cut through the forest around him. 
 
    “She’s scared of something, master. She’s running from me.” 
 
    Within seconds Brinn felt a warmth wash over him and he closed his eyes. Something was working on him, calming him down. Then he had to close his eyes even tighter as the forest around him got a whole lot brighter.  
 
    When the light faded, he opened his eyes and saw the spirit of Caroline standing next to him. He knew she had perceived his difficulty and had joined him in the bowmaiden’s mind. 
 
    “Where is she, Brinn?” 
 
    “She went running that way,” he said pointing into the trees. 
 
    “Let’s go find her.” 
 
    Caroline’s voice was gentle and tender. She took Brinn’s hand and they started into the trees together. Somewhere in there was the spirit of one very scared young woman and they had to find her. 
 
    Caroline walked like she knew where she was going. She didn’t deviate from her path at all. Brinn realized it was because she could feel the bowmaiden’s spirit and was being guided to it by those feelings. 
 
    In just a few minutes, they found the spirit, standing on the edge of a cliff, near a waterfall. She was staring down at the bottom of the waterfall, watching the water churn and swirl up a cloud of mist. 
 
    Brinn and Caroline stepped up behind her and Caroline reached out and placed a hand on her shoulder. This startled the spirit and she whirled around, again with fear in her eyes. 
 
    “Tulie,” said Caroline, “sweetie we need you to calm down.” 
 
    Tulie backed away from her, shaking her head. She was getting perilously close to the edge of the cliff and that scared Brinn even more. Neither he nor Caroline could just grab her, because any move they made toward her could cause her to fall. 
 
    “You’re not here!” screamed Tulie. “I’m dead and don't want to be!” 
 
    “Sweetie, you’re not dead,” consoled Caroline. “Only wounded. You are being healed at this very moment if you can just calm down.” 
 
    “No! I don’t believe you!” Tulie cried. 
 
    Brinn looked at her and said, “Tulie, you are not dead. I was sent in here to help find your spirit and calm you. Master Pendivall is working on your wound as we speak. But, you need to help him.” 
 
    He held out his hand to her and she looked at it. Then she shook her head. 
 
    “You’re lying to me!” 
 
    “Why would I lie to you, pretty lady?” 
 
    Tulie clenched her eyes closed and shook her head. 
 
    “I saw the blade coming at me. I felt it pierce my body. I still feel it!” 
 
    “And if you come away from the edge and let us help you,” said Caroline, “in just a few minutes Master Pendivall will have you healed and you won’t feel it anymore.” 
 
    Tulie opened her tear-filled eyes and looked at the two of them, both stretching out their hands to her, trying to beckon her away from the cliff. 
 
    “Please come to us, sweetheart,” pleaded Caroline. 
 
    Just as she was about to reach out to them, a stabbing pain wracked her small body and she grabbed at her injured shoulder. The pain was so intense it doubled her over and without thinking, she took a step backward. Her foot slipped off the edge of the cliff and she lost her balance. 
 
    “No!” screamed Brinn as he lunged for her, trying to grab her flailing hands. 
 
    He missed and she tumbled over the edge of the cliff. He sprang to the edge and could see her falling, the look of terror in her eyes burning right through to his soul. Caroline wrapped her arms around his waist, to prevent him from going over. 
 
    He reached out his hands, trying to recall the lessons he had learned about being able to lift objects. He concentrated on her falling body and put everything he had into his cast. It seemed like time was slowing down. Seconds became minutes. 
 
    “If Blair can hold up heavy stones as a castle crashes down on him, I can lift a little woman.” 
 
    He stretched his mind out as far as he could, reaching for her. He could feel her spirit just beyond his fingertips and knew he needed just a little more to get a hold of her. Just one more tiny bit of a stretch and he would have her. 
 
    The final scream from her terrified soul pierced his heart as she disappeared into the mist of the waterfall. 
 
    He had lost her. 
 
    Brinn sank to his knees and Caroline fell beside him. The only thing he could do was stare at the roiling mist below, knowing just how close he had come to saving her. 
 
    “Oh my god!” he cried out. 
 
    Caroline wrapped her arms around his shoulders and they stayed there, not wanting to move. They could do nothing, but cry on each other’s shoulder. 
 
    Within minutes, there was a cracking sound around them and the forest started to go dark. The ground started to tremble and rock. 
 
    They heard Pendivall’s voice cutting through the trees. 
 
    “Get out of there!” 
 
    Caroline jerked back and away from Brinn. He still had his head down, refusing to believe she was gone. 
 
    “Brinn, we need to go.” 
 
    He didn’t react. 
 
    “Brinn! We can’t be in here when her mind shuts down completely!” 
 
    Brinn looked up at her. He shook his head. 
 
    “You go. I can’t leave her.” 
 
    “You can’t stay here! There was nothing you could do. We did everything we could and still lost her.” 
 
    “I’m staying. I deserve this.” 
 
    “No, you don’t!” 
 
    Brinn just closed his eyes and hung his head again. He didn’t feel worthy to even be considered a wizard’s apprentice. 
 
    “If you stay here, I’m staying with you!” 
 
    Brinn’s eyes snapped open and he looked at her. 
 
    “You can’t. You’ll die, too.” 
 
    “So be it. If you die, I die. Those are the rules.” 
 
    He looked at her, wanting to just cast her out. He doubted he even had the strength to do that. 
 
    “You couldn’t save her, but you can save me and the only way you’ll save me is if you take the two of us out of here.” 
 
    The ground began to rock even more violently and it started to crack all around them. It wouldn’t be much longer before the cliff they were sitting on collapsed into the increasing darkness below them. 
 
    Brinn looked into Caroline’s eyes and knew she would stay there and die with him if he didn’t leave. He couldn’t have that. 
 
    Just as he made up his mind, the ground fell away from underneath her and she fell. Her scream rattled something deep inside his brain and he grabbed at her. 
 
    He caught one of her wrists and held on tight. She was dangling over the darkness, trying to find a way to climb back up. 
 
    “No way I lose two of them in here.” 
 
    He rose to his feet, still clutching her wrist and with more strength than he ever imagined he had, he lifted her back up onto the ledge and wrapped his arms around her. 
 
    Then he closed his eyes and severed the connection he still had with Tulie’s mind. He felt the whole world go dark around them. There were no sounds, no breeze, no nothing. 
 
    Then they started hearing faint sounds, as if they were miles away. They couldn’t make out what the sounds were, but they were familiar in some way. 
 
    The sounds started getting clearer and closer. 
 
    “Come on back.” 
 
    It was the sound of Pendivall calling to them. 
 
    “You’re almost here, young master.” 
 
    With a flash, the sounds became very clear, the smells of the battlefield rose to their noses again and the cool breeze of the evening wafted over them. 
 
    Brinn opened his eyes and looked at Caroline. She still had her hands on top of his and his were still on Tulie’s head. She was crying silently. They removed their hands from the young warrior’s head and she leaned forward and kissed Tulie’s forehead 
 
    “Goodnight, sweet cousin.” she said through her tears. 
 
    Brinn looked down at Tulie. She wasn’t breathing anymore, her eyes were closed and she had a look of peace and tranquility on her face. The battlefield was no longer tormenting her. 
 
    He looked across at his master. Pendivall was not doing any better than he was. The old wizard had a look in his eyes that said he never considered he would lose this one. 
 
    The royal was sitting on the ground, a few yards away, his knees drawn up in front of him. He was rocking back and forth, with his head resting on his folded arms. He was expressing more emotion and grief than Brinn had ever seen a royal display. 
 
    Four bowmaidens walked up with a large shield. It was rectangular and almost as tall as them. It had a gold lion on both sides and four holes near each corner. Brinn had always wondered what the holes were for, but in a moment of clarity, he knew. They were for transporting a slain soldier off the battlefield on the shield. 
 
    One of the bowmaidens leaned down and whispered in Pendivall’s ear and he nodded, then stood up. He beckoned Brinn to do the same. 
 
    Then the bowmaiden put her hands on Caroline’s shoulders and helped her up. They watched as the other three bowmaidens placed Tulie’s body on the shield and then the four of them lifted her and started walking toward the edge of the fields. Caroline walked alongside them, holding her cousin’s hand. 
 
    Brinn looked around and noticed there were other groups of four, carrying other fallen soldiers from the battlefield. There were bowmaidens and swordsmen alike, carrying their friends away from this place of death. 
 
    He felt a strong hand set down on his shoulder. He looked up and saw Pendivall looking at him. 
 
    “It never gets any easier, Brinn.” 
 
    He looked at him, not knowing if he wanted to lash out or just keep his thoughts to himself. 
 
    “I don’t know if I have it in me to continue, master.” 
 
    Pendivall squeezed his shoulder and managed a half-hearted smile. 
 
    “You do. You just don’t feel it right now, but in time you will.” 
 
    “I almost had her, master. She was so close and I almost had her.” 
 
    “Do you know how many times in my one thousand years, I’ve almost had someone, almost saved them, almost brought them back, but ultimately lost them? More times than I care to remember.” 
 
    “I’m not sure I want a thousand years of this.” 
 
    Pendivall just shook his head. He knew his young apprentice just needed some time to figure things out, but they didn’t really have a lot of time. 
 
    “Come with me, Brinn.” 
 
    He started walking across the battlefield, heading toward the place where Kerrick’s troops were being kept. Jong and his soldiers were in charge of keeping an eye on them. Though there were a hundred of them, the dark wizard’s troops seemed to have lost their will to fight. 
 
    It most likely had something to do with Kolgan being captured and bound. He no longer had the power to control anyone’s mind and everyone that had been affected by him on the battlefield was gradually beginning to wake up. 
 
    As they walked along, Brinn noticed Pendivall was tapping the end of his staff on the ground and as they got closer to the group of soldiers, his crystal was beginning to glow. 
 
    “Captain, why don’t you take your men and help Belgard and his men collect your fallen brothers.” 
 
    Jong looked at him for a moment and then signaled to the other royals and they left the area. Brinn was wondering if it was wise to let them leave, but there were still a couple dozen swordsmen and the same number of bowmaidens that had come over the mountain with the royals. 
 
    As he looked over the troops of the dark wizard, sitting on the ground, Brinn began to realize they didn’t require anyone to watch over these men. There was no fight left in them. 
 
    “I want you to all look up here,” said Pendivall as he stood on a rock. 
 
    Everyone shifted around so they were facing him. Some were wondering if this was the moment when the wizard killed them all for siding with the dark wizard. He would have every right to do it, too. 
 
    “I am here to tell you, that your servitude to the dark wizard, Kerrick, is over. He has been sent back to the Eastern Desert, running away like he has a penchant for doing, when the battle starts going against him. The other dark wizard, Kolgan, has been captured and rendered harmless.” 
 
    Pendivall swept his eyes over the gathered troops, wanting to see how his message was being received. 
 
    “But, I can assure you, this war is not over. Until we put Kerrick’s dead body in the ground, it will continue. Four hundred years ago, we suffered a war that had lasted almost one hundred years. Right now, we’ve been at war with Kerrick for just over a year. I swear to you now, we are not going to allow this conflict to continue for another hundred years. We are going to end it and will do it quickly.” 
 
    He now secured their undivided attention. 
 
    “We have suffered considerable losses here this day. Losses we will feel for some time. This is where you decide which side you will be on. You can remain here and enter our ranks and help us defeat the evil that is, at this moment, cowering in his hole in the Eastern Desert. Or, you can leave here, head east and return to Gallyneer and to your families and lives. But, until we capture and kill Kerrick, you may be in danger of being captured and pressed into service again. I leave the choice up to each one of you.” 
 
    He stopped talking and waited. After a few seconds of quiet, a few men stood and moved toward the front of the group. As they moved forward, they removed their tunics that had the Gallyneer dragon emblazoned on them and dropped them into the dirt. Before long, most of the group had joined them and stood before the wizard and his apprentice. 
 
    He called a lieutenant of the swordsmen forward and told him he was going to be in charge of these men, getting them outfitted and assigned. Then he started waving them forward, one by one and looking into their minds and hearts, searching to make sure they were going to be troops that could be trusted. 
 
    When he was finished, there was just a handful of troops left. He turned and looked at them and they all rose and stepped forward. One of them, a captain, took off his tunic and dropped it with the others. All the others followed his lead. 
 
    “We can’t fight anymore. We’ve witnessed enough death and hurt. We just want to return home.” 
 
    Pendivall reached out and explored the minds of all of them. He stopped when he looked at one standing near the back. He could see a cloud of darkness over that man’s soul. Then he resumed his search and then looked back at the captain. 
 
    “Okay captain, take your men and head east and back to Gallyneer. I understand that you’ve reached the end of your will to fight and don't blame you. Now, as you head back to the east, you will pass through two small villages that your army destroyed.” 
 
    The captain nodded his head and hung it in shame. 
 
    “You might consider stopping in each one and seeking their forgiveness and maybe even lend a small hand in aiding them in getting their lives back together. It’s your choice.” 
 
    The captain stood up straight and took a deep breath. He reached out his hand and Pendivall took it and they shook. 
 
    “We shall take our leave now,” he said. 
 
    He turned and got the men started back up the road toward the pass. As they were passing by Pendivall and Brinn, the wizard pointed to the one man that caused him concern and two of the swordsmen stopped him and hauled him forward. 
 
    Pendivall looked at the man, looking even deeper into his mind this time. 
 
    “I see much darkness behind your eyes. I perceive nothing but hate and rage, the kind that will kill and be happy doing it.” 
 
    “You seem to know me pretty well, Wyndweirian,” remarked the man.  
 
    “I know you well enough to know I can’t let you walk out of here like this.” 
 
    He gestured toward the men that were heading toward the pass. 
 
    “I can’t have them looking over their shoulders, wondering if and when you might strike against them. And I absolutely won’t have you causing anymore grief to my troops.” 
 
    The man tried to step back and away from the wizard, but the swordsmen held him firm. What manner of punishment did this wizard have in mind? 
 
    Pendivall looked at him for a long second and then dipped his staff and touched the man’s head with it. A small shock of lightning hit the man and he went rigid. 
 
    “You will leave these fields and journey over the mountain and into Wyndweir. You will make your way to the village of Tottenham, where you will join in the efforts to restore that town. You will stay there and work for nothing more than food and a place to sleep and you will do so without the use of your voice. This will be your life and it will continue until you experience a genuine change of heart. When that occurs, you will regain your voice and may leave Tottenham and return home to Gallyneer.” 
 
    The man went to say something, but found he couldn’t. He tried once more and there was nothing, but silence that came from his mouth. As the magnitude of what was happening began sinking in, he wanted to seek forgiveness, but he couldn’t. 
 
    “Now go,” said Pendivall, pointing toward the pass. 
 
    The man felt his feet turn and start walking toward the pass, even though he absolutely didn’t want to do that. 
 
    As he left and the two swordsmen walked away, Pendivall and Brinn were the only two left. 
 
    “I guess Garlan was a little wiser than we give him credit for,” said Brinn. 
 
    Pendivall looked at him and smiled. 
 
    “My boy, no one has ever doubted Garlan’s wisdom. Only his willingness to step up and be the leader we know he can be.” 
 
    “Well, he did save both our lives. I’m certain he’ll be back and ready to fight when the time is right.” 
 
    Pendivall nodded and said, “Yes, he will. Now let’s go take care of another small bit of unpleasantness.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


 
  

   
 
    Chapter 19 ~ Exploring The Mind Of Evil 
 
      
 
    “Let me get this straight. You put two arrows into Kerrick? Again?” 
 
    Hilde looked around the gathering at the faces. There were over a hundred pairs of eyes looking back at her. The large campfire illuminated the center of the small bowl in the fields. Troops were sitting on three sides and watching and listening to the proceedings. 
 
    “Well, not exactly.” 
 
    “Not exactly?” asked Jarell. 
 
    “I put the second one in him. Gwen hit him with the first.” 
 
    All eyes shifted to little Gwen, who was standing on the far side of the fire with Lianna, who hadn’t let go of her hand since they had been reunited that afternoon. She bit her lower lip, hoping they would stop looking at her. 
 
    “It was a lucky shot,” she squeaked out. 
 
    Pendivall started laughing and said, “There is one thing I’ve come to know about the bowmaidens and that is, there is no such thing as a lucky shot.” 
 
    “Yeah, don’t let her kid you,” said Hilde. “She made that shot while she was still injured from her fall. A finer shot has never been made by any bowmaiden.” 
 
    Gwen smiled and shrugged her shoulders. Lianna had stopped holding her hand and was now standing behind her and had her arms wrapped around her shoulders. She leaned down and kissed the little bowmaiden on the ear. 
 
    She whispered, “Your mother would be so proud of what you’ve done with her bow.” 
 
    Gwen reached up with both hands and squeezed Lianna’s arms. 
 
    “Alright,” said Pendivall, “we know that Kerrick has run back to the Eastern Desert to lick his wounds and plug a couple of new holes he’s acquired. Now we need to figure out how Kolgan came by his skills.” 
 
    He nodded toward a couple of men standing behind Gwen and Lianna and they turned and pulled the dark figure to his feet. Dragging a very reluctant Kolgan, they conveyed him around the fire and sat him down on a stool. He resisted and they insisted. Quite forcefully. 
 
    He still had his hands tied tightly behind his back and they had taken to muzzling him because he just wouldn’t shut up. His eyes still burned with hatred. 
 
    His face was quite scarred, as if it had been cut numerous times with a knife or sword. Pendivall and Jarell wondered where he had received those wounds because he didn’t have them when he was a prisoner in Rosemoor. 
 
    Pendivall stepped in front of him and pulled the gag from his mouth. 
 
    “I’m going to ask you some questions and you better hope I like your answers.” 
 
    Kolgan leaned over and spat on the ground at Pendivall’s feet. 
 
    “You can go to hell, old man. You’ll get no answers from me.” 
 
    Pendivall tapped his staff a couple times on the ground and its crystal began to glow. 
 
    “Oh, I will obtain the answers I seek. The manner in which I acquire them will be wholly up to you. Give them to me willingly and things will go easy for you. Make me go looking for them and, well, let’s just say I won’t be careful about what I scramble inside that dark mind of yours. Your choice.” 
 
    Kolgan clenched his teeth, grinding his teeth closed tightly. 
 
    “Simply put, how did you gain your wizard powers?” 
 
    “Family secret,” spat Kolgan. 
 
    “I won’t ask again.” 
 
    “Good. Because I grow weary of hearing your insipid voice.” 
 
    Pendivall took a couple of deep, cleansing breaths and then lowered the end of his staff until it came in contact with Kolgan’s head. The crystal immediately discharged a small lightning bolt right into the top of his head, bringing a scream of pain. 
 
    “Last chance.” 
 
    “You can just kill me!” screamed Kolgan, slobbering all over himself. 
 
    “I have no intention of executing you. I can’t make any promises though, after I turn you over to Captain Jong.” 
 
    Kolgan looked through watering eyes, around the wizard, at the royal soldier standing near the fire. 
 
    “You should have heard your friend beg for his life, royal. He squealed like a pig!” 
 
    Jong reached for his sword, but felt the hand of Belgard on his shoulder. The taller captain leaned over and whispered, “Do not let him break you. You may very well end up killing him, but don’t let him goad you into doing it on his terms.” 
 
    Jong relaxed his hands and clutched his arms across his chest. His eyes burned with a rage that matched that of Kolgan. 
 
    Pendivall touched the top of Kolgan’s again and sent another lightning bolt into the top of his head, eliciting another scream in pain. This time it was strong enough to render him unconscious. 
 
    Pendivall stepped forward and placed a hand on the top of the prisoner’s head and closed his eyes. If Kolgan wouldn’t give up the information he sought willingly, he’d go in and take it by force. 
 
    Wandering through Kolgan’s mind was worse than walking through the Eastern Desert. It was a barren wasteland with a dark mist hanging over it. 
 
    Pendivall shuddered as he took his first few steps into the mind of this traitor. Something in the back of his own mind scratched at his conscious. It felt like it was spreading all around him, like a spider’s web. Focusing on one thread caused the whole world in front of him to shake and quiver.  
 
    One thing was for certain. He did not want to spend any more time in the mind of this madman than was necessary. 
 
    He tapped his staff on the dark ground at his feet and the crystal began to glow, illuminating the immediate area around him. There wasn’t a whole lot to see, but Pendivall was getting a sensation that told him which way to go. He turned and started walking into the mist, searching for the center of Kolgan’s mind. 
 
    It seemed like hours, but he knew he had only been inside the enemy’s head for a minute or two. He began to feel the unmistakable sensation of thirst, as if he had been walking across a hot desert for days. 
 
    Up ahead, he began to see a glow in the mist and he walked toward it. By the time he reached it, he was tired, thirsty and hungry. But, more than anything else, he was angry Kolgan was making it so hard for him to find the answers he wanted. 
 
    As he got closer to the light, the mist cleared slightly and he found himself standing in front of a pulsating light. It wasn’t a white light like he’d seen during previous journeys through the mind’s of others. 
 
    This light was a very dark blue, almost black. How it was emitting any light at all was a mystery to him. Though it was extremely dark, he could see the glow and it was almost as if its light was fighting with the light from his own staff. 
 
    He realized it was the classic battle between good and evil being carried out right in front of his eyes. And evil was a very formidable foe. 
 
    He cast a lightning bolt into the dark light and it caused the whole world around him to rumble and roll. He guessed it was because Kolgan’s body in the real world had jerked when the lightning bolt struck. 
 
    He looked at the black light and saw that his lightning bolt had produced a mark on it. There was a small pinprick of lightness where the bolt had struck. 
 
    He cast again and Kolgan’s body flailed again. Pendivall found himself having a hard time remaining on his feet. 
 
    The spot on the black light had grown in size and was now about the size of his hand. There was a swirling light pattern of many colors in the spot. He thought it would have been really quite beautiful if it wasn’t housed in the mind of an evil killer. 
 
    He took a couple of deep breaths and stepped forward. Reaching out gingerly, he placed his hand over the spot and it immediately grabbed hold of his hand and then, of his mind. 
 
    He was now in the full, secure grip of evil itself. 
 
      
 
    ~~~~ 
 
      
 
    Everyone in the gathering saw Pendivall’s body tense up and then sag. Kolgan’s body jerked wildly a couple of times and then both men slumped to their knees on the ground, with Pendivall’s hand still on top of Kolgan’s head. 
 
    Hilde made a move to go to the old wizard’s side, but Jarell seized her and held her back. 
 
    “Whatever he is doing in there, whatever he is fighting, it’s his fight. We are nothing more than helpless spectators.” 
 
    She looked up at her husband. 
 
    “We can’t help him at all?” 
 
    “I’m afraid not. Win or lose, we can do nothing.” 
 
    Lianna and Caroline both stepped forward and knelt down next to Pendivall. Gwen stepped up next to Hilde and squeezed her hand. Lianna put a hand on one of Pendivall’s shoulders. 
 
    Caroline looked up at Jarell and said, “We can’t help him more than merely trying to reassure him. Let’s hope that it’s enough.” 
 
    Then she put her hand on Pendivall’s other shoulder and joined her friend in trying to strengthen the wizard in his quest. 
 
      
 
    ~~~~ 
 
      
 
    Pendivall tried to retract his hand, but it was held tight by whatever force had him and there was no breaking free. The harder he tried to pull his hand free, the tighter the force gripped him. 
 
    As he was beginning to wonder what he had gotten himself into, he experienced a wave of warmth wash over his soul, inducing a calm and easiness that could have only come from one place. 
 
    “You ladies shouldn’t be in here.” 
 
    “Neither should you, master,” followed the voice of Caroline from the darkness. “Get what you came here for and let’s get out of here.” 
 
    “I sense more than one of you.” 
 
    “Lianna is here with us.” 
 
    If Pendivall were in the real world, he would have hung his head in despair, having brought these two ladies into such darkness. Having a niece that was a healer, he knew there was no stopping them when they sensed their abilities were needed. 
 
    “Allow me a few more minutes,” he said to the voice. 
 
    He directed his attention back to the dark light and started probing it with his mind. Images started to flood his own mind faster than he could see. They were fuzzy and he couldn’t make out what they were. 
 
    He concentrated on the images and forced them to slow down. As they did, they became clearer in his mind. 
 
    He saw Kolgan as a young boy, working on his family’s farm in the land of Gallyneer. He saw his mother and father, both of whom appeared to be completely ordinary people. As he concentrated on the two of them, he began tracing the family lineage back until he found it. 
 
    About six generations back on the mother’s side of the line, there was a wizard. Going back past that, he discovered a whole line of wizards, rich in power and abilities. Tracing the branches of the tree forward and back, he saw that the lines faded out and disappeared altogether, with the final line going dark, merging into the line that became Kolgan’s family. 
 
    Pendivall had the answer that he sought and knew it was now time to vacate this evil place and take these two sweet ladies with him. 
 
    As he began working his way back, he found himself standing in an encampment deep in the Eastern Desert. He was outside a tent that was set near the base of Mount Thunder. He looked up and could see the smoke and ash belching from the summit of the volcano. 
 
    He also found himself smiling when he saw the crack that Garlan had put in the side of the mountain with Blaze. 
 
    How he wished that boy would come back to the fight. 
 
    As his gaze came back down, he saw Kolgan walking toward the tent, holding a roll of papers, which Pendivall figured had to be the battle plans he had stolen when he killed Hector. 
 
    Kolgan walked up to the entrance of the tent and the two guards just parted and let him through. As he ducked inside, Pendivall followed him. 
 
    This Kolgan didn’t bear the disfigured face they saw now. 
 
    “My liege, I possess what you sent me to find,” said Kolgan. 
 
    Pendivall examined the eyes of Kerrick, who was sitting in an ornate chair at the end of the tent. One could say he sat on a throne, but it wasn’t quite that impressive. 
 
    “You’ve always been a fake wizard, eh Kerrick?” 
 
    He saw the face that he remembered from many years ago. Though the face had grown older, he nonetheless recognized the man who had gone from wizard to wizard at that gathering many years ago, begging to be taken on as an apprentice. When he was blocked at every turn, he just disappeared, not to surface again until word came that he had taken up residence overlooking the small, peaceful town of Tottenham. 
 
    Kerrick stood up, wearing the black robes he had become notorious for. Black robes that everyone considered to be those of Magrum the Dark and in looking at them closely, Pendivall knew it was true. 
 
    Pendivall looked around and saw the dark wizard’s staff in a stand in the corner. He moved across the tent to obtain a closer look and saw two crystals captured inside an intricately woven cage at the top, one green and one white. The white crystal would be the Star of Wyndweir, taken from the staff carried by Gallen, the murdered head of the wizard’s council. 
 
    The work done on this new staff was exceptional and it was most assuredly, a wizard’s staff. He recognized the workmanship as that of the craftsmen of Guilden. 
 
    How Kerrick got his hands on a true wizard’s staff was now the new mystery. Never, in all of the history of Wyndweir, was a staff created that incorporated two crystals in the head. Not even the Staff of Wyndweir contained two crystals. 
 
    He turned and watched as Kolgan handed Kerrick the battle plans and listened to Kerrick cackle with glee as he unrolled the papers and looked at the maps contained on them. 
 
    “This is marvelous,” he said. “With these plans, we can bring Wyndweir to her knees.” 
 
    Then he moved to the tent flap and yelled out for one of his captains, who came running into the tent within seconds. 
 
    “I want these troops ready to move within two hours. We are heading to Black Mountain. In addition, send some dragons south. There is a small army there. Have them do whatever they want when they find them.” 
 
    The captain nodded and ducked back out of the tent, to carry out the orders he had been given. 
 
    “I did what you asked, master. When do I begin my training?” asked Kolgan. 
 
    Kerrick spun around and looked at him. The look of contempt was impossible for the dark wizard to hide. 
 
    “You think you have what it takes to become a wizard?” 
 
    “Yes, sire, I do.” 
 
    “Well, it’s not me that you need to convince, but you will wish it was.” 
 
    “Who then?” pleaded Kolgan. 
 
    Kerrick smiled and Pendivall could feel the evil coming off him. 
 
    “Let’s go for a walk,” said Kerrick. 
 
    He extended his right hand and the staff in the corner flew across the tent and into his clenched fist. He turned and ducked out of the tent and Kolgan followed behind him. 
 
    Pendivall moved through the tent flap and saw Kerrick was heading toward the mountain that lay just to the east of the volcano. It was close enough that it wouldn’t take more than a half hour to reach it by foot. 
 
    “Sorry ladies,” said Pendivall, “I need to observe what these two are up to.” 
 
    “Be careful, master,” came the voice of Lianna. 
 
    He fell in behind the two men as they followed a well-worn path out of the encampment and to the base of the mountain. After another ten minutes of climbing, they came to an entrance to a cave, hidden behind some boulders. As they entered the cave, Pendivall could feel the cool wetness in the air and saw the gentle trickle of water running down one wall, that finished in a bowl-shaped depression in the wall. 
 
    Kerrick cast an illumination sphere and had it hover near the roof of the cave, emitting a sickly, yellow glow around the cave. 
 
    “What’s the matter, Kerrick?” asked Pendivall, under his breath. “You can’t cast a white sphere?” 
 
    Pendivall looked around and saw the cot in the corner, an old, worn-out and tattered robe that appeared to have been made to look like a wizard’s robe and an old walking stick in the corner. There was also a small table and stool against the opposing wall, with a couple of leather bound books laying on it. 
 
    As Pendivall got closer to the table, his heart rate spiked as he read the words on the cover of the book on top. 
 
      
 
    The Journal of Magrum 
 
      
 
    Their fears had been correct. Kerrick had found the lair of Magrum the Dark and found his journals, his robe and who knows what else. 
 
    He turned back around and looked at the other two. Kerrick was standing in the center of the cave and Kolgan stood nervously near the far wall. 
 
    “As I said, it’s not me you need to convince.” 
 
    Then Kerrick pointed at a narrow opening in the wall opposite the cave entrance.  
 
    Kolgan moved across the cave toward the opening and bent down to look inside. Then he stood up and looked at Kerrick. He had a look of terror on his face. 
 
    “Let me be clear here, captain,” said Kerrick. “You will enter that opening and you will receive your answer. If you return to me, alive, I will instruct you. If you die back there, well, then you have your answer.” 
 
    Kolgan looked back at the opening and then at Kerrick. His look of terror had not lessened any. 
 
    “If you do not go through that opening, I will kill you right here, right now. You’ve seen my secret. I can’t allow you to walk out of here without passing the test that lies in there.” 
 
    Kolgan took a couple of deep breaths and then nodded at the dark wizard. He went to crouch down and move into the opening when Kerrick stopped him. 
 
    “You will not need your sword or dagger. You can leave those here.” 
 
    Kolgan stood back up and his breath was coming a lot faster now. But, he did as he was told and unfastened his belt that held his sword and dagger and hung them on a hook on the wall. 
 
    Then, crouching down again, he moved into the opening as he heard Kerrick’s voice behind him, “Good luck. You’re going to need it.” 
 
    Pendivall wasn’t sure if he wanted to follow Kolgan or not, but he knew he had to get the answer about what lay in the farthest reaches of that cave. He moved to the opening and went to follow the captain through, but found he was blocked. It was as if there was an impenetrable wall hindering him. No matter how hard he tried, he couldn’t push through. 
 
    Within a few seconds, they could hear Kolgan yelling. 
 
    “No, NO, NO!” 
 
    At that moment there was a scream of pain, as if a man were being torn to pieces. There was a deep, guttural roar of anger and for a moment, Pendivall thought Kolgan had crawled into a den of either a dragon or a large bear. 
 
    Pendivall looked at Kerrick, who had the smile of a maniac on his face, knowing his captain was probably being pulled apart and eaten by whatever was in the back chamber of the cave. 
 
    He wanted desperately to be able to get into that chamber, to see what new evil lay back there, but every time he tried the barrier, he found it still there and strong against him. 
 
    He looked back at Kerrick and became intrigued that the dark wizard didn’t seem to be in any hurry to leave the cave, knowing that his captain was most certainly dead. He just stood there, watching the opening, as if he was waiting for something. 
 
    About ten minutes later, they could detect the sound of something coming through the tunnel, coming from the back chamber. It sounded like it was crawling along every inch of the tunnel and its breathing could be heard. It was raspy and coarse. 
 
    Pendivall backed away from the tunnel, almost back to the entrance to the cave. His mind was screaming at him to get out, but he calmed himself. He needed to see what was coming out of the tunnel. 
 
    A minute later, Kolgan hauled himself out of the tunnel. He was torn and cut, leaving a trail of blood along the floor. His face was covered with cuts, some so deep they went right to the bone. Both of his arms were shredded and bleeding and his legs didn’t look much better. He pushed himself out of the tunnel to the center of the cave and collapsed at Kerrick’s feet. 
 
    Pendivall moved back to where he could see the man laying on the cave floor. He was still breathing, but it was quite obvious he wouldn’t be for much longer. His injuries were massive and life-ending. 
 
    “Well, look at that,” said Kerrick with a laugh. “He must like you. I would have thought he was hungry and would eat you.” 
 
    Kerrick knelt down and began healing Kolgan and Pendivall watched. He was fascinated about how Kerrick could send this man into that chamber and then caring enough to heal him. 
 
    When he had finished with Kolgan’s arms and legs, he rolled his captain over onto his back and looked at his face. 
 
    “I’ve finished with your arms and legs. You will survive. I won’t touch your face. You can bear your scars as reminders of who gave them to you and what he is capable of if you ever disappoint him.” 
 
    Kolgan nodded weakly and breathed through his torn mouth. 
 
    “I shall not fail you or him, master.” 
 
    Pendivall tried as hard as he could, but he couldn’t uncover anything in Kolgan’s memories to see what was in the back cavern. It was as if the memory had been wiped clear. Or Kolgan was so terrified at what he had seen he didn’t want to remember it. 
 
    Kerrick stood up and reached down to help Kolgan up.  
 
    “Let’s get you back to the camp where they can take care of your face. At that time we’ll discuss your training. You will not be making the journey to Black Mountain. Not in your condition.” 
 
    “I can go, master. I want to go.” 
 
    “I’m sure you do, but you need to heal and be ready for my return. When I get back, I will commence your training and it will not be easy. In fact, it will be the most challenging thing you’ve ever been through. And you are to never reveal what you saw in that back chamber.” 
 
    Kolgan nodded and promised he would keep it a secret. 
 
    The two of them walked out of the cave, leaving Pendivall standing there, staring at the opening to the back chamber. He walked over and tried it again, but found he was still barred from entering there. 
 
    He looked around the cave one last time. He walked over and noticed that the walking stick in the corner was the very same one Jarell had snapped in two when Kolgan was captured. However, it didn’t contain any crystal in the head. 
 
    The illumination sphere began to flicker and wane, so Pendivall made his way to the entrance of the cave and looked out over the valley below. He could see the dark wizard’s encampment stretched out below. The troops had been massed on the far side and were prepared to start their march toward Black Mountain. 
 
    He knew that the dragons had already flown south to intercept Claudious and try to kill him. He also knew that the army below was going to be meeting with the armies of Sigarick at Black Mountain in the following day or so and it was at that time his dearest friend in life would be killed. 
 
    He closed his ancient eyes, feeling like he wanted to cry, but he was an old wizard. He’d seen plenty of battles and had plenty of friends die. Crying was for the young who hadn’t witnessed the things he’d seen. 
 
    He could still feel the calming effect of the two ladies that were watching over him and breathed in their influence. He’d seen enough. 
 
    “Let’s get out of here ladies.” 
 
      
 
    ~~~~ 
 
      
 
    After Pendivall finished relating his story to the rest of the gathering, they looked over at Kolgan, who was still unconscious. He was laying face down on the ground, with his hands still bound firmly behind his back. 
 
    “So, either Kerrick or whatever evil that lives in the back of that cave was able to awaken his wizard skills,” said Jarell. 
 
    “It would appear so.” 
 
    “And you have no idea what resides in that back chamber of the cave.” 
 
    “I never had a chance to get back there. I was blocked by a force stronger than any I have ever felt and Kolgan’s mind was wiped. It could be a dragon that is so big it can’t get out of the cave anymore. It could be a bear. I don’t know.” 
 
    “It would appear then,” said Hilde, “that Kerrick is not the top of the food chain. He’s taking orders from someone else.” 
 
    “That would be my guess,” said Pendivall. 
 
    “One good thing came out of your little adventure,” said Jarell. 
 
    All eyes turned and looked at him. 
 
    “You now know the way to Magrum’s lair and when we get the chance, you can lead us there so we can destroy it.” 
 
    A murmur of agreement went through the assembled crowd. 
 
    “So,” said Jarell, “what do we do with him?” 
 
    Pendivall looked down at the figure of Kolgan, who was just beginning to regain his consciousness. 
 
    “As I said, his usefulness is now finished.” 
 
    He motioned for Jong to come forward. 
 
    “I’d rather you didn’t carry out any vengeance upon him in this gathering, captain.” 
 
    Jong looked at him and said, “I have no intention of meting out any vengeance on him. I shall leave it to some friends of mine.” 
 
    He reached down and snapped a hood over Kolgan’s head and snatched him by the back of his robe and hauled him to his feet. The wizard’s mind cleared fast enough for him to turn his head, but he couldn’t see anything through the hood. 
 
    “You’re all mine now,” growled Jong. 
 
    Kolgan’s knees almost went out from under him as he could feel the rage radiating through Jong’s voice. 
 
    Jong turned him and started hauling him away from the campfire and away from the gathering. 
 
    “Do we really just let Jong kill him?” asked Hilde softly. 
 
    Jarell hung his head, not wanting to answer her question. Symon also avoided looking at her. The only one that would look her in the eyes was Pendivall. 
 
    “If it were Kerrick we had captured and he was turned over to you, would you be asking that same question?” 
 
    Hilde felt her heart rate spike as she thought about what she would do if she could get her hands on the man that had murdered her entire family in one morning. 
 
    Jarell spoke up while still looking down at the ground, “We can’t allow him to live, honey. Just as we intend to halt this war by killing Kerrick, we need to end Kolgan right here, right now, before he has a chance to get any stronger and cause anymore damage.” 
 
    Hilde lowered her head because she knew they were right. Killing this wizard and Kerrick was the only way this war was going to end. There was no other way to look at it. 
 
    One thing that surprised her was that no one had turned and followed Kolgan and Jong out of the bowl. Everyone there knew that ending Kolgan’s life was going to be the proper thing to do, but no one wanted to go witness it happen. 
 
      
 
    ~~~~ 
 
      
 
    Jong dragged Kolgan across the fields and when the wizard lost his footing, Jong just lugged him by his collar. Kolgan was kicking and screaming every inch of the way. He was facing the ground and couldn’t get his feet back under himself so he could walk with dignity. 
 
    Jong didn’t give a rat’s ass about Kolgan’s dignity. 
 
    After a couple of minutes, Jong stopped and dropped Kolgan face down in the dirt. Then he placed a boot squarely on the back of the wizard’s head and held him down. 
 
    Kolgan could hear some snorting and growling and could feel some hot breathing washing over him, but he couldn’t see anything because of the hood and the captain’s boot grinding his face into the dirt. 
 
    “Jorath was your brother, was he not?” he could hear Jong ask. 
 
    “Yes, he was my brother,” came the low, gravelly reply. 
 
    “Oh god! The dragons!” 
 
    “He was your cousin, was he not, Venia?” 
 
    “Yes, he certainly was.” 
 
    Then Keeleth and Sophia and the three new arrivals from Rosemoor spoke up and told of how Jorath had been their friend. 
 
    Jong pressed Kolgan’s face into the dirt one last time before withdrawing his foot from the wizard’s head. He reached down and grabbed Kolgan by the collar and lifted him to his knees.  
 
    “Well, my dragon friends,” said Jong, as he ripped the hood off his head, “meet Kolgan. He is one of the men personally responsible for Jorath’s death.” 
 
    Bending down, he growled into the wizard’s ear, “Meet my dragon friends, you son of a pig.” 
 
    Then he turned on his heels and walked back between two of the dragons and walked away. He never looked back. 
 
    The sound of Kolgan screaming like a little girl and being torn to pieces by the dragons, was enough to sooth Jong’s soul. He looked to the sky as he walked along, thinking about Hector. 
 
    “That one was for you, my friend.” 
 
      
 
    ~~~~ 
 
      
 
    Over the next couple of days, the troops began to make preparations to return to Wyndweir. A handful were to be left in Strafton and another detachment was to go south, to Keirdon and set up a watch there.  
 
    Getting the goods and services flowing back to Guilden was a priority and troops were being left to watch over things. 
 
    The bodies of the fallen were laid to rest in the meadow where the battle had taken place. The troops that had fallen for Wyndweir were interred on the north side of the road and Kerrick’s troops were buried on the south side. 
 
    Many of the Wyndweirian troops were inquiring why they were bothering to bury the enemy’s troops, but Pendivall and Jarell put a stop to their disagreements. They told them there should be no animosity toward those that had died while under the influence of Kerrick. 
 
    When the grave sites were finished, there were close to one hundred and thirty graves, with over two-thirds of them being from Kerrick’s army. 
 
    The royal soldiers had their own way of marking their dead. They dug rocks out of the earth and built a mausoleum they used to house their dead in. Of the one hundred royals that came into the valley with Belgard, nearly sixty had been killed. 
 
    There were also the dozen royals that had fought with Kerrick’s army, but the Wyndweirian royals wouldn’t allow them to occupy the same crypt as their departed brothers. When questioned about that, Cragg spoke up and said the royals that fought for Kerrick knew exactly what they were doing. They didn’t fall under any spell from the dark wizard. They had chosen to fight for him, though none of them had survived long enough to tell them why they did it. 
 
    They were buried in unmarked graves, never to be mentioned again. 
 
    The troops being left in Strafton were greeted as heroes when they returned. The village folk were extremely happy about their homes being saved. A couple of stone masons from the village got busy and created a granite marker to be placed at the battlefield, marking the event. From that time forward, anyone traveling to or from Strafton would stop at the marker and pay their respects to the fallen. 
 
    Cragg was put in charge of the detachment that went to Keirdon. It consisted of six royals and six bowmaidens and a dozen swordsmen. 
 
    When all the assignments had been made, the rest of the army left the fields, heading east, toward Deanburg. When they arrived there, they encountered the soldiers that had been released and sent home, helping the people of the village begin the rebuilding process. 
 
    A couple of those soldiers left the village with the army, deciding that, if their brothers could fight for Wyndweir and help defeat the dark wizard, they could, too. 
 
    By mid-afternoon, the army had made it over the summit of the mountain and were back in Wyndweir and a couple of hours after nightfall, they walked into the encampment at Rosemoor. 
 
    Things would go quiet for the next five months. 
 
      
 
      
 
   


 
  

   
 
    Chapter 20 ~ We’re Going To Need Some Help 
 
      
 
    “Tilly, come out there!” 
 
    “No, I want to stay. He might need me.” 
 
    Grace sat on the open window sill, looking at her sister and shook her head. The little robin sat, perched on one of the posts at the foot of the bed, looking at the two people laying there. The handsome man, a young wizard, laid next to the beautiful woman, also a young wizard, with his arms around her. He didn’t look at the bird or even acknowledge she was even there. 
 
    “Tilly, he not say anything for over six months.” 
 
    “But, when he talks, I be right here.” 
 
    Grace knew she was fighting a losing battle, so she left the window and went to the garden. 
 
    “She not leave.” 
 
    “Did you think she would?” 
 
    “I hoping, Keelee.” 
 
    “At least he eat food we bring and drink water animals bring,” said Keelee. 
 
    “He still look bad. His hair long and messy. Hair on face long.” 
 
    “What can we do? He not listen us.” 
 
    Grace looked at her older sister and said, “Go find Mirroth. He know what do.” 
 
    “Mirroth way down lake. Many days get there.” 
 
    “I know sister. But, someone need watch Tilly. You fly stronger there.” 
 
    Keelee looked toward the cabin and to the west. The sun would be setting in the next hour or so. Then she looked back at her younger sister. 
 
    “I start morning,” 
 
    Grace twittered her thank you. 
 
    Then Keelee said, “And I not stronger flier. You are. You fly to Cliffrock in storm over mountain.” 
 
    “Mirroth much far away than Cliffrock.” 
 
      
 
    ~~~~ 
 
      
 
    Garlan stood in the mist and looked around. He couldn’t see any farther than his hand at the end of his arm. He could hear water lapping at a shoreline, but he couldn’t see it. The mist moved with his hand as he waved it in front of himself.  
 
    He cast a small whirlwind and saw the mist beginning to move and made it bigger. Within seconds the mist had been blown away and he could see he was standing on the shores of a small lake. He recognized the lake as one just an hour or so away from Whitestone. 
 
    He turned and saw a path that led into the trees and started walking. Not too far into the trees he came to a meadow and knew he was getting closer to Whitestone. He used to come to this meadow whenever he could and had just lain in the middle of it and enjoyed the smells and sounds of nature around him. 
 
    A couple of bees came by and stopped and looked at him. 
 
    “Another one has come,” declared one to the other. 
 
    “Another one, what?” asked Garlan. 
 
    “Another wizard. You are the second by here today.” 
 
    “A beautiful, white-haired woman?” 
 
    “The most beautiful woman we have ever seen.” 
 
    “I hear that a lot,” said Garlan. 
 
    “You don’t think so?” asked one of the bees. 
 
    “I do. I love her so much and she is now my wife. Do you know where she went?” 
 
    “She went to the castle,” said one of the bees. 
 
    “Then I shall be going to the castle, too. I thank you for your help,” he said as he bowed slightly to them. 
 
    The two bees buzzed away and Garlan headed across the meadow, toward the path that he knew would take him home. 
 
    When he arrived at the road leading to Whitestone, he was surprised to find a wall where there never was one before. It was white, made of some sort of stone and it was higher than he could see. He wondered if even Mirroth would be able to fly over it.  
 
    He looked to his left and then to his right and could see no openings, no gates of any sort. The more he looked at the wall, the more he realized this wall was meant to keep him out. 
 
    He reached out his hand and placed it on the wall and could feel a power surging through it. It was the power that had constructed the wall and gave it form. It also kept the wall in its place. It was a power that he had felt before. It was familiar to him. 
 
    “Marnell!” 
 
    His voice echoed off the wall and into the distance. He closed his eyes and listened, hoping to hear the sound of his sweet wife’s voice. 
 
    “Marnell!” 
 
    He dropped to his knees, his forehead against the wall. He felt like he had come so far and this wall had been constructed to keep him out and away from the woman that he loved. 
 
    And what was even more disturbing was the source of the wall. He suspected Marnell had built it herself. He was confused as to why it had even been built. 
 
    “Get off your knees, sweetheart. That’s unbecoming of a master wizard.” 
 
    His breath caught in his throat as he rose and slowly turned toward the sound of the voice. He could hardly see through his watery eyes and that only served to make her look even more like an angel. 
 
    “Why have you created this wall to keep me away from you?” 
 
    She smiled, “Believe me, it is one of the hardest things I have done, but I can’t let you stay here.” 
 
    “Then come with me. Let’s leave this place together.” 
 
    “I can’t leave here just yet, and you can’t stay.” 
 
    “I’m not leaving. Not without you.” 
 
    She dropped her head and took a deep breath. The one thing she did not want to do and the one thing she knew she had to do was to send him away. 
 
    He stepped up to her and reached out for her. His hand passed through her shoulder as easily as it had passed through the mist earlier. 
 
    “You’re not really here, are you?” 
 
    “Yes and no. I am using mind sight and giving it form so that you can see me. I’m not sure where my body is. I only stepped out here for a moment to tell you that I still love you more than life itself, but you are needed back in Rosemoor.” 
 
    “Your body is in the cabin in the Land of the Dragons and I’d rather wait there for you.” 
 
    “Garlan, it has been months since Kerrick went quiet. His hold on the lands he has conquered has become weak. But, he is regaining his strength and is full of anger and hatred, even more than before. Something has occurred to him that is twisting him toward even more darkness.” 
 
    “What’s happened to him?” 
 
    “I don’t know, sweetheart. I missed the end of the battle if you remember. But, I believe he wears a mask now and his body is damaged.” 
 
    “It might have something to do with Hilde putting two arrows in him before he fled the battlefield.” 
 
    Marnell laughed, “Oooo, I knew I liked her. That’s what he meant when he said he was going to kill her slowly.” 
 
    “He said that?” 
 
    “Yes, he did. Please give her my love when you see her again.” 
 
    “I will do that. Do you know she and Jarell were joined just before I brought you here?” 
 
    “Oh no,” she sighed, “and I missed it. I guess that means you can stop worrying about Jarell trying to win my affections.” 
 
    “Yes,” said Garlan with a slight laugh, “and I’m reasonably sure he knows that even looking at another woman now could be detrimental to his health.” 
 
    They both enjoyed a laugh about that. 
 
    “You promise me you’re okay?” 
 
    ”I’m fine, sweetie. Kerrick dropped by for a visit and has found I can still do some damage to him whenever he comes here to terrorize me. I think he’s beginning to wish he had never done this to me.” 
 
    “Can you really?” 
 
    “He tried attacking the castle a few weeks ago, with Molly inside, along with the women and children that have taken refuge here and I found my staff still has power, even from here. His dragon won’t be coming back here any time soon.” 
 
    “Are Molly and the others okay?” 
 
    “Yes, they are. They left to take refuge in Rosemoor, but she and some of the others have just recently returned. I don’t think it sat right with her to turn tail and run away from here. That’s why I am still here. To do whatever I can to protect her and the others.” 
 
    She went quiet for a moment, as if she were listening to something. 
 
    “What is it?” he asked. 
 
    “You are about to receive a visitor and I suggest you pay attention to him.” 
 
    “A visitor?” 
 
    “Goodbye, sweetie.” 
 
    She faded from view before he barely had a chance to say goodbye. 
 
      
 
   


 
  

   
 
    Chapter 21 ~ Time For You To Leave 
 
      
 
    “Master Garlan! Come out here!” 
 
    Garlan jerked up in the bed. He recognized the voice. Low and gruff, it could only belong to one being. 
 
    A large, white dragon. 
 
    He looked down at Marnell, still sleeping peacefully next to him. Like she had been doing for the last six months. 
 
    “Come out here or I shall rip the roof off this home!” 
 
    “You don’t do such thing!” 
 
    Garlan could tell by the sound of her voice, Keelee was confronting the big dragon and ready to fight him if necessary. 
 
    “Get off my no …. OW!!” 
 
    Garlan jumped off the bed and headed for the front door. He needed to get outside before Mirroth got injured further by a feisty, little robin. 
 
    As he rushed through the door and into the ragged looking, flower garden, he saw Keelee was perched on Mirroth’s snout and she had pecked him really hard in the nose. Mirroth tried shaking her off, but she wasn’t going anywhere. 
 
    “Hey! You two knock it off!” yelled Garlan. 
 
    Grace and Tilly were sitting on a branch in a nearby tree. Tilly was shivering with terror at the sight before them. Grace saw Garlan and flew to his shoulder. 
 
    “It’s about time wake up.” 
 
    “Keelee, get away from him,” he commanded. 
 
    Keelee flew off Mirroth’s snout and to the tree branch and Grace flew back and joined her sisters. 
 
    “What’s going on out here?” he demanded from the four of them. 
 
    “What’s going on,” said Mirroth, “is that it’s time for you to leave the Land of the Dragons.” 
 
    “I’m not going anywhere until Marnell awakens.” 
 
    “You are leaving and will be gone before the sun goes down.” 
 
    Garlan stood face-to-face with the dragon. His hands were trembling and he was doing everything he could to control his anger. 
 
    “I am here to look after Marnell,” he said, a little quieter this time. 
 
    “She will be well looked after,” said Mirroth as he gestured toward the lake. 
 
    Garlan looked and saw a small boat coming toward the shoreline. There were three people in the boat, one man and two women. 
 
    “These women are healers from Kraeling and they are here to take Marnell back across the water. They will tend to her needs.” 
 
    Garlan watched as the boat got closer, feeling as if his world was about to be snatched away again. Like it had been that afternoon a few months ago, when he saw Sigarick and Marnell taken down by the dark wizard. 
 
    “Garlan, they will take care of her. You are needed elsewhere and I can’t allow you to remain here any longer. My nephew, Golrath, will transport you back to Rosemoor.” 
 
    Garlan looked up when he heard a screech from a dragon and saw a medium-sized, red dragon circling overhead. As he watched the dragon float on the balmy air above, he felt like he was being dismissed. 
 
    The boat had reached the shore and the two women climbed out and came walking toward the cabin. One of the women reminded Garlan of Molly. She looked at Garlan and just shook her head. 
 
    “My, my. We can’t be sending you back to the world looking like that.” 
 
    Garlan ran his fingers through the long, scraggly hair on his head and down through the long beard hanging from his face. He knew he looked more like a beggar than a wizard at that moment. 
 
    “Take a seat, master,” she said as she led him to the chair near the door. 
 
    The younger woman walked into the cabin and Garlan could hear her getting a pot of water. She came back out and set it on the table and then she produced a jar of soap from her bag. The two women set to work on cleaning his hair. 
 
    Mirroth laid down on his belly, just outside the low wall of the garden and watched. Within a couple of minutes, Golrath landed and laid down next to his uncle. 
 
    As the women worked on his hair, Garlan looked at Mirroth and asked, “How are you feeling, old friend?” 
 
    “I am healing. I still have a bit of mending to do, but I shall be ready to rejoin the fight very soon.” 
 
    “Not if auntie has anything to say about it,” said Golrath. 
 
    Mirroth looked at him and growled. 
 
    “Keep that female out of this conversation.” 
 
    “Hey, you joined with her, uncle.” 
 
    Mirroth just shook his head and looked back at Garlan. 
 
    “I shall return to the battle as soon as I can.” 
 
    It only took about twenty minutes for the women to finish with his hair. They had cleaned it and cut it back to the usual length for him. 
 
    Then the older woman pulled a sharp blade from her bag and proceeded to shave Garlan’s face. When she was finished, the younger woman took some oils and rubbed them into his face. He jumped a little when it stung him. 
 
    “That’s from going so long without taking care of yourself, sire,” she said. “What would Lady Marnell say if she had seen you in this condition?” 
 
    Garlan just closed his eyes and shook his head. He knew chastisement when he heard it. He knew he had been neglecting his duties and it was quite obvious Marnell was in no hurry to exit the prison that Kerrick created for her. If she was able to continue fighting him while in the deep sleep, then it was probably best to let her be and return to his own duties. 
 
    He looked up at the two women. 
 
    “Promise me that you will look after her.” 
 
    “With our very lives, sire,” replied the younger woman. 
 
    The older woman turned and signaled to the man by the boat and he walked up the hill to the cabin. As he got closer, Garlan saw he was a large man. Not quite royal soldier large, but large still. He and the older woman went into the cabin and Garlan followed them. 
 
    Garlan stood back as he watched the woman take the blanket on the foot of the bed and cover Marnell to her shoulders. She gently rolled Marnell to each side and tucked the blanket under her. When she was finished, she looked at Garlan. 
 
    “We’ll give you a minute or two to say goodbye.” 
 
    She led the man out of the bedroom as Garlan sat down on the edge of the bed near his beloved. She reached up and pulled the curtain closed to give him a little more privacy. 
 
    It was everything he could do to keep the tears back. He had pledged to stay by her side and safeguard her until she came back to him and now, he was breaking that promise. 
 
    He looked down at her, wrapped up from shoulders to feet and could still see it after all this time. She was the most beautiful woman in the world. He listened as her breathing was soft and gentle, a sound he had come to cherish every night as they had lain next to each other. Though they had only been joined a few days before she was struck down, he knew the sound of her breathing better than his own. 
 
    He leaned forward and kissed her on the forehead. A tear fell from his eyes and landed on her brow and he wiped it away. 
 
    “I shouldn’t cry. I know you are safe and still fighting, even in your dream world. But, please come back to me. Going on without you seems so pointless.” 
 
    He leaned over and kissed her again, this time on her lips. He almost came undone by the touch of her soft, warm mouth and had to stand up and move away before he lost all control. 
 
    The woman peeked through the curtain and saw him standing away from her, so she pushed the curtain open fully. She motioned to the man and he stepped in to pick Marnell up and carry her out. 
 
    Garlan saw what he was going to do and stopped him. 
 
    “I shall carry her out of here. This may be the last thing I do for her for awhile. Let me at least have that.” 
 
    The man backed away and Garlan stepped to the side of the bed and put his arms under his wife’s body and lifted her off the bed. He told the man to take another blanket and wrap the Staff of Fire in it and follow him to the boat. 
 
    As the three of them exited the cabin, two dragons and three robins stood by and watched. The younger woman had tears streaming down her cheeks as she saw Marnell. 
 
    Garlan looked at her and when she saw his gaze, she said, “She was always so good to me when she was living in the village. She was good to everyone, but she seemed even more so when she was with me.” 
 
    Garlan nodded at her and proceeded to carry Marnell to the boat. When they reached the boat, Garlan could see they had come prepared for her. There was a small platform, covered in cushions and bedding for her to be laid on. The man stepped into the boat and turned and took Marnell from him. He turned and laid her down on the platform, treating her like he would one of his own daughters. 
 
    The women went to step into the boat and the younger one stopped and looked at Garlan. She leaned up and kissed him on the cheek. 
 
    “We shall look after her and protect her. Please master, know she is in good hands.” 
 
    Garlan gave her a half-hearted nod and she turned and stepped into the boat. The man took one of the oars and propelled the boat back away from the shore and then turned the boat, heading it toward Kraeling. 
 
    Garlan watched as they disappeared into the mist and then turned around. He was surprised to see two dragons and three robins standing there, looking at him. 
 
    He looked at the three sisters and said, “Promise you will look after her home.” 
 
    “We not stay here master.” said Tilly. 
 
    “Where are you going?” 
 
    “Grace and me go to Kraeling to watch over Marnell.” 
 
    Garlan nodded and looked at Keelee. 
 
    “And how about you?” 
 
    “I go with master.” 
 
    “Keelee, I am heading back to a war. It is not safe for you there.” 
 
    Keelee lowered her head and looked directly at him. 
 
    “I go with master!” 
 
    Garlan straightened up in shock. Now he was being chastised by a bird. 
 
    “I can’t guarantee your safety.” 
 
    “I ask no guarantee.” 
 
    With that she flew to his shoulder and embedded her claws into the fabric of his robe. She wasn’t going to be pulled away from him without a fight. 
 
    He looked at Mirroth and Golrath, his face asking for their help. 
 
    “Don’t look at me, Master Garlan,” said Mirroth, “I’ll be happy to have some peace and quiet when you take this little troublemaker out of the Land of the Dragons.” 
 
    Keelee started twittering at him. 
 
    “You be nice to sisters. I come back, fight you if not.” 
 
    Mirroth lowered his head and looked into her eyes. 
 
    “You are worse than my wife.” 
 
    “Don’t forget it!” 
 
    “Master Garlan, we should leave.” 
 
    Garlan looked at Golrath and nodded. 
 
    “I’m going to need some time. I need to get cleaned up and get my things. Give me a few minutes.” 
 
    He turned and walked back up the slope to the cabin, with one, rather petulant little robin sitting on his shoulder. He knew he was never going to get rid of her, so he resigned himself to now having a companion on his journey. 
 
    He walked into the bedroom and looked at the vacant bed. Keelee could feel the sadness wash over him and rubbed her head against his cheek. 
 
    “She going to be fine.” 
 
    “I know Keelee, but it still hurts. It’s as if my heart and soul will be remaining in Kraeling while I leave this land.” 
 
    Garlan took off his clothes and stepped out a second door at the back of the room and to a shower he had built on the back porch. As unhappy as he felt about leaving, he could feel the sadness starting to wash away. Having spent even just a few minutes with Marnell had had a calming effect on his mind. He was starting to feel ready to get back to the war. 
 
    He finished his shower and reentered the bedroom and walked over to the wardrobe and opened the doors. Looking in, he knew it was time to get back into the game. 
 
    Keelee just sat on the bedpost as he began gathering clothes out of the closet. The embroidered lion on the chest of the tunic appeared to start shining, as if it were ready to get back to it, also. 
 
    After putting on his battlewear, he could perceive the power starting to surge through his body again. He put on his boots and then reached into the cabinet and pulled out Blaze. He hadn’t touched his father’s sword in the six months since he put it in the cabinet. 
 
    He looked at the red jewel in the pommel and it glowed with a heat that said it was ready to get back to work. He could hear Keelee twittering softly from the bedpost she was sitting on. Holding the jewel to his forehead, he could feel the power of his father’s blade wash over him. He could feel the warmth connecting with every part of his body, renewing his strength and getting him ready to face the world again. 
 
    He swung the straps over his shoulders and got the sword situated on his back and buckled them.  
 
    He turned and looked at Keelee, who was just looking at him. He reached into the cabinet and picked up a cloth and folded it under the strap going over his left shoulder. Then he looked at her again and tapped the cloth and she flew up to his shoulder and settled down.  
 
    Tossing the rest of his belongings in his travel bag, he walked out the door. When the rest of the group saw him dressed in his battlewear, they were duly impressed. 
 
    “Finally, you look like you’re ready to face the world again,” said Mirroth. 
 
    “I wouldn’t be if I wasn’t being forced out.” 
 
    Mirroth raised up a little, not sure if he had just been rebuked or not. Garlan walked over to him and ran his hand over the dragon’s face. Then he placed his forehead to Mirroth’s face and closed his eyes. 
 
    “Watch over this land, Mirroth. And finish your mending. We need you on the other side of the mountains.” 
 
    “I shall be there as soon as I am fully recovered.” 
 
    Garlan stepped back and Mirroth looked at the little robin sitting on his shoulder. His eyes narrowed to glowing, green slits. 
 
    “You be careful, Keelee. Who will fight with me here, if you don’t come back?” 
 
    Keelee bobbed up and down and said, “I come back, just to fight you.” 
 
    They could hear a low, rumbling laugh deep inside Mirroth’s tummy. 
 
    Garlan looked at the other two sisters. 
 
    “You two promised you will look after Marnell. Swing by this place once in awhile and make sure it’s still standing.” 
 
    “We do that,” said Tilly. 
 
    He turned and walked to Golrath, who bent one leg to allow Garlan to climb up and get seated just behind his neck. 
 
    “Take care of him, Golrath. He is your mission now, until I return to the battle.” 
 
    “Uncle, go home, get whole again and return to us. We need you more in Wyndweir than in the Land of the Dragons.” 
 
    They nodded to each other and then Golrath got himself turned around and pointed towards the water. In two steps, he leapt off the ground and his mighty wings lifted them into the sky. 
 
    Garlan watched over his shoulder as Mirroth followed and then two small robins took off straight across the lake. Golrath turned left and headed for the mountains that formed the borders of Wyndweir and Mirroth turned right and headed south. 
 
    Keelee began trembling slightly, wondering if she was ever going to see her sisters again. She was happy that Golrath was moving so that Garlan couldn’t feel her small body shaking. She didn’t want him to know just how scared she really was. 
 
      
 
      
 
   


 
  

   
 
    Chapter 22 ~ A Leader Returns 
 
      
 
    As they circled over the fields outside of Rosemoor, Garlan couldn’t help but feel a sadness wash over him. He had only been to Rosemoor three times. The first time he arrived there he was reunited with the woman that he loved and the last time he was leaving there with his wife, gravely injured by Kerrick. He could not prevent the thought crashing through his mind, asking why he was coming back here when she was still in the deep sleep in the Land of the Dragons. 
 
    They could see the tents of the armies spread out across the fields and it raised his hopes to see so many. When he had left Rosemoor with Marnell, their numbers had been cut drastically in the battle with Kerrick at Black Mountain. Right now, it appeared there were many times the original number. 
 
    Golrath circled around to the east and came in for a landing near the other dragons, who were just watching him approach. When he thumped down onto the ground, Morgath and Venia moved to greet him. 
 
    “Cousin, it is good to see you,” said Morgath. 
 
    “Good indeed,” said Venia. “How is uncle?” 
 
    “Uncle is doing well. He should be completely whole in a short amount of time, though I don’t think it will come soon enough. He is tormented relentlessly by our aunt.” 
 
    Morgath laughed, “Whatever it takes to bring him back to the war.” 
 
    The two dragons looked at Garlan as he walked around from the far side of Golrath. 
 
    “Master Garlan, it is good to see you back here as well,” said Morgath. 
 
    “I fear I may not be completely ready to rejoin the fight, but I am here to do what I can.” 
 
    “Even just a little help from you, Master, will be very welcome.” 
 
    Morgath looked at Keelee sitting on Garlan’s shoulder and said, “I see you have brought uncle’s favorite troublemaker with you.” 
 
    “I Mirroth’s favorite?” 
 
    Venia looked at her and said, “Uncle is constantly talking about you, Keelee. He wishes all the birds were as courageous and prepared to fight as you are.” 
 
    Keelee straightened up and puffed out her chest. She had never felt more proud in her brief life. 
 
    “I guess I should go see the other wizards,” said Garlan. 
 
    “They are in the pub for lunch.” 
 
    Garlan nodded and turned to Golrath and said, “Thank you for bringing me back. Are you heading back home now?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” he said as he looked at the other dragons. “Can I be of use here?” 
 
    Venia spoke up and said, “More than you know, cousin.” 
 
    “Then I’m staying.” 
 
    “That’s good,” said Garlan. 
 
    Then he turned and headed up the hill toward the village. He couldn’t help, but feel the eyes upon him as he walked through the tent village. He nodded to the soldiers as he walked by and was extremely thankful to see all the royal soldiers that had answered the call. 
 
    As he approached the pub, Keelee told him she was going to the forest behind the building to find something to eat, but she would be waiting for him when he came out. 
 
    “Go relax, Keelee. I know riding on the back of the dragon was scary to you.” 
 
    “Scary. Me not scared.” 
 
    “Okay,” he said with a laugh as she flew away. 
 
    As he walked into the pub, Toddie looked up and his eyes went wide open. The rest of the pub went silent at the sight of this wizard returning from the Land of the Dragons. 
 
    Then Toddie pointed to the usual alcove and Garlan nodded to him as he headed to the archway.  
 
    He wasn’t certain what kind of welcome he was going to receive. It could be said that he had abandoned the war when he left Rosemoor the last time. He wouldn’t blame the others if they tossed him out and told him not to come back. 
 
    This trepidation in his soul didn’t last long. 
 
    As he stepped into the small room, he saw three wizards, Hilde and one large royal soldier captain sitting around the table having lunch.  
 
    When they saw him, it was complete pandemonium.  
 
    Hilde was the first to see him and she screamed. 
 
    “Garlan!” 
 
    She almost knocked over the table and chairs as she rushed around the table to throw her arms around him, almost knocking him right out of the room. She kissed him on the cheek and then hugged him tighter than he had ever been hugged before in his life. Even Marnell hadn’t hugged him like that. 
 
    The three wizards were only seconds behind her as they all crowded around him to welcome him back with hugs and handshakes. 
 
    Toddie showed up, carrying another chair for Garlan and a mug of ale. As he set it down he said he would have a sandwich for him momentarily and returned to his kitchen. 
 
    After they all had sat down, Captain Belgard stood up and reached across the table. Garlan stood back up and clasped his hand. 
 
    “Captain Belgard, at your service Master Garlan.” 
 
    “Captain, it is I who is at your service. Walking up through the camp a few minutes ago, I saw the majesty of your troops and I know this war will go our way because of them.” 
 
    They both sat back down, but then Garlan felt a large hand clamp down on his shoulder. He looked up and saw the smiling face of Captain Jong. 
 
    “I heard our wayward wizard had returned. I had to come by to see for myself.” 
 
    “Captain Jong, it is good to see you.” 
 
    “Well, not for long. I’m leaving in a few minutes with the replacement troops for the top of Black Mountain. I just wanted to come by and say welcome back before I left.” 
 
    “Is there any activity in the Eastern Desert?” 
 
    “Not since our battle in Terranasia,” said Jong. “Seems Kerrick wasn’t quite as strong as he thought he was.” 
 
    “You battled him in Terranasia?” 
 
    “I’d love to stay and chat,” replied the captain, “but my men await. The others can fill you in on all the fun you’ve missed.” 
 
    He clapped Garlan on the shoulder once more, nodded to him and then turned and headed out of the tavern. 
 
    As Garlan sat back down, Toddie showed up with another platter of sandwiches and a couple of pitchers of ale. When he was finished, he left and everyone dug into the feast. 
 
    Over the next ten minutes they filled him in on the battle in Terranasia and how they had added some of his troops to their own ranks and sent the rest home to Gallyneer. 
 
    He, in turn, filled them in on how he had communed with Marnell and she had told him about the attack on Whitestone. How she was able to battle Kerrick even in the state she is in. 
 
    ‘Sounds about right,” said Jarell. “Molly showed up here with some refugees right after that and said something had protected them from the red dragon and dark wizard. Now we know who that something was.” 
 
    “So, Master Jarell, how is life being joined to this lovely woman?” 
 
    Jarell merely smiled and thought for a second. Hilde looked at him, wondering what he was going to say. 
 
    “Breathtaking.” 
 
    She giggled and leaned up and kissed him on the cheek. 
 
    Garlan laughed and then looked at the rest of the group. 
 
    “Okay, what are the plans now that Kerrick has been pushed back into the Eastern Desert?” 
 
    “Well, personally,” said Pendivall, “I’d love to just leave him there to rot, but we know that isn’t the answer.” 
 
    “Not as long as I draw breath,” said Hilde with a bit of fire in her voice. 
 
    Jarell laughed a little as he reached out and patted her on the back of her hand. 
 
    “Easy there, tiger. We aren’t letting him get away with what he’s done.” 
 
    “No,” said Pendivall with a smile on his face, “we aren’t. Especially since he currently has gathered more troops to his army. We need to take him down and release them from his bonds.” 
 
    “But, we still sit and wait,” said Garlan. 
 
    “I don’t think for much longer,” said Pendivall. “There have been rumblings from the Eastern Desert and we’ll gain a better idea of it when the troops on Black Mountain return in a couple of days.” 
 
    “Maybe we shouldn’t wait that long,” said Garlan. 
 
    “What did you have in mind?” asked Claudious. 
 
    “If I’m not needed right now, I’ll take Golrath and fly to Black Mountain and see what is going on from there. Then I’ll bring that news back.” 
 
    “That’s a good idea,” said Pendivall, “except you can wait until tomorrow morning. Golrath just flew you in from the Land of the Dragons in one day. Give him a night to rest.” 
 
    “I’ll leave at first light and be back by breakfast.” 
 
    “That will do.” 
 
      
 
    ~~~~ 
 
      
 
    Toddie led Garlan down the back hallway, toward the rooms and stopped and unlocked a door for him. Garlan stopped and stared into the room and couldn’t bring himself to step across the threshold. 
 
    “Is something the matter, sire?” 
 
    Garlan closed his eyes, trying to find the words. How could he tell the inn keeper that the last time he had been there, he had spent the night in this room, in the arms of his new bride? 
 
    “That’s okay, master Toddie. We’ll take it from here.” 
 
    They both turned around to see Jarell and Hilde walking toward them. Toddie nodded to them and walked past them and back down the hallway. 
 
    Hilde walked up to Garlan and took the travel bag off his shoulder and turned and opened the door across the hallway. She went in and set the bag on the bed and then started packing her things into her own travel bag. 
 
    “We’re sorry about that, Garlan.” said Jarell. “We had believed that when you returned to the inn, you would be accompanied by Marnell and this would be your room again.” 
 
    Hilde exited the room and went into the other room and Jarell followed her lead, packing his things and moving across the hall. 
 
    Hilde stepped back into the hallway and gave Garlan’s arm a squeeze. 
 
    “The bedding was just changed this morning, so this room is cleaned and ready for you.” 
 
    Jarell stepped back to the doorway, behind his wife. 
 
    “Thank you, both of you.” 
 
    “Don’t mention it,” said Jarell. “We’ll end this war as soon as possible so you and Marnell can be reunited and spend the night in whatever room you find yourself in.” 
 
    Garlan smiled, “That would be a wonderful thing.” 
 
    He looked into his room and then Jarell reached out and grabbed Hilde’s arm and pulled her toward the door and she gave a little yelp. 
 
    “C’mon woman. Let’s let him get some sleep. He needs to be up early.” 
 
    Garlan smiled at them as they closed the door and he stepped into his own room and closed himself in. 
 
    After locking the latch, he undressed and then stood in the middle of the room, gripping his sword in his hand. He lifted the handle of the sword and placed the red crystal against his forehead. He could feel the hair all over his body starting to stand up from the power that was surging through him. 
 
    Within seconds he regained a complete understanding of the sword, knowing it was truly his now. 
 
    Within seconds, the glow from the red crystal flooded the room with such a brilliant light, Garlan was wondering how he could keep his eyes open. 
 
    Then he did close his eyes. He let his mind take flight and knew there was one place he wanted to go, but there was one place he needed to go. However, he knew, in the back of his mind, that he shouldn’t venture to either place. 
 
    He knew he wouldn’t intrude on Marnell again, until he knew it was time. Right now was not that time. 
 
    Instead, he headed east and over the mountains. In front of him lay the dark, smoky Eastern Desert and Thunder Mountain was directly in front of him. His mind sight flew over Kerrick’s army, to the far side of the encampment. Remembering what Pendivall and Jarell told him, he knew the lair of Kerrick was somewhere just east of the camp and only a short way up the mountain. 
 
    Surveying the path up the mountain, it didn’t take him long to discover the cave Kerrick was hiding within. Moving through the entrance of the cave, he found himself standing in the center of a small space and there was a figure laying in a bed off to one side. 
 
    Almost instantly, the dark wizard jumped out of bed, scanning the cave for whatever intruder had dared to come into his lair without permission. 
 
    “Who’s there?” demanded Kerrick. “Show yourself!” 
 
    Garlan just looked at him. He was almost doubled over from the wounds he had suffered. He could hardly hold himself upright on the two legs that were badly misshapen from the arrows that Hilde and Gwen had put into him. His shoulders were hunched over from the other arrow wounds. Kerrick used to stand over six feet tall. Now, he barely rose to five feet. 
 
    The worst of his injuries was to his face. Having been dropped near a lava flow last year, his face had suffered horrific burns. He had lost one eye completely and the other was barely able to open. 
 
    Kerrick extended his hand and his staff flew into it. 
 
    “Show yourself! I command you!” 
 
    Garlan almost laughed. 
 
    “No, you don’t command me to do anything.” 
 
    The voice bounced off the walls of the cavern, but there was no body to put with it. Kerrick trembled as his eye searched, trying to find any sign of who was in his lair. 
 
    A few seconds later, a glow started to show in the middle of the cavern. It started off small and faint, but as the seconds passed, it grew brighter and larger, until finally it assumed the shape of a man. A man bearing a flaming sword. 
 
    “Did you really think I wouldn’t find you?” 
 
    Kerrick shifted from one foot to the other, his naked body trembling at the sight of a real master wizard. A wizard that had just appeared in his lair without coming close to actually being there. 
 
    Both of the crystals in Kerrick’s staff came to life and he fired a green-white fireball at the form and was terrified to see it just pass right through and slam into the wall behind him. The whole mountain shook with the blast. 
 
    The figure looked down at its chest where the fireball had gone through and then looked at the misshapen wizard. 
 
    “You have no idea what I’m capable of, Kerrick. I’m coming for you and when I’m finished, there won’t be a piece left of you big enough to satisfy the hunger of a handful of worms.” 
 
    Kerrick felt his heart skip a beat and then another. He hadn’t been too scared of much of anything lately, but having this apparition standing in his lair and threatening him sounded like a promise for a future that was quite bleak. 
 
    “You better get some sleep, wizard. This may be the last night you get any for a long time.” 
 
    Then, just as quickly as the figure had appeared, he faded and disappeared, leaving the cave darker and only illuminated by the two crystals in Kerrick’s staff. Even they seemed to have trouble pushing back the darkness. 
 
      
 
      
 
   


 
  

   
 
    Chapter 23 ~ Checking Out The Situation 
 
      
 
    As he walked out of the inn, it was still dark, but the sun was beginning to brighten the sky in the east. Within an hour it would poke it’s head over the mountains and shine its golden light on the land of Wyndweir. 
 
    He had only taken a couple of steps before a flutter of wings startled him and Keelee landed on his shoulder. 
 
    “Good morning, Keelee.” 
 
    “Morning. Where go?” 
 
    “I’m taking a flight with Golrath to the top of Black Mountain, to see if there is any activity in the Eastern Desert. You can stay here if you like.” 
 
    “Go with master.” 
 
    “Okay, but it will be boring.” 
 
    “Don’t care.” 
 
    As he walked through the encampment, there was some activity, as the cooks were up and getting the morning meal ready for the troops. Some of the smiths were awake and already working on blades, bows and arrows. 
 
    As he walked past the last of the tents, he could hear the dragons were rustling around, clearly not doing much sleeping. Golrath stood up as he walked up and nodded to him. 
 
    “We are ready to go, master.” 
 
    “We?” 
 
    “He means us.” 
 
    He spun around to see Hilde come walking out from behind Venia. As she did, a group of Guildenians walked up with harnesses and seats. 
 
    “Just give us a moment, Master Garlan,” said the leader of the group, “and we’ll have your dragon suitably dressed for this ride.” 
 
    They set about to putting the harnesses on Golrath and Venia and the two dragons just stood patiently waiting for it to be done. 
 
    “So, you’re going on an early morning flight? Did Jarell put you up to this?” 
 
    Hilde smiled, “No, my dear husband is still sound asleep. Seems he’s not as young as he likes to think he is.” 
 
    Garlan laughed. 
 
    “I hope I’m as energetic as he is when I’m over six hundred years old.” 
 
    “Anyway, I haven’t had much cause to go flying with Venia since we got back from Terranasia, so I take every chance I can get.” 
 
    She walked over to Venia and stroked her on the neck and said, “Don’t I girl?” 
 
    “We don’t fly together nearly enough, m’lady.” 
 
    “At any rate,” she said turning back to Garlan, “as I remember, I am tasked with being your bodyguard until this war is over.” 
 
    “I was hoping you had forgotten that.” 
 
    “Now what kind of bodyguard would I be if I forgot my duty?” 
 
    She looked at the robin sitting on Garlan’s shoulder and smiled. 
 
    “I see I may not be the only one looking after you.” 
 
    “Oh yes, Keelee, this is Hilde, Lady of Greenvale Castle and wife of Master Jarell. Hilde, this is Keelee, sister to Grace and Tilly, from the Land of the Dragons.” 
 
    “Pleased to meet you, Keelee.” 
 
    Keelee twittered her welcome to Hilde and then settled down on Garlan’s shoulder. 
 
    The Guildenians finished their work and bid the four of them a good flight and left. Hilde and Garlan climbed and got themselves seated and turned their dragons toward the empty field and took to the air. 
 
    As they rose into the sky, leaving the lights of the camp behind them, they rose high enough for the sun to reach them from behind the mountains to the east. It was already shining on the Eastern Desert and raising the temperature of that cursed land. It took less than ten minutes for them to reach the mountains that separated Wyndweir from the desert and they turned their flight to the south and toward Black Mountain. 
 
    As he looked down from the back of Golrath, Garlan could see the Eastern Desert stretching out from the base of Black Mountain. He could see the volcano situated on the far side of the desert, still spewing lava from the crack he had put into it almost a year ago. He still remembered the day he had been presented with Blaze, his father’s sword and had tested it by firing a shot over the mountains and straight into the side of Mount Thunder. 
 
    The four of them circled over the Eastern Desert, advancing a short way into the cursed land, so Garlan could see if there was anything happening below. It was just as desolate and empty as he remembered.  
 
    Garlan could see the cliff where Sigarick had fallen and where Marnell had been taken down. It brought back a flood of memories of that day, memories he couldn't block from his mind. 
 
    He decided it was time to get to work. He guided Golrath back to the top of Black Mountain and they settled down just short of the tents that were set up for the troops. They didn’t have a dragon on post with them at this time. Morgath was flying cover over Jong and his replacement troops and three dragons had stayed in Terranasia with the small contingent of troops left after the battle there.  
 
    There really wasn’t much room on the small plateau so Golrath and Venia had to stay near the edge of the cliff, with their tails dangling down toward the valley floor below. 
 
    Garlan jumped down and patted the dragon on the neck and started walking toward the group of soldiers that had watched them approach. As he drew nearer, Captain Taynor held out his hand, which Garlan shook firmly. 
 
    “Master Garlan, it is good to see you have returned to us.” 
 
    “Thank you, captain. We came to have a look around and I wanted to familiarize myself with the battlefield once more. Any news for us to take back to the others in Rosemoor?” 
 
    “I can’t say there is much to report. There has been nothing, but quiet from the other side of the desert, though we can see the lights from their camp at night. Their numbers grow each day.” 
 
    Garlan looked around and saw there were only a dozen or so troops on the mountain top. 
 
    “It’s not right to have so few troops sitting up here on this mountain,” said Garlan. 
 
    “It’s not really much to be concerned about. We haven’t encountered any trouble from the troops across the valley in all this time we’ve been here watching them.” 
 
    ‘I understand that,” he said as he motioned for the captain to follow him and started walking across the top of the plateau and came to the western edge. 
 
    Hilde followed along after them and from their vantage point, they could see for miles into Wyndweir and now the land was beginning to glow in the morning sun. 
 
    Garlan pointed down to the valley below, to some fields near the base of the mountain. 
 
    “We should probably maintain a company of troops in those fields right there. They would be a lot closer to you and this mountain top than the two day march they are right now in Rosemoor.” 
 
    Taynor nodded and said, “Then we could start rotating the troops on and off this plateau every day instead of every two weeks.” 
 
    “Correct. And, having some of the dragons down there, they would only be seconds away if something were to happen here.” 
 
    “I just hate the thought of dividing the army that is presently at Rosemoor. One large army is better than two small ones.” 
 
    “That may be true, but our numbers look like they have grown to equal what Kerrick appears to have at his disposal. But, mostly I am not comfortable leaving you and your troops up here on this mountain, two days away from any help we could offer you.” 
 
    They started walking back toward the middle of the plateau and Taynor said, “It would be good to descend from this mountain more often. It’s not bad duty up here, but it does get a bit boring merely looking at the enemy’s camp every night.” 
 
    “I’ll take it up with Jarell and the others when we get back there. And Jong and his replacements should be here by tomorrow afternoon.” 
 
    “Understood, sire,” said Taynor, who then turned and walked away to take care of other business. 
 
    Garlan walked over to the edge of the cliff and looked down. He could clearly see the ledge where Sigarick and Marnell had been standing and where they had fallen the year before. 
 
    Keelee twittered on his shoulder, asking if that was where Marnell had fallen. She was quite sad when he told her it was. 
 
    “It’s not good for you to allow your mind to dwell on that ledge, Garlan.” 
 
    He turned as Hilde walked up beside him and nudged his shoulder with hers. 
 
    “I couldn’t do anything to help them last year and spending the last six months in the Land of the Dragons, at her side, I couldn’t do anything to help her either.” 
 
    “I’m sure you did a lot more than you think.” 
 
    The two of them walked around the perimeter of the plateau one more time and then climbed back on their dragons and headed back to Rosemoor. 
 
    As they flew along the mountain tops, Garlan was able to look to the east and just make out where the enemy troops were camped. He knew that just to the east of them, there was a small cave and an even smaller wizard, cowering in fear that his days might soon be coming to an end. 
 
    If Garlan had his way, it was going to be quite soon. 
 
      
 
      
 
   


 
  

   
 
    Chapter 24 ~ He Just Won’t Stay In His Cave 
 
      
 
    Within five days a couple hundred troops had been moved to the base of Black Mountain and had begun daily rotations with the troops at the top of the mountain. Three dragons were relocated to the camp and were tasked with keeping an eye on the skies on the other side of the mountain. 
 
    Garlan had taken up a post on the top of the mountain and devoted his days there, even though the troops kept advising him to relax and spend his time in the camp below. 
 
    He found no reason to keep Golrath there, on over watch, so he sent him back to Rosemoor, so he could be used in the rotation watching over Terranasia. 
 
    Hilde spent most of her time at his side, making good on her promise to be there to protect him and fight next to him until there was no reason to fight anymore. But, at the moment, there was no reason to fight. 
 
    Garlan kept trying to persuade her to go and spend time with her husband, but she informed him that her duty lay with him and that Jarell supported her in her task. 
 
    She did sneak off every couple of nights or so, to fly back to Rosemoor for some alone time with Jarell, but she was always back the following morning, by the time Garlan awoke. 
 
    The other dragon riders stayed in Rosemoor. By this time, there were seven riders and all of them were as skilled with the bow in the air as they were on the ground. It would take them less than an hour to reach Black Mountain if needed, so Hilde wanted them watching over Rosemoor. 
 
    She also had them flying in pairs, over the mountain to Terranasia on a daily basis and checking on the troops that had been left there. She didn’t want any surprises with enemy troops being able to just march right in and wipe out the small number of troops that had been left. 
 
    Gwen always seemed to be volunteering for that duty and Hilde was reasonably sure it had something to do with a young man that lived on the side of a mountain. 
 
    There was nothing happening on the other side of the Eastern Desert. Every night, they could see the lights of the enemy camp, but that was all. There was no movement at all, no signs of an attack. 
 
    Just as before, there was no indication of Kerrick’s condition since he had been sent back to his lair, wounded again with arrows from Hilde and Gwen. As far as anyone knew, he could have died this time, but Garlan knew that was a false hope. Until they actually saw his dead body, he would never fall into the trap of believing him gone. 
 
    Garlan also worried about what might happen to Marnell if Kerrick were to be killed while she was still trapped in the prison of her mind. There was no guarantee that she would be released from his spell if he died. 
 
    He was sitting on a rock watching the sun come up in the east. Even though he knew the sun was shining, the dark clouds that hung over the desert kept its light from reaching the ground. The night gave way to a perpetual twilight that made it hard to see anything at a great distance. 
 
    He was also enjoying a brief respite of not having Keelee sitting on his shoulder. She had gone down the mountain to see what kind of breakfast she could find in the camp below. The cooks of Guilden were always happy to see her and take care of feeding her. 
 
    During night the troops on the plateau could see the lights of Kerrick's camp, but during the daylight hours, their sight was cut to just a few miles. This always worried Garlan. If there was going to be an attack, this was the time for it to happen. 
 
    He looked up when he heard a screech and saw Venia circling around to land on the edge of the mountain top. He merely sat and watched, not showing any worry, even though there was barely enough room for her to land. She proved to be as expert a flier as any dragon in the sky, when she set down, with her wings coming within a foot of Garlan’s head. 
 
    Once Hilde jumped down, Venia turned and fell off the cliff and then soared to a peak a few hundred yards away and that’s where she would stay until Hilde called to her. It was also because her eyes were sharper than any human’s and she took it upon herself to keep an eye on the desert, a job she took very seriously. 
 
    Hilde walked over and sat down on a rock next to Garlan. 
 
    “So, how is that husband of yours?” 
 
    Hilde laughed, “He is just fine, Garlan. He sends his love.” 
 
    Garlan laughed at that statement. He still had a hard time believing Jarell knew what love was, but was extremely happy that he had found Hilde to take his mind off Marnell. 
 
    “Still looks to be a quiet day?” she asked. 
 
    “It appears that way. Seems like Kerrick isn’t in any hurry to get this war started again.” 
 
    “Part of me thinks that’s not a bad thing. He can stay in his little cave and rot for all I care. However, leaving him there to rot, prolongs how long we have to stay here on this mountain top. It also expands how long he maintains his hold over Marnell.” 
 
    Garlan looked at her and said, “To be honest, I’m not too worried about Marnell. She seems to be able to take care of herself, even locked behind that wall she’s constructed. I think Kerrick has even gotten to the point where he’s scared to go in there and confront her.” 
 
    He gazed off into the distance, not wanting to admit how much it hurt to talk about his wife like that. 
 
    “I just miss her,” he said softly. 
 
    Hilde leaned over and laid her head on his shoulder. 
 
    “I know you do. And we will get her back.” 
 
    They sat for a few more minutes, not saying anything to each other. The darkness of the Eastern Desert was lifting as the sun rose higher behind all the clouds and smoke. 
 
    “Master Garlan! Something is coming!” said Venia, straight into his mind. 
 
    Garlan snapped out of his thoughts and jumped to his feet. He did it so suddenly Hilde almost fell over. He took a few steps toward the edge of the cliff and Hilde stepped up beside him. She was startled when she heard Venia screech and take to the air from her perch on the other peak. 
 
    “What is it?” she asked. 
 
    “I don’t know. Venia is the one that sees it.” 
 
    He raised his right hand and cast a large illumination sphere and directed it out over the desert below. He thought he could detect some movement on the valley floor. As he strained to see what it was, the illumination sphere was extinguished by some other cast. 
 
    He knew in his gut that something was coming and it wasn’t going to be friendly. He turned and looked at the small camp behind him, where the troops were just getting themselves started for the day. 
 
    “We’re not prepared for this,” he said. 
 
    He cast a small thunder ball that cracked loudly over their heads. The rest of the troops immediately crawled out of their tents and grabbed their weapons. 
 
    Captain Taynor came running up, not even dressed in his battlewear. Wearing nothing more than his nightshirt and dark, long underwear, he was still a fearsome looking warrior, brandishing his broadsword. 
 
    “What do we have, sire?” 
 
    “I’m not sure, captain. But Venia sees something she doesn’t like.” 
 
    He cast another illumination sphere toward where he had seen the movement, but again, almost immediately, it was put out by a cast from somewhere up in the sky. 
 
    “Get the troops ready. We’re about to have visitors.” 
 
    Taynor turned and raced back to the tents, ordering the troops to prepare for battle and get to the edge of the cliff. Then he decided he would be better off facing this coming fight in his battlewear, so he ducked into his tent and began getting dressed. 
 
    Venia circled a couple more times and then headed for the cliff, to pick up Hilde. As she landed and Hilde was climbing on, Garlan ran up. 
 
    “Before you get involved in this battle, go to the troops at the base of the mountain and tell them we require their help.” 
 
    “We should stay here,” said Hilde. 
 
    “If we don’t receive any help, we will be severely outnumbered.” 
 
    Then he looked at Venia, “Make sure to do this before you allow her to stay here and fight.” 
 
    “I will do that, master,” said the small, green dragon. 
 
    “Moreover, you might consider sending out a call for help from the other dragons. Tell them to get here as fast as they can.” 
 
    “Already on it,” said Venia, as she turned and fell off the cliff. 
 
    She fell about two hundred feet and then caught the wind with her wings and she and Hilde soared back up and over the summit, heading for the camp on the other side of the mountain. 
 
    Garlan directed his attention back to the valley floor. Within a couple of minutes, he was surrounded by the rest of the troops, including one suitably attired Captain Taynor. 
 
    He tried the illumination sphere again, and again it got extinguished almost immediately, but not before the troops caught sight of a group of Kerrick’s soldiers coming toward the mountain. 
 
    “What in the world?” asked Taynor. 
 
    “Well, that doesn’t make any sense at all,” said Garlan. 
 
    What they had seen was no more than a couple dozen troops coming across the desert floor 
 
    “It is possible they’re troops that snuck away from Kerrick’s encampment and want to join us in our fight.” 
 
    “That is a possible explanation, captain, but it doesn’t explain why my illumination spheres keep getting put out.” 
 
    They searched the skies, but there was nothing they could see in the dark clouds above them. Whatever it was, was above the clouds, hidden from their sight. 
 
    Garlan reached up behind his head and pulled Blaze from its scabbard. He held it up in his right hand, with the red crystal up. Next he cast another illumination sphere toward the sky just over the troops. It went exactly as he thought it would and was ready. When the cast came from above to extinguish the sphere, he cast a red fireball toward the place he felt the cast had come from. 
 
    He kept the cast small, not wanting to expend his energy, but he wanted to see what kind of reaction he would get. The red fireball disappeared into the clouds and for a second there was nothing. 
 
    Then the earth shook with a screech from a dragon. In fact, it was two dragons. The clouds parted as two large, red dragons broke through them and aimed directly at the troops massed on the edge of the cliff. 
 
    Garlan snapped Blaze back over his head and back into its sheath, preparing to battle with nothing more than the magic he could conjure with his hands. 
 
    As the red dragons bore down on the troops around him, he heard another screech from behind and looked to see Venia flying across the top of the mountain and setting her sights on the invading dragons. Garlan wanted to order her to stay away from them, but it was too late. As she flashed past, he could see Hilde pulling an arrow from her quiver and nocking it on her bow. 
 
    “Oh, this is not going to end well,” he murmured to himself. 
 
    “Have a little faith in her, sire,” said Taynor. 
 
    “Having faith in her will only go so far. Her courage and willingness to fight might have found a match in two red dragons.” 
 
    They watched as the three dragons closed on each other. Garlan knew there was no way he could ask Hilde to stand down and the chances of her or Venia even listening to him were slim. As the three dragons came closer to each other, fireballs and arrows flew.  
 
    The entire group of troops watched the ensuing air battle begin and were amazed at the speed with which Venia flew. She was so fast that neither red dragon could come close to firing at her or grasping her. And Hilde rode in her seat as if she had been born in it. 
 
    Garlan looked down and saw the enemy troops had reached the base of the mountain and were starting up the trail that would bring them to the summit. He advanced a few yards along the edge of the cliff, until he was directly over the troops and cast a thunderball down on them. 
 
    He didn’t want to hit them until he was certain of their intentions, but he wasn’t about to just let them march right up the mountain. 
 
    The thunderball hit the path just in front of the troops and exploded, causing a massive crater in the ground, making the path nearly impassable.  
 
    The troops didn’t seem to care about the crater and started scrambling down one side and climbing up the other.  
 
    Garlan decided he needed to be a little more forceful with his message, so he cast a mild thunderball that hit the lead troops and knocked them off the path and down into the gully that ran alongside it. Having been on the receiving end of casts like that, he knew they wouldn’t be up and willing to fight again for a little while. 
 
    The remainder of the troops halted their march up the path, with a few of them firing arrows up at Garlan. He merely waved his hand and the arrows were swept away. 
 
    Taynor stepped up next to him and looked down. 
 
    “Persistent little cockroaches, aren’t they? I guess that answers the question of whether they are here to fight or join us.” 
 
    “As I said before,” said Garlan, “this doesn’t make any sense. These troops have no hope of taking this mountain top and trying is just foolish.” 
 
    He turned and looked back to the skies and saw that Hilde and Venia were having a bit of trouble with one of the red dragons. So, he raised his hand and cast directly at one red dragon, but his thunderball was blocked, probably by the same force that extinguished his illumination spheres. 
 
    Then the two red dragons quickly rose and broke back above the clouds, as if they had been summoned. The green dragon and her rider followed them, much to Garlan’s dismay. 
 
    He tried calling out to Venia to cease her pursuit and return, but he never got the chance. There were flashes of red above the clouds and more screeching. They had lured Hilde and Venia into a trap and the two of them went willingly. 
 
    At that moment the skies were shattered with more screeches and everyone on the mountain top whirled around to see two more dragons coming to join the fight. Morgath and Keeleth had answered Venia’s call and both had riders on their backs. They screamed overhead and flew up through the clouds, chasing after their friends. 
 
    Then all hell broke loose above the clouds. 
 
    There was a massive amount of dragon screeches and the blasts from dragonfire was almost continuous.  
 
    Garlan could feel his heart beginning to beat faster, knowing they could possibly lose three dragons and riders that morning if things went badly.  
 
    Next his hopes were buoyed when a red dragon broke through the clouds, falling to the earth and crashing in a massive explosion. That was one. 
 
    Then it occurred to Garlan they had no idea how many dragons were above the clouds. They had only seen two, but there were obviously more than that. 
 
    He looked back down at the troops that were trying to move up the mountain and they were commencing their ascent again. 
 
    Captain Taynor looked down at them and said, “Don’t waste your energy, sire. We’ll take care of this.” 
 
    He called for his troops and most of them followed him across the camp and then down the path that would take them to a confrontation with the enemy. Four bowmaidens took up positions next to Garlan, being his protection until they could figure out what was going on. 
 
    Another dragon broke through the clouds, this one flying with compromised control.  
 
    It was Venia and Hilde was barely hanging on as best she could. Garlan could see Venia had been injured and she was having trouble flying in a straight line. 
 
    As they got closer to the cliff, two of the bowmaidens grabbed Garlan by his tunic and hauled him away from the edge, giving Venia as much room as she needed to land. It wasn’t quite enough though, as she crashed near the edge of the cliff and slid right through the small cluster of tents that made up the camp. 
 
    Garlan broke into a run toward her. Hilde was climbing off the back of her dragon when Garlan reached them. Venia was barely conscious and Hilde was quite distraught. 
 
    “Help her, Garlan! Please!” 
 
    “Stand back and stand watch with the other ladies,” he told her. 
 
    He immediately went to work on the dragon, looking for her injuries and starting the healing process. He had healed Agoroth before, but he had never needed to heal someone as big as a dragon. 
 
    The four bowmaidens assumed positions around the dragon and Hilde just stood back and let Garlan work. She couldn’t do anything, but observe what was going on. 
 
    The battle in the sky raged on over their heads and it proved to be difficult for Garlan to concentrate on what he was doing.  
 
    Then, more screeches from the direction of Rosemoor and he looked up momentarily to see Sophia and one of the other dragons flash past and then up through the clouds. 
 
    Before he shifted his attention back to Venia, he saw half a dozen royal soldiers come running into the camp from the far side, having run full speed up from the base camp. He pointed toward the path down to the valley floor, without saying anything. 
 
    Captain Jong ordered two of the royals to stand guard with the bowmaidens near the dragon and he and the other three took off down the path toward the sound of battle. 
 
    It took about five minutes to locate all the injuries Venia had suffered and fix the most serious of them. Garlan could hear the battle still raging in the sky. He needed to finish as quickly as possible so he could return his attention to the fight. 
 
    As he continued working he heard some grunting and heavy breathing and smiled to himself. Only one creature could make that much noise just walking around. He opened his eyes to see Agoroth ambling toward him and the stricken dragon. 
 
    “Lord Agoroth, it is pleasing to see you.” 
 
    Agoroth looked at him, “It good to see you returned to duties.” 
 
    Garlan winced again at yet, another rebuke about his dereliction of duty. Was he ever going to hear the end of jabs at his time away from the battlefield? 
 
    “Can you take over here and help her so I can get back to the battle.” 
 
    “Yes, I can,” said the great bear and he started running his paws over Venia’s body. 
 
    Garlan stood up and went back to the edge of the cliff and the four bowmaidens followed him. They looked down and saw the royals had ended the battle with the enemy soldiers rather quickly. As far as Garlan could see, there were only a handful of Kerrick’s men that were still alive and they were being bound and hustled back up the path. 
 
    Agoroth continued working on Venia, Hilde stepped up to him and wrapped her arms around his neck. Well, she tried to because Agoroth’s neck was larger than the biggest oak tree. 
 
    “Thank you for coming to help her.” 
 
    “For you, my friend, anything. Now watch over Garlan while I finish.” 
 
    Hilde kissed him on the snout and then left to join the others at the cliff’s edge. 
 
    As she stepped up next to Garlan, he looked at her and asked, “What happened up there?” 
 
    She gasped and said, “I’m sorry. I completely forgot with Venia being hurt.” 
 
    “Forgot what?” 
 
    “There are more than just two red dragons. There were six and Kerrick is on one of them.” 
 
    “Kerrick is up there?” 
 
    Just then another red dragon broke through the clouds and fell in a fiery blaze to the ground. That meant there were still four, along with one dark wizard. 
 
    Garlan looked around. He needed to be up there. 
 
    He called out to Golrath to find out where he was. 
 
    “I am on my way, master,” came the reply. 
 
    “Stop on the mountain top and pick me up. Kerrick is here.” 
 
    “Stand back!” 
 
    Just then the large, red dragon broke over the mountains from the northwest and headed directly toward Garlan and his companions. He landed next to Venia and looked at her as Garlan was running toward him. 
 
    “Is she going to be okay?” he asked. 
 
    Agoroth looked up and said, “She be fine. It just take time.” 
 
    As Garlan was getting himself situated, Hilde ran up and asked, “Can you carry two, Golrath?” 
 
    Golrath wanted to make a comment about bears pooping in the woods, but looking at Agoroth, decided a simple yes was sufficient. 
 
    As she began climbing up, Garlan looked at her and asked, “What are you doing?” 
 
    She looked up at him with fire in her eyes. 
 
    “You promised. If this is the time that son of a pig falls, I want to be there to see it.” 
 
    Garlan wanted to shake his head and tell her to stay with Venia, but he knew better. He reached down and took her hand and hauled her up, to sit behind him. She didn’t like that and moved to be in front of him. 
 
    “I need to be able to use my bow, which I can’t do if I’m sitting behind you.” 
 
    Garlan half-laughed and said, “You just want to get the first shot.” 
 
    “So, he’s up there?” asked Golrath. 
 
    “Hilde said he is. Let’s go see what we can do about it.” 
 
    Golrath took two large steps and dove off the cliff and started rising toward the dark clouds. The clouds were still being illuminated with flashes of dragonfire and Garlan wondered what they were going to see when they broke above the clouds. 
 
    Hilde pulled an arrow and nocked it as they passed through the clouds. They could smell the sulfur in the air from all the volcanic activity in the valley. There was also the acrid odor of the spent dragonfire gas hanging in the air. 
 
    In an instant they cleared the clouds and broke into the bright sunshine of the morning. The scene that met their eyes was both terrifying and amazing. Eight dragons were in a battle with fireballs flying in every direction. The four Wyndweirian dragons with their riders were flying as fast as the wind and trying to take the battle directly to the one red dragon that had a rider on its back, but the other three did whatever they had to do to protect him. 
 
    Garlan guided Golrath directly toward Kerrick and his dragon and Hilde brought up her bow, taking aim at the menace that was the bane of her existence. As they closed on the battle, Kerrick saw them coming and turned his dragon to meet them. 
 
    Garlan reached behind his head and pulled Blaze and narrowed his eyes, concentrating on the dark wizard. 
 
    “Be careful with your energy, Garlan,” said Hilde. 
 
    “Yes, dear.” 
 
    Hilde released the arrow and Garlan was hoping it would have a chance, but he should have realized she wasn’t aiming for Kerrick. The arrow drove right into one of the nostrils of the dragon and caused it to screech in pain and throw its head from side-to-side, trying to shake the arrow free. 
 
    “That’s got to hurt,” growled Golrath. 
 
    The red crystal in the pommel of Blaze sprang to life. Garlan could already feel it sapping his strength, so he decreased the amount of power he gave to it. In a split-second, the crystal erupted with a flash of red and the ball of light screamed toward the red dragon. 
 
    Garlan knew it wouldn’t have a chance of hitting the dark wizard because Kerrick was just too strong and could defend against all casts he sent his way.  
 
    Hilde had no such worries. As the ball left Garlan’s sword, she followed it closely with another arrow. As Kerrick defended against the ball of light, he missed the arrow and it found its mark again. It drove into the left eye of the dragon, but missed the brain, leaving the dragon half-blind, but still able to fly. 
 
    The two dragons flashed past each other and Golrath let loose with a massive ball of dragonfire, but Kerrick saw it coming and cast a shield to protect him and his dragon. 
 
    “You’re not trying to kill Kerrick, are you?” asked Garlan. 
 
    “If I can kill that dragon, we can watch Kerrick fall a thousand feet to his death, screaming like a little girl every inch of the way,” said Hilde. 
 
    “Good plan, except every single time we’ve knocked him off a dragon, another one comes along and saves him.” 
 
    They looked around to see how the other riders were doing and it appeared they had the other red dragons firmly in hand. Sophia and Keeleth ganged up on one and ripped his wings to pieces, sending him spiraling to the clouds and out of sight. 
 
    That left just two more dragons besides the one Kerrick was on. Now it was two red dragons to four Wyndweirian dragons and they didn’t stand a chance. 
 
    Garlan searched around for Kerrick and his dragon and detected them skimming along the tops of the clouds just below them. They were trying to get into position to climb to the battle from below and surprise the four dragons, but Garlan turned Golrath toward them. 
 
    He was still feeling the effects of casting with Blaze the first time, so he reached back and put the sword away in the scabbard. He was going to have to do this with his hands and nothing else. 
 
    As they started to dive, Garlan dug his boots underneath the harness around Golrath’s chest and Hilde wedged her feet in on top of his. As the dive picked up speed, Hilde rose up with the wind pushing her back against Garlan. He put his left hand in the middle of her back and held her steady while he got ready to cast with his right hand. 
 
    She pulled another arrow and slotted it onto the string, pulling it back and sighting down the shaft toward the dark wizard. Garlan was right. It was time to stop playing games with this wizard and put an end to him. 
 
    “Wait until I cast before you release.” 
 
    Hilde nodded, knowing that Garlan’s cast would give her arrow some cover and it would make it more likely to find its target. 
 
    As they closed to within a hundred yards, Garlan cut loose with a sizzling, white fireball that appeared to be right on target. Hilde put the arrow in flight right behind it and then grabbed another arrow and sent it along, too. 
 
    Kerrick jerked the dragon to a different path and the fireball missed them, but just barely. The first arrow missed, too. But, the second arrow found a soft target. That of Kerrick’s left hand. 
 
    Kerrick shrieked in pain and turned the dragon immediately back to the northeast and fled the battlefield, but Garlan and Hilde weren’t about to let him run this time. They took off after him, leaving the other four riders to handle themselves. 
 
    As they broke through the clouds, they saw Kerrick was a few hundred yards ahead of them, but they were slowly catching him. 
 
    “I’m going to have to ask you to get serious about killing him, Hilde.” 
 
    “What?! You don’t think I want him dead?!” asked Hilde with a bit of agitation in her voice. 
 
    Garlan laughed, “It just seems to me that you’re trying to put arrows in every part of his body, but not the ones that will kill him.” 
 
    She giggled and said, “If that pig would stop moving I could get a clean shot at him.” 
 
    “I’ll make a note to ask him to hold still next time I talk to him.” 
 
    They heard a massive screech behind them and Garlan looked back to see another red dragon falling from the sky over the battlefield.” 
 
    “Looks to me like you picked some very amazing women to be riders.”  
 
    “Every last one of them is a warrior, through and through.” 
 
    “Thanks be to the heavens they’re on our side.” 
 
    They turned their attention back to the fleeing dark wizard just in time to see a ball of green-white light streaking toward them. Golrath saw it and jerked to one side and dove hard, almost unseating Hilde. When she finally regained her balance she found herself sitting on Garlan’s lap with one of his arms around her waist. 
 
    “I can remember a time when, if you touched me like this, I would have slugged you in the gut,” laughed Hilde. 
 
    “Don’t remind me,” said Garlan, as he helped to get her reseated in front of him. “I still feel the pain in my stomach every time I think about it.” 
 
    They looked ahead and found the sky in front of them empty. 
 
    “Where the hell did he go?” yelled Hilde. 
 
    Where he had been was completely devoid of dark wizard and red dragon. They flew a little further and searched the ground, hoping they would see his dead body lying near a dead dragon, but there was nothing to see. 
 
    “Do you feel him, Golrath?” asked Garlan. 
 
    “No, master. He is hidden from my senses. Probably the workings of the dark wizard.” 
 
    “Let’s be careful.” said Hilde. “He could be right above us and we wouldn’t even know it.” 
 
    With that, Garlan had Golrath start climbing and within a few seconds they were back above the clouds, in the bright sunlight.  
 
    There was no sign of Kerrick and his dragon anywhere. 
 
    They looked around for another minute or two and realized he was gone. Seeing that searching for him was fruitless, they told Golrath to get back to the battlefield. Flying back, in the distance, they could see four Wyndweirian dragons taking the last red dragon apart. As they got closer they could see the red dragon had at least a dozen arrows stuck in various parts of its head. 
 
    Finally, the four dragons let go of the red dragon and it fell to the earth in three bloody pieces, without a single screech. 
 
    As they got closer, Garlan and Hilde could see that Keeleth and Morgath had some deep scratches that were bleeding heavily. 
 
    “Alright, all of you back to the mountain top,” said Garlan. “Keeleth and Morgath, go straight down to the base camp and I’ll send Agoroth down to you immediately.” 
 
    Sarabel and Caroline nodded to him and turned their dragons back to the mountains separating them from the land of Wyndweir. The other two dragons followed Golrath to the mountain top and let Gwen and Emmilyn off. Then they flew to separate peaks around them to stand guard. 
 
    Golrath was able to land on the edge of the cliff and let Garlan and Hilde off and then he laid down. He was looking at Venia, who was up and about, but it was clear she was still feeling her injuries. 
 
    Hilde ran to her and hugged her face to hers. 
 
    “You’re still hurt.” 
 
    “I’ll be fine m’lady. I will just need some time to rest.” 
 
    Garlan walked past her and headed toward Agoroth, who was glowering at the handful of enemy troops that had been captured. As he got closer, Keelee flew from the branches of a bush nearby and landed on his shoulder. 
 
    “You leave me.” 
 
    “It was really quite boring, Keelee.” 
 
    Keelee just sulked a little as they stepped up next to Agoroth. 
 
    “Getting any useful information out of them?” asked Garlan. 
 
    “No, they not talk.” 
 
    “Well, I’d love letting you take the time to get them to talk, but Keeleth and Morgath both suffered injuries in the battle and they could use your help. They are at the base camp below.” 
 
    Agoroth snorted an angry growl into the faces of the troops and then turned and headed toward the path that would take him to the base camp. 
 
    A couple of the Wyndweirian troops looked like they would love nothing better than to take their swords to these enemy troops, but they maintained their calm. Mostly because the bowmaidens wouldn’t let the swordsmen have their way with them. 
 
    Garlan looked them over and noticed these were all very hard looking men. There was not a soft looking one in the bunch that would be easy to get some information from. 
 
    Captain Taynor walked up and asked, “So, did you kill him this time?” 
 
    Garlan looked at him and then at Hilde, who was standing next to Venia and taking care of her. 
 
    “No, captain. The king of cockroaches got away again. But, not without a little memento from our favorite, redheaded warrior.” 
 
    “Did she put another arrow in him?” 
 
    “Into his left hand this time.” 
 
    “We’re going to run out of arrows if she keeps allowing him to take them home as souvenirs.” 
 
    Garlan laughed as he turned back to the task at hand; that of figuring out how to extract some information out of these enemy troops. They all looked at him with nothing, but hate in their eyes. 
 
    He looked at Taynor, “Any ideas as to how to convince these soldiers to talk?” 
 
    Taynor pointed across the camp, toward Captain Jong and said, “We could let him take care of the interrogation. I heard he has a way with them.” 
 
    Garlan half-nodded and said, “That is true, but his way tends to end in a bloody mess.” 
 
    “At least a dragon or two wouldn’t be hungry.” 
 
    They made sure their words were loud enough for the enemy troops to hear. 
 
    “I know,” asked Garlan, “but have you ever seen a dragon rip a man to pieces and eat him?” 
 
    “No, I can’t say I have. It would be interesting, though.” 
 
    Garlan nodded, “It would be interesting. Let’s give it a shot.” 
 
    Keelee twittered at Garlan, “Let me pick.” 
 
    He looked at her as she peered around from his shoulder. 
 
    “You? Just what do you know about getting information out of prisoners?” 
 
    “Good time to learn.” 
 
    Garlan chuckled as he and Taynor stepped in front of the group of captives. 
 
    He looked at the soldiers and pointed at one that wore the rank of lieutenant and appeared to be the highest ranking soldier in the group. 
 
    “Him,” said Garlan. “Bring him along.” 
 
    That Garlan hadn’t even asked her opinion caused Keelee to sulk a little more and he could feel it in his head. 
 
    “Just be patient, little one,” he said to her. 
 
    He turned and started walking toward Golrath, who was still laying on his belly at the edge of the cliff. Taynor grabbed the man by the back of his tunic and hauled him to his feet and pushed him along, following Garlan to the cliff’s edge. 
 
    A couple of the bowmaidens were watching this take place and were about to intervene, but Taynor looked at them and winked, so they backed off. 
 
    They stepped up in front of Golrath, who looked at the soldier and growled. Garlan thought his growl was every bit as nasty as Mirroth’s. He figured it must run in the family. He remembered that Lyrroth had a growl just as deep and menacing and so does Morgath. 
 
    Garlan reached out and put his hand on the shoulder of the soldier and said, “This is my friend, Golrath, nephew of the King of the Dragons. He’s very hungry.” 
 
    The soldier sneered at him and said, “You don’t do things like that, wizard. You are soft and it will be your downfall.” 
 
    “Soft, huh?” 
 
    Garlan seized him by the back of the collar and walked him to the edge of the cliff. As he did, Golrath stood up and turned around, never taking his green eyes off the soldier. The soldier could feel the dragon’s hot breath washing over him as they stood at the edge of the cliff. He looked down to see the drop was at least five hundred feet and ended on some jagged rocks below. 
 
    “The thing is,” said Garlan, “my friend likes to catch his meals on the fly.” 
 
    Keelee was bouncing up and down on Garlan’s shoulder as if she knew exactly what was coming next. 
 
    The soldier looked at him again and said, “Soft.” 
 
    “Let’s find out.” 
 
    With that, he shoved the soldier, who toppled over the edge of the cliff and began his fall to the rocks below. He did it with quite a lot of screaming and panic. 
 
    Garlan looked at Golrath and shrugged his shoulders and the dragon dove off the cliff and chased the falling soldier. 
 
    Garlan and Taynor watched from the top of the cliff, to see if Golrath would catch him in time. Garlan had no doubt about that, but Taynor wasn’t so sure. 
 
    In the last few seconds, before the soldier was about to be dashed on the rocks, Golrath grabbed him and flew him about a hundred yards away from the base of the mountain. He dropped the soldier on the ground and flew a quick circle and then landed right over him. 
 
    The soldier screamed in terror as the dragon lowered his head and opened his mouth, letting his captive see the fire burning at the back of his throat. The soldier screamed even louder. 
 
    Garlan and Taynor stood at the edge of the cliff, watching the whole thing. 
 
    “Oh!” yelled Taynor. “That is not a pretty sight!” 
 
    Garlan clapped him on the shoulder and said, “I told you, it would be a bloody mess.” 
 
    “He good flier. I better though,” said Keelee. 
 
    “Who? The soldier?” asked Garlan. 
 
    “Soldier?” twittered Keelee in exasperation. “Soldier fly like rock.” 
 
    Then he turned and called out to Sophia, sitting on a peak a little ways off. She leaped into the air and flew to him, landing in the edge of the cliff. 
 
    “Wait here, Sophia. It’s your turn.” 
 
    She nodded as the two walked back to the group of enemy soldiers. She looked down at the scene below, being unable to see much, because Golrath had his wings spread and was clearly enjoying his meal. 
 
    Garlan and Taynor walked up to the group of soldiers and looked them over. 
 
    “We can do this all day,” said Garlan. “We have plenty of hungry dragons.” 
 
    He could see some fear in the eyes of a couple of them, but the rest were still looking like they had no intention of talking. They couldn’t believe this wizard was just killing them without any mercy. 
 
    “Which one, Keelee?” 
 
    The robin perked up and started looking at each of the men in front of her. When one of the tougher looking soldiers started laughing at the thought of asking a bird her opinion, she zeroed in on him. 
 
    “Him. Look like good meal for dragon.” 
 
    “Okay, let’s serve him up.” 
 
    Garlan turned and walked back to Sophia and talked to her while Taynor hauled the soldier to his feet and walked him to the edge of the cliff. Keelee had turned around on Garlan’s shoulder and was watching the soldier as he followed them. 
 
    “He not laugh anymore.” 
 
    “No, he’s not.” 
 
    The bowmaidens weren’t quite sure they should let this continue, but they weren’t in any position to stop it. 
 
    As they walked to the edge of the cliff, Taynor held the back of the man’s collar and let him look down. All he could see at the base of the mountain was the back of a large, red dragon that looked like it was eating something. 
 
    Garlan spoke up and asked, “Care to tell us what you were up to today?” 
 
    “Go to hell, wizard!” 
 
    Taynor growled, “You first.” 
 
    Then he shoved the man backward and he fell off the cliff, screaming like a little girl, all the way down. Sophia jumped off the cliff and, like Golrath, caught the man just before he slammed into the rocks and dropped him right next to Golrath and then settled down over him to enjoy her meal. 
 
    “Oh, that has got to hurt,” said Taynor. 
 
    “I’m sure it wasn’t the highlight of his day.” 
 
    Garlan couldn’t keep from smiling as Keelee bounced up and down on his shoulder. 
 
    They looked back at the remaining soldiers and could see fear in all their eyes now. Clearly this wizard was not the nice guy they had been led to believe. 
 
    “Now a little different tactic,” said Garlan to Taynor, as he started walking back to the group. 
 
    He looked them over and none of them wanted to meet his eyes, afraid they would be the next one to be picked. 
 
    Then Garlan looked over toward Venia and Hilde. He could see in Hilde’s eyes that she wasn’t quite sure she wanted to know him right now. She wanted to win this war, but there had to be some lines that even they wouldn’t cross. 
 
    “Venia! Are you hungry?” called out Garlan. 
 
    Hilde tried to hold her back, but Venia, being as large as a house, just pulled away and rumbled across the camp to where the group sat. 
 
    Garlan reached up and ran his hand over her snout. Next he reached into her mind and talked to her, in a way that no one could hear. 
 
    She opened her mouth and looked at the soldiers. A growl came from way down deep inside her and the hot breath from her gullet hit the men full in the face. 
 
    Garlan watched and finally saw what he wanted. One of the soldiers, probably the youngest of the group that was left, shuddered in fear and tried to look away from the dragon. He wanted to be anywhere but right there, being looked at like he was nothing more than a cow to be eaten by a dragon. 
 
    “You,” said Garlan. 
 
    “Yeah, he scared.” 
 
    The man’s eyes snapped to Garlan and he tried pushing himself away, but Garlan grabbed him by the tunic and hauled him to his feet. 
 
    Venia backed away a couple of steps and lowered her head until she was looking him right in the eyes. She bared her massive teeth and the soldier could see the drool that was about to drip off her lower lip. The same growl reverberated from the dragon’s mouth and the soldier’s knees almost buckled. 
 
    “You only get one chance,” said Garlan. “What was your goal here today?” 
 
    The man looked at him and closed his mouth, but he didn’t have the look of defiance he had before. 
 
    “No answer? Okay.” 
 
    Garlan shoved him and he fell to his knees right in front of Venia. The dragon’s mouth moved closer and closer to him and she opened it even wider. He could see the flames that he was about to become part of and screamed. 
 
    Then, he broke. 
 
    “We’re nothing more than a distraction!” 
 
    The other soldiers yelled at him to shut up, but Venia brought her face to within a couple of inches of the man’s face. 
 
    The heat in her breath almost scorched his face as she asked, “What kind of distraction?” 
 
    “I don’t know everything, only that the dark wizard wanted you watching us and not the camp.” 
 
    “What’s happening in the camp?” asked Taynor. 
 
    “I don’t know. I swear! I only heard rumors as we left the camp yesterday. The dark wizard had other plans. None of us know the reason why we’re here, other than to draw your attention.” 
 
    Garlan stepped up and looked at the man’s face. 
 
    “What do you think, Venia?” 
 
    “I think he is much too small to satisfy my hunger. I think I’ll fly over the mountains and see if I can find a couple of fat deer in the woods.” 
 
    “Good hunting, my friend,” he said as he patted her on the neck. 
 
    She turned away and walked over and dove off the cliff, then rose and flew over the mountain. 
 
    Hilde walked up and said, “I should have gone with her.” 
 
    “She’s still a little weak and probably would be better off without you on her back. Besides, I think I’m going to need you with me.” 
 
    “Do you?” 
 
    “You’re my bodyguard, aren’t you?” 
 
    “Yes I am.” 
 
    Keelee twittered and Garlan looked at her. 
 
    “You can be my bodyguard, too.” 
 
    Garlan turned and motioned for Taynor to put the man back in the group, as he and Hilde walked to the edge of the cliff. They looked down and the two dragons were still doing their thing about five hundred feet below. 
 
    Garlan said, “Call them back up.” 
 
    Hilde let out an ear-piercing whistle and the two dragons looked up at her. She waved them back to the mountain top and then watched as they picked up the two men and began flying back to the camp. 
 
    When they reached the camp, they dropped the two soldiers near their companions and then went and took up their lookout posts again. Both men were a bit scratched up and their clothes ripped to pieces. But, they were both still very much alive. 
 
    As they laid on the ground, trying to catch their breath, Taynor looked down at them and asked, “Did you have a good time? I certainly did.” 
 
    They started screeching at him with every foul word they could think of and Garlan reached out and snatched their voices away. 
 
    “There are ladies present here!” he said. “Keep a civil tongue.” 
 
    Keelee was looking at the one that had laughed at her and twittered a string of her own strong language. The soldier looked up at her and then at Garlan. 
 
    “She says, you’re not laughing now, are you?” 
 
    If the look of hate could kill, the soldier’s gaze would have cut the little robin right in half. 
 
    “So, what do you need me to do with you?” asked Hilde. 
 
    “I need you to get Gwen and Emmilyn ready to go. We are going to take a look at the camp across the valley.” 
 
    Taynor spoke and asked, “Do you think that’s wise?” 
 
    Garlan turned and started walking back to the edge of the cliff. They followed him and he pointed toward the camp. 
 
    “Do you see anything amiss?” 
 
    Taynor looked across the dark landscape, toward the fires that were burning like they did every night. 
 
    “No, not really. Wait. Why do they have their fires still burning this late into the morning?” 
 
    “Precisely,” said Garlan. “If my suspicions are correct, we’re going to find a whole lot of nothing over there.” 
 
    “Oh, that’s not good,” said Hilde. 
 
    Then she turned and ran across the camp to find the other two riders and get them ready to go. 
 
    “We’ll go take a look,” said Garlan to Taynor, “but I think it would be prudent to get our troops ready to move. I’m guessing if that army is missing, it’s not coming here.” 
 
    “To repeat what Lady Hilde just said, this is not good.” 
 
    “No, it’s not. Let’s get going.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


 
  

   
 
    Chapter 25 ~ An Enemy Vanished 
 
      
 
    Looking down on the camp, it was quite evident it was virtually empty. There were only a handful of troops visible and it appeared their sole function was to keep the fires burning throughout the camp. There wasn’t even a camp left. There were no tents or other facilities that an army would need. Just the fires scattered around the open plain at the base of Mount Thunder. 
 
    By any stretch of the imagination, this was nothing more than a ploy to draw attention away from the fact that the armies of Kerrick were somewhere else and not in the Eastern Desert. 
 
    “I don’t like this, Garlan,” said Hilde from her seat in front of him. 
 
    “Well, Hilde, there is nothing here to like. We’ve been suckered and now we have to figure out how bad the damage is.” 
 
    He turned and called out to Emmilyn and Gwen and ordered them to head straight back to the mountain top and get Taynor and all the troops off there and down to the base camp. Then to fly to the base camp and tell them that they should probably start heading back toward Rosemoor. 
 
    After they had left, Garlan guided Golrath to land just outside what was the enemy camp.  
 
    “What are you doing?” asked Hilde. 
 
    “We need to know where this army went. Do you know of a better way than to ask these that have been left behind?” 
 
    As they dismounted Golrath, they started walking toward the nearest set of fires and an arrow came flying out of the smoke. Garlan easily brushed it aside and then reached out with his right hand and crushed the heart of the soldier that fired it. 
 
    Hilde gasped and looked at him. 
 
    “That you could do that so easily, I’m not sure if it scares me or not.” 
 
    “I need to put the fear of the wizards into the hearts of these men and do it quickly. Until they fear me, they will never give us the answers we need.” 
 
    "You don't think they have come to fear wizards, being ruled over by Kerrick?" 
 
    Garlan shrugged his shoulders as Hilde moved to the front and pulled her shield off her back and raised it to just under her chin. If another arrow came flying at them, she intended to be the first one it hit. Her shield was custom made so that she could wear it on her left forearm and still keep her left hand free. This allowed her to carry her bow in her left hand and enabled her to fire an arrow without setting the shield down. 
 
    “Personally,” said Garlan, “I’d appreciate it if you would get behind me. I can do a better job of protecting you if I’m in front.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t be doing my job if I stayed behind you.” 
 
    Just then another arrow flew from the smoke and embedded itself into the shield with a loud thunk. Hilde pulled an arrow immediately and fired directly back at the spot where the arrow had come from. They heard a scream of pain as it found its target. 
 
    “And the fact that you can hit a target you can’t even see scares the hell out of me,” said Garlan. 
 
    “We each have our talents.” 
 
    They advanced slowly into the camp, walking between the fires. Keelee was swiveling her head left and right, ready to alert them to anything she saw. With all the smoke hanging in the air, anyone could have walked right out of the gloom and attacked them. 
 
    Garlan decided he’d seen enough smoke and cast a low layer of mist over the ground and soon, there was the sound of fires being extinguished by the wetness in the mist. When all the fires had gone out, he brought up a small wind that blew the low hanging smoke away from the camp, leaving the other troops nothing to hide in. 
 
    Hilde instantly fired three more arrows, two killing the men they hit and the third just wounding a man. 
 
    A fourth soldier saw all his fellow soldiers fall under the onslaught from this crazy redheaded warrior and he threw his hands in the air. 
 
    As they moved cautiously toward the man, Garlan said, “This isn’t enough. There were at least another three or four men down here when we flew over.” 
 
    “It’s good to know you were counting,” said Hilde as she kept her arrow trained on the chest of this soldier. 
 
    “On your knees!” she yelled at the soldier. 
 
    He dropped to his knees and kept his hands raised over his head. 
 
    “Please don’t kill me. I just want to go home,” the man cried out. 
 
    As Hilde walked up to the man, she put the arrow back in her quiver and slung the bow over her head. Then she pulled her sword and placed the tip right at the base of the man’s neck, just under his chin. 
 
    Garlan cast a shield around the three of them, just in case an arrow was to come flying at them while they talked to this man. 
 
    “As you can probably tell, my lady friend here is not in the mood for a whole lot of talk. I’m going to ask you this one time and if I don’t get the answer I want, I’ll take it by force.” 
 
    Hilde looked up at him and said, “You’re beginning to sound more and more like Pendivall every day.” 
 
    “Is that something he might say?” 
 
    “That’s something he did say just a few months ago.” 
 
    “What was the outcome?” asked Garlan. 
 
    “He had to go into the man’s mind and take the information he wanted. He ended up scrambling the man’s brain a little, but it didn’t really matter after that.” 
 
    “Why didn’t it matter?” 
 
    “Because the soldier got fed to the dragons right after that.” 
 
    “Oh, Kolgan.” 
 
    Hilde nodded as she returned her attention to the soldier in front of her. Garlan looked back toward Golrath, still standing at the edge of the camp. 
 
    “You think Golrath might be a little hungry?” 
 
    Hilde looked toward the dragon and said, “Well, if you’d feed the poor beast he wouldn’t be.” 
 
    Garlan looked back at the soldier and then back at Golrath, like he was trying to figure out if the soldier would be a satisfying meal for his dragon. 
 
    “Okay,” he said, turning back to the soldier, “where did the army go?” 
 
    “They didn’t tell us, so we wouldn’t be able to tell anyone else.” 
 
    “You wouldn’t need them to tell you,” said Hilde, as she pressed the sword tip a little harder against the man’s skin. “This was an army that numbered in the hundreds, if not thousands.” 
 
    Garlan spoke, “You can’t seriously think we would believe you didn’t see which way they went.” 
 
    “We were sent to a cave across the field. Up there,” he said, pointing to the mountains to the east. “We were told not to come out until daybreak and then to keep the fires burning all day long.” 
 
    Garlan turned and looked toward the mountain the soldier had pointed to. He searched his mind and heart, but couldn’t feel anything that had to do with the cave. 
 
    “What was in that cave?” asked Garlan. 
 
    “Nothing. It was just an empty cave.” 
 
    “No bed, no table or any books?” 
 
    “No, sire. It was empty.” 
 
    Hilde was baffled by that, too. She looked at the man and, even though she didn’t have the mind sight that Garlan did, she believed the man. 
 
    “We’ve heard rumors of another cave in those mountains,” she said. “One where the dark wizard goes when he’s not in this camp.” 
 
    “He didn’t spend much time here in the camp. He would spend his days and nights somewhere on the mountain. Maybe in the cave you talk of.” 
 
    Garlan asked, “Do you know where that cave is?” 
 
    “No. We weren’t allowed to go anywhere near that part of the mountain. Only Master Kolgan had been allowed up there and he only went once. When he came back he was scarred and broken.” 
 
    “Well,” said Hilde, “he’s not feeling much pain now.” 
 
    “Is he dead?” 
 
    “Yes, quite.” 
 
    “Good. He was meaner than the dark wizard ever was.” 
 
    Garlan interrupted him, “Any ideas as to where that cave might be?” 
 
    “No, sire. Only that the path the dark wizard would take to get there is that one right over there.” 
 
    Garlan looked to where the man was pointing and saw a well-worn path that curved up and around a bunch of boulders and then disappeared. 
 
    “Alright, last question. Where did the rest of the soldiers that were with you go? There were at least a few more.” 
 
    “Before the smoke cleared they took off, up that path.” 
 
    “Toward Kerrick’s cave?” 
 
    “Yes, sire.” 
 
    “Why didn’t you go with them?” 
 
    “Sire, there is evil in that mountain. The men that ran that way serve that evil with all their hearts. I do not. All I want to do is go back to Gallyneer, back to my wife and children.” 
 
    “What is your name?” 
 
    “Severin, sire.” 
 
    Garlan held his hand out to the man and said, “Stand up Severin. Let’s take a walk.” 
 
    He pulled Severin to his feet and then started walking toward the northern edge of the camp. Severin fell in behind him and Hilde took up the rear, lowering her sword, but keeping it ready for anything. 
 
    Keelee did her part in keeping her eyes on this new soldier. 
 
    Golrath started following them from a distance, wanting to keep an eye on them. He still remembered the words of his uncle, that Garlan was his responsibility until he returned. 
 
    When they reached what had been the northern edge of the camp they looked around. 
 
    “What do you see, Severin?” asked Garlan. “Anything that would lead you to know which way the army went.” 
 
    Severin walked forward a little ways, looking down at the ground. He was looking at tracks in the dirt. Some pointed to the northeast and some to the west. 
 
    “It’s really strange.” 
 
    “What’s that?” 
 
    “Well,” said Severin, “every night, here on this plain, the wind would come through here and soften any tracks that were put in the dirt.” 
 
    He walked to one set of heavy tracks, the one heading northeast and said, “See how those tracks have hard ridges on the edges?” 
 
    “Yes, I do.” 
 
    “Now, come over here and look at these.” 
 
    They walked a few yards and came to the tracks that led to the west. 
 
    “These tracks show the exact same thing.” 
 
    “Okay, but what does that mean?” asked Garlan. 
 
    “If the army went this way, then the ridges on the other road out of here would have been softened by the winds last night.” 
 
    Garlan looked at the tracks again and then said, “And if they went the other way, these ridges would have been softened.” 
 
    “Right.” 
 
    Hilde looked at the tracks and then back at the other trail. 
 
    “Could they have split the army in two?” she asked. 
 
    Garlan looked at her. Could she be right? Had the army been split in two? 
 
    “How many troops would you say were here yesterday, Severin?” 
 
    “I’d estimate about two thousand.” 
 
    “Two thousand?” exclaimed Hilde. 
 
    “Where did he get that number of troops?” asked Garlan. 
 
    “He completely raided Gallyneer and the land to the east of us.” 
 
    “He got troops from Easternesse?” 
 
    “Yes, sire.” 
 
    Hilde felt like she wanted to throw up. All her life she had heard of the land of Easternesse and there was nothing good about what she heard. 
 
    “Garlan, if he got troops from that cursed land ...” 
 
    She couldn’t bring herself to continue her thought. 
 
    “I guess we just found out where he got those royal soldiers. There is a story that a large group of them went east, across the Southern Desert, through Gallyneer and into Easternesse.” 
 
    “He had about two hundred royal soldiers from there.” 
 
    “Two hundred?” cried Hilde. “Oh mother of earth, Garlan! If he has that many royals, our one hundred won’t stand a chance.” 
 
    “I wish I could give you better news, sire,” said Severin. 
 
    Garlan walked over to a boulder and sat down. Golrath moved up behind him and looked over his shoulder at the enemy soldier. 
 
    He growled low and deep from his throat, “Do you swear what you just told us is true?” 
 
    Severin looked at the very angry dragon and shuddered. 
 
    “Yes, everything I’ve said is true. I have no love for the dark wizard or this army. He killed my brother and his family because he refused to join his army. I want him dead as much as everyone.” 
 
    “Not everyone,” said Hilde, looking down at the dirt. 
 
    “Garlan, what do we do?” 
 
    He looked up at her and shook his head. Next he took a deep breath and let it out slowly. Then he stood up and turned to Golrath. 
 
    “You are to take Lady Hilde and head back to the base camp at Black Mountain.” 
 
    “No!” shouted Hilde. “I am not leaving here without you.” 
 
    “Yes, you are!” he shouted right back at her. “You are the one taking the news of what we’ve heard here, back to our troops. Then you will fly directly to Rosemoor and let the others know about this. Obviously you need to tell the wizards, but also make sure to let Captains Jong and Belgard know what is coming their way.” 
 
    “You will be here by yourself!” 
 
    “Hilde, I am not going to argue with you about this.” 
 
    “Why are you staying?” she demanded. 
 
    “Because, I am going to walk up that path and see about Kerrick’s lair and if I find it, I will destroy whatever I find there.” 
 
    “That’s where Severin said the other men went.” 
 
    “Four other men. Correct, Severin?” 
 
    “That’s correct.” 
 
    “I think I can handle them just fine.” 
 
    “Sire,” said Severin, “it’s not those four men that you should be afraid of. It’s the evil that lives in the mountain.” 
 
    “What is this evil?” 
 
    “No one knows. Only that when Kolgan came back from there, he was so terrified about what he saw he couldn’t speak of it. To tell you the truth, I think if he is dead like you say, he’s better off.” 
 
    “Is there any chance I can get you to show me the way?” 
 
    “No way, sire. I will not set foot on that mountain, unless you force me.” 
 
    Hilde put her sword right in the center of Severin’s chest and pressed it. 
 
    “You will go with him and aid him with whatever he finds there.” 
 
    Garlan reached out and placed his hand on hers and had her lower her sword. He could see in Severin’s eyes more terror than he had ever seen in any man’s eyes. 
 
    “No, Hilde. I won’t ask him to do that if he can’t muster the courage to do it. He has helped us enough.” 
 
    “You can’t go alone! Tell him Golrath!” 
 
    Golrath looked at Garlan and then at Hilde. 
 
    “Lady Hilde, my uncle believes that Garlan will be the greatest wizard this land has ever seen. If that is true, then he can go alone and we should have faith in him.” 
 
    Hilde had tears streaming down her face. 
 
    “You promised me you would let me help you kill that bastard.” 
 
    “Hilde, he isn’t here. He’s with his army. So, if you happen to run into him before I rejoin you, do not wait for me to kill him. Do it yourself. Now go. Time is not our friend at this moment.” 
 
    Hilde shook her head and he almost melted at the sight of her tears. She put her sword away and then threw her arms around Garlan’s neck and held him close. 
 
    “You better come back to us. Who else am I going to slug in the gut, if you’re not around.” 
 
    Garlan hugged her tight and laughed. Keelee twittered softly from his shoulder. 
 
    “I look forward to many years of getting beat up by you.” 
 
    She held on tight. 
 
    “Go, Hilde.” 
 
    She pulled back from him and looked him in the eyes. Then she leaned forward and kissed him on the cheek. 
 
    “I won’t tell Jarell about that,” said Garlan with a smile. 
 
    “If he was standing here, he’d kiss you, too. He loves you like a brother. Did you know that?” 
 
    Garlan smiled and took a deep breath. She broke away from him and climbed into the seat on Golrath’s back. 
 
    “Take care of her, Golrath. And under no circumstances are you to come back here.” 
 
    “Understood. Take care of yourself, master,” said the large, red dragon. 
 
    He turned around and took two quick steps and launched himself into the air. The last thing Garlan saw was Hilde looking back and he could clearly see the glistening tears on her face. 
 
    Turning back to Severin, he said, “I have no intention of forcing you to do anything. I know that almost all the troops from Gallyneer would much rather be home with their families.” 
 
    He held out his hand to Severin and they shook hands. 
 
    “Go home. Go back to your life.” 
 
    Severin looked toward the northeast, toward the pass that went into the land of Gallyneer and to his home. He looked back at Garlan. 
 
    “I wish I had the courage to stay with you.” 
 
    Garlan smiled, “Not everyone is made to be a soldier. I’m definitely not.” 
 
    “Golrath said his uncle feels you will be the greatest wizard of all.” 
 
    Garlan laughed a little and said, “I keep hearing that. I wish they would stop saying it. I’m like you, Severin. I just want to see this war end and get back to my own wife.” 
 
    “You have a wife? Is she safe?” 
 
    Garlan felt a wave of guilt wash over him. Until just then, he had been too busy with what was happening here to even think about Marnell. 
 
    “I do,” said Garlan, “and she is not safe. She is in a prison in her mind, held captive by Kerrick. Until he dies, she will most likely remain there.” 
 
    Severin lowered his head. 
 
    “I’m sorry to hear that, sire. I wish you luck in your quest to bring this conflict to an end.” 
 
    “Go home, Severin. Be at peace.” 
 
    Severin held out his hand one last time and shook Garlan’s. Then he turned and started his long walk back to Gallyneer. 
 
    Garlan watched him go for a few minutes and then looked at the path up the mountain. What evil awaited him when he found Kerrick’s lair? He was never going to find out standing there in the remnants of the enemy’s camp. 
 
    He started walking toward the mountain, to find out what terrified Severin and Kolgan so much. 
 
    An extremely frightened robin sat on his shoulder, wondering if there was anything she could say to get him to reconsider going up that mountain. 
 
    Like it or not, she was resolute in her courage to stay with him no matter what. 
 
      
 
      
 
   


 
  

   
 
    Chapter 26 ~ Two Warriors In A Stare Down 
 
      
 
    The entire way back to the base camp, Hilde couldn’t suppress the emotions she had coursing through her soul. Leaving Garlan behind was the hardest thing she had to do and for some reason, she couldn’t shake the feeling that she might never see him again. 
 
    More than once she ordered Golrath to turn around and take her back, but he just ignored her and continued his flight back to Black Mountain. 
 
    As they drew closer, she could see the mountain top had been evacuated. There was nothing left on the plateau that showed they had even been there for almost a year. 
 
    They flew over the mountain and descended to the base camp and could see the troops had already begun gathering and preparing to march to Rosemoor. 
 
    Golrath screeched to get their attention and all work ceased at the sight of the red dragon preparing to land near the other dragons. Hilde could see Jong and Taynor were running across the field to the point where she was going to land. 
 
    As Hilde jumped down, she yelled for Venia to be ready to leave and head back to Mount Thunder immediately. Next she experienced something she had never felt before. 
 
    Golrath knocked her down and pinned her to the ground. As she struggled to get out from under his claws, Venia rose up and looked at Golrath. 
 
    “You had better have a good reason for treating her like that, brother.” 
 
    Golrath just nodded to her and she backed up a couple of steps. 
 
    Jong and Taynor finally reached the gathering and looked down to see Hilde pinned underneath Golrath’s claws. 
 
    “What is the meaning of this?” demanded Jong. 
 
    Golrath looked at him and growled. 
 
    “The meaning of this is, under no circumstances is she to be allowed to return to Mount Thunder. Master Garlan was absolutely clear in his orders for her to leave and not come back.” 
 
    He looked at Venia and said, “Do not take her back there.” 
 
    “Alright,” said Taynor, “you’ve made your point, now let her up!” 
 
    Golrath looked at him, then nodded and released his hold on Hilde. She coughed and wheezed as she tried to regain her breath. Taynor reached down and tried to help her up, but she just swatted his hands away. She climbed to her feet and looked at Golrath with as much hate as she could muster. 
 
    “He is completely unprotected there!” 
 
    Then she reached out and slapped Golrath across the face. The red dragon jerked back, but didn’t react out of anger. 
 
    “How could you do that?” she cried. “Your uncle gave you orders to protect him!” 
 
    “Yes, he did. And it troubles my heart to disregard his wishes, but orders from Master Garlan do bear some weight. He is as strong a wizard as has ever been.” 
 
    “He can’t even control his own strength when he casts with Blaze!” 
 
    “He will learn!” 
 
    Captain Taynor stepped forward and placed himself between the two lively combatants, just as Emmilyn came running up. He nodded to the small bowmaiden and she pulled Hilde away from the dragon and back toward Venia. 
 
    “Now,” said Taynor, “what news did you bring from Mount Thunder, besides Garlan wanting to be left there alone?” 
 
    Hilde took a breath and then asked, “What have you heard from Emmilyn and Gwen?” 
 
    “Only that the camp of the enemy appeared to be empty.” 
 
    “It is. Only a few men left to keep the fires burning to make it appear the camp was still occupied. It appears the army split in two and some went straight west and the other part went to the northeast.” 
 
    “So, he split his army in two?” asked Jong. “We should strike while they are at their weakest.” 
 
    Hilde shook her head. 
 
    “Our information was his army numbered around two thousand.” 
 
    “Two thousand?” gasped Taynor. “Where did he obtain those numbers?” 
 
    “Oh, this is where it gets worse,” she said and then looked at Jong. “Especially for you, captain.” 
 
    Captain Jong looked at her, wondering what terrible news she had brought for him. 
 
    “He has found willing soldiers from the land of Easternesse.” 
 
    Captain Jong looked like he had just been gut-kicked by a dragon. A very large dragon. 
 
    Captain Taynor looked at him and said, “I don’t understand.” 
 
    “How many answered his call?” asked Jong in an uncharacteristically soft voice. 
 
    “As near as we can figure, about two hundred.” 
 
    Jong dropped his head and said, “Oh Mother of Earth, help us.” 
 
    “Two hundred?” said Emmilyn. “That’s not that bad.” 
 
    Hilde reached over and placed a hand on her shoulder and said, “Two hundred royal soldiers.” 
 
    Jong turned and yelled in a voice that boomed across the fields, “Kaylegg!” 
 
    The heavy footsteps of Lieutenant Kaylegg could be heard long before he was seen running full speed toward them. 
 
    “Yes, captain.” 
 
    “Get the men together and be ready to leave in five minutes. Leave anything that will slow them down. We need to be in Rosemoor yesterday!” 
 
    Kaylegg didn’t say a word. He just nodded and took off, back to where the royals had been set up. 
 
    “What else?” asked Taynor. 
 
    “That’s pretty much it,” said Hilde. 
 
    “And why did Garlan not return with you?” 
 
    Hilde dropped her head and then looked at him and cried, “Because he found out where the path to Kerrick’s lair was. He’s going there to uncover it and destroy it.” 
 
    “What?!” roared Jong. “Was he not told of the evil that resides in the back chamber? An evil that even Master Pendivall couldn’t even see, but terrified him?” 
 
    “He knows this. Now you see why I need to go back there.” 
 
    “No!” said Golrath. “Now we see why he sent you away and you will stay away!” 
 
    He looked back at Venia and she said, “She is not going back to Mount Thunder.” 
 
    Just then Kaylegg came running up with Jong’s pack and shield. 
 
    “The men are organized, captain.” 
 
    Jong looked at Taynor and said, “Don’t take too long to get there.” 
 
    “We’re right behind you, captain.” 
 
    Jong and Kaylegg turned and took off running back through the camp. Within seconds, the others could hear the sounds of two dozen royal soldiers pounding the earth as they began running north. 
 
    “If there is nothing else to add,” said Taynor, “I think we need to get moving.” 
 
    “We’re going to head back to Rosemoor right now,” said Hilde. 
 
    “May Mother Earth watch over you as you fly.” 
 
    He turned and walked away and Hilde and Emmilyn climbed on their dragons and took to the sky. Golrath flew to the right side of Venia, just in case Hilde or his sister got the bright idea to veer right and into the Eastern Desert. 
 
    Hilde knew exactly why he was flying there. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


 
  

   
 
    Chapter 27 ~ Finding Out What True Evil Is 
 
      
 
    It only took Garlan about thirty minutes to ascend the path and discover the entrance to Kerrick’s lair. The entire time he had been walking the path, he had expected to be attacked by the four men Severin said had come this way, but he never saw them. That didn’t stop him from keeping Blaze in his right hand every step of the way. 
 
    Stopping at the opening to the cave, he could feel the moist air coming from inside. A cool breeze wafted out of the cave, bringing the smell of fresh water to his nose. He knew that would have been half the battle for Kerrick to survive here in the Eastern Desert. Water was much more important than food in this burning, arid land.  
 
    He stopped and listened for any sound that might come from inside the cave, but only heard the sounds of the hot winds blowing slowly across the desert.  
 
    He knew that Kerrick was most likely with his army, either heading toward the pass into Gallyneer or to the pass that led into northern Wyndweir.  
 
    But, something scratched at the back of his mind. He had heard of some evil that lived in the back of this cave, but there was no indication as to what that evil was. Speculation that it was a dragon that lived back there seemed to be the most logical answer. Maybe a dragon that had been small when it went into the back chamber, but was now too big to get out through the passage. 
 
    He shook his head to clear the fear that had been building in his mind since he found the entrance to the cave. He cast an illumination sphere into the darkness in front of him and followed it into the coolness of the cave. 
 
    As he reached the main chamber of the cave, he saw the water trickling down the wall to his right and ending in a bowl-shaped depression in the wall. He dipped his finger into the water and placed it to his tongue. It tasted sweet and clean, giving no indication that it would be harmful to him, so he scooped a couple of handfuls up to his mouth and drank the refreshing water down. He could feel the water reaching into every inch of his being and refreshing him. 
 
    After he was finished drinking, Keelee jumped down to the edge of the bowl and got her fill of water. She kept her back to Garlan because she didn’t want him to see how terrified she was to even be in this cave. 
 
    Looking around, Garlan saw the bed and the table with the books Pendivall had described. He moved slowly across the cave to the table, knowing he was not going to like what he saw on the books. Reading the burned in words, The Journal of Magrum, brought a chill to his soul, that caused him to think he had made a major mistake in coming here. 
 
    He moved farther into the cave and found the passage Pendivall had described, that went into the back chamber of the cave. He had to bend down, almost to kneeling, to be able to see into the passage, but it went back about twenty feet and then curved to the left and out of his sight. 
 
    He reached out a hand, looking for the invisible wall that Pendivall had described. His hand detected nothing, but air. He felt a warm, foul air coming from the passage and it felt almost as if the passage was breathing. 
 
    He tried sending his mind sight to the back chamber, but he was unable to bring anything into focus. Something was impairing his vision. 
 
    He stood back up and told Keelee, “You need to wait out here.” 
 
    “I come with master.” 
 
    “No, you don’t. I should have sent you back to the base camp with Hilde. I never should have brought you into this place. Now, wait out here.” 
 
    Keelee flew from his shoulder and landed on the table, near the journals. Even she recognized what they were and she desired nothing to do with them. 
 
    She twittered her fear of allowing him go into the passage alone, but Garlan just smiled at her. 
 
    “You, brave warrior, need to stay out here and guard this entrance, so I don’t get attacked from behind.” 
 
    She puffed out her chest and said, “I do it!” 
 
    Garlan nodded at her and then turned back to the passage. He crouched down and lit an illumination sphere, but kept it in his free hand. He didn’t want to send it into the chamber ahead of him, warning of his approach, though he was quite sure whatever was back there already knew of his presence. He realized it was probably more to calm him than to hide his approach. His heart was racing, about to punch its way out of his chest. 
 
    He slowly began inching his way through the tunnel, needing to stay low to keep from banging his head on the round stone roof over him. 
 
    Then, in a moment of clarity, he extinguished the illumination sphere and waited a few seconds for his eyes to adjust. He figured that whatever lived back here was used to the dark, probably living in it every minute of the day and night. He needed to hold the light until the last moment, when it might come in handy as a weapon. 
 
    When his eyes adjusted, he was able to make his way to the bend in the passage and turn to the left. As he went deeper into the cave, the smell began to be overwhelming, a smell he wasn’t completely familiar with, but he knew it was the smell of death. Now he really wanted to get out of there. 
 
    He could see a very dim light ahead of him and pushed on toward it. About twenty more feet in, he found himself in a large chamber, as big as the main room at Toddie’s pub, with a roof that was easily twenty feet over his head. 
 
    The light was being provided by some small torches set into the wall to his right. Three of them were spaced evenly around the cavern. He couldn’t make out much in the darkness. Even the three torches weren’t enough to illuminate the entire chamber. 
 
    He moved slowly to the middle of the chamber and looked around. The smell was overpowering to his senses and he searched for the source of the odor.  
 
    He could see something along the base of the wall opposite the torches and moved cautiously to that side to see what was there. As he got closer, he recoiled in horror when he discovered the skeletons of dozens of beings piled against the wall. 
 
    The skeletons were those of animals like bears, oxen and wildcats, but some belonged to men and women. The skeletons told a story of people and animals being ripped to pieces and then the bones cleaned of all meat. 
 
    He knew he didn’t want to see it, but he knew he had to. So he cast an illumination sphere in the center of the chamber and it brightened the room to such that would rival the mid-day sun. 
 
    And it was immediately put out. 
 
    Next, the three torches went out, leaving the chamber in absolute darkness. That’s when he heard it. 
 
    Breathing. 
 
    And it wasn’t him. 
 
    He immediately tried casting another light sphere and it was put out again, this time with a loud crack of thunder. But, before it went out, he caught sight of some movement out the corner of his eye. Whatever inhabited this chamber had been sitting motionless in the corner of the cave, in the darkness. 
 
    He heard some shuffling in the darkness and reached for Blaze, pulling it out of its scabbard and bringing it in front of him. The red crystal began to glow, but the red light seemed to get swallowed up in the darkness. 
 
    There was some movement to his left. Whatever lived here was trying to come at him from the side or rear. He began backing up toward the passage, wishing he had never thought of coming into this cave. 
 
    He swung the blade to his left, but all he felt was air. He slashed again and again and felt nothing. Now, he was reasonably certain his heart was pounding its way to its final beat. 
 
    “You have no idea how to use that thing, do you?” 
 
    The voice was rough and broken. Like it had been dragged over many miles of rocks and thorny weeds.  
 
    Garlan swung around, but the sound of the voice had come from everywhere in the chamber. 
 
    He heard a coarse, gravelly laugh. 
 
    “The son of Tren is nothing more than a scared little pup.” 
 
    “Show yourself and I’ll show you how scared I am!” 
 
    “You don’t have to show me. I can hear it in your breathing. I can feel your heart beating against the ribs in your chest.” 
 
    Garlan tried to cast another light sphere, but it was extinguished before he barely executed the cast. 
 
    “What’s the matter? Afraid of a little light?” he yelled. 
 
    “I have no need of light. I can see you just fine.” 
 
    Garlan spun around, again with Blaze pointing outward, hoping he could connect with something.  
 
    As he came back around toward the passage, he felt a foul breath in his face and tried to slash with Blaze, but something slashed across his face, knocking him to the ground. Blaze skittered away from him, toward the bones of those who had come before him. 
 
    He reached up and could feel the blood of the wounds he had just received to his face. He tried casting a lightning bolt across the cave, but it just fizzled, never amounting to much more than a few sparks. But, he did get a glimpse of the figure standing between him and the passageway. 
 
    Next he felt a kick to his ribs and felt a couple of them break, as he was slammed against the wall. Spitting up what he was certain was blood, he tried to do some quick healing, but his enemy was having none of it. 
 
    Another kick to the ribs and the sound of cracking bones bounced off the walls of the cave. Whoever this was, Garlan was reasonably sure one of his parents was a mule because he kicked like one. 
 
    Garlan felt a presence near him and he reached out his right hand and felt his fingers wrap around what felt like an ankle. A very thin, very rough skinned ankle. He immediately cast a shocking spell into the ankle and heard the attacker scream in pain and fly across the cave and slam into the wall. 
 
    He cast an illumination sphere and could see whoever it was laying up against the wall, amid the bones. The figure was moving around, but not very fast. It was covered in a dirty, torn, old cloak and was hidden from his view. 
 
    Looking around, he saw Blaze laying on the ground, about halfway underneath a pile of bones and he held out his hand to the sword. It started to wiggle and then it flew across the chamber and into his hand. 
 
    As he struggled to his feet, the attacker cast and blew out the sphere again, bringing total darkness. Garlan hoped the light had been shining long enough to cause this beast to be blinded long enough for him to escape. With the condition of his ribs and the blood streaming down his face, he wanted to get out of that chamber and find a place he could heal himself. 
 
    He ducked into the passage and started shuffling toward the light at the other end of the tunnel. His injuries were so severe though, that he fell to his hands and knees and had to crawl the rest of the way out of the passage. 
 
    As he emerged from the passage, he tried to stand, but was hit in the head with something big and hard and he went face down on the floor of the cave. 
 
    He wasn’t sure how long he was unconscious, but when he finally came to, his hands were tied behind his back and someone was binding his feet together. He tried kicking at them, but he had no strength and more hands grabbed his feet and held them while they were bound. 
 
    He tried to struggle free, but he was completely helpless. He couldn't even cast in the position and condition he was in. He tried rolling onto his back to see who was there in the cave, but they kept him face down. 
 
    He looked toward the bed and saw Blaze laying on the ground and one of Kerrick's soldiers leaned up against the wall. As Garlan looked at him, he realized the soldier had tried to pick up Blaze and it had fought back. 
 
    “Serves you right, you pig.” 
 
    Then, as he tried turning his head and look the other way, a loud commotion started behind his back and he heard swords clanging somewhere over his head. 
 
    Within a few seconds, two Gallyneer soldiers fell over the top of Garlan, causing a huge amount of pain in his ribs. He was able to figure out that both these soldiers had just been killed by someone. 
 
    Another round of swords coming together and Garlan tried to roll over to see what was happening. There was no one holding him and as he rolled onto his back, he looked up to see Severin and another Gallyneer soldier going at it, almost right over his head. 
 
    He tried getting out of the way and got a couple of boots to his face for his troubles. With the injuries he had suffered in the chambers, those boots didn’t do his face any favors. 
 
    After a few more seconds, Severin pulled a dagger from his belt and when the soldier blocked his sword, he drove the dagger up and into his chest, straight into his heart. The soldier’s eyes went wide with pain and then the life went out of them as he slumped to the floor. 
 
    Severin took a couple of deep breaths and then looked down at Garlan. 
 
    “I couldn’t go home with a clear conscience if I just walked out of here while you and the others fight this evil.” 
 
    Garlan could barely see him through the blood on his face and in his eyes, but he smiled and nodded to him. 
 
    Severin knelt down and sliced the ropes holding his hands and feet and helped Garlan to sit up. His ribs were still broken and his face felt like it had been cut to shreds. He closed his eyes to try to draw some strength from the earth to begin the healing process. 
 
    When he opened his eyes after a few seconds, he saw Severin reaching for Blaze and tried to yell at him to stop, but it was too late. 
 
    The shock from Blaze sent Severin almost into the ceiling and then up against a wall. He crumpled off the wall and fell into the dirt of the floor. As he was struggling to get up, Garlan detected some movement and saw the fourth soldier had finally regained his feet and was walking very shakily toward Severin on the ground. 
 
    “Get away from him!” yelled Garlan. 
 
    The soldier just looked at him as he reached down and picked up Severin’s dagger from the dirt. Then, as he kept his eyes on Garlan’s, he grabbed Severin by the hair and pulled his head up and with one quick stroke, sliced his throat from one side to the other. 
 
    As Severin’s head fell back into the dirt, Garlan could see the light start to go out in his friend’s eyes. He wanted to scream. He wanted to lash out and kill this soldier. He wanted to bring the mountain down on the top of them both, but his pain was so intense he couldn’t focus. 
 
    The soldier began hobbling toward Garlan and held the dagger to his throat. 
 
    “Shame about your friend,” he snarled into Garlan’s face. 
 
    “His will be the last life you ever take.” 
 
    “Oh yeah? What are you going to do about it?” 
 
    In a fit of rage, Garlan reached up and seized the soldier by the throat, but his grip was still weak. He hadn’t had the time to just sit and perform his healing magic and it was exhausting all his energy just to stay conscious. 
 
    The soldier clutched his wrist and jerked his hand away from his throat and pulled Garlan away from the wall he was sitting up against. He forced his face down on the floor of the cave and wrenched his arms behind his back, preparing to bind his wrists again. 
 
    “You are one pathetic excuse for a wizard,” snarled the soldier. 
 
    The pain in Garlan’s ribs was intense and he still couldn’t focus on anything, but the pain. He felt his hands being bound together and couldn’t do anything to stop it. 
 
    As he struggled to stay awake, he thought of sending out a call to either Golrath or Agoroth, but the pain clouding his mind kept him from focusing on either of them enough to call them. He was still fighting the clouds over his mind from when he was hit in the head. 
 
    As he laid on the floor of the cave, he could hear some heavy breathing and shuffling of feet in the passageway to the back chamber. In his mind, he knew only one thing could be making that noise and he was not looking forward to finding out if he was right. 
 
    After a few seconds, the beast emerged from the passageway and hobbled across the cave toward him. It didn’t bother extinguishing the illumination sphere in the cave and this was the first real good look he was getting of the foul beast. 
 
    It stood about four feet high, completely black and covered with a torn and rotted cloak. There was no hair anywhere on its body. Its eyes were completely closed, but the beast appeared to be able to move around the cave just fine without seeing. 
 
    Garlan could tell it was a man, but he had never seen a man like this before. He had never heard of any such beings in any of the lands he was familiar with. 
 
    “Who is that?” asked the beast, pointing at Severin’s lifeless body. 
 
    “It was one of Kerrick’s troops,” replied the soldier. “He surprised us and was able to kill the other three before he was taken down.” 
 
    “I was under the impression you four were the best soldiers in the army. If not, you would not have been assigned to protect me.” 
 
    “A lapse in judgment on our part, master. I was able to bring him down after a long battle.” 
 
    Garlan laughed through his slashed lips. 
 
    “You find this funny?” asked the beast. 
 
    “It’s just your man here, didn’t do anything heroic,” wheezed Garlan. “My friend was knocked unconscious and your courageous soldier executed him when he couldn’t defend himself.” 
 
    The soldier kicked Garlan in the ribs, bringing on a whole new level of pain. As Garlan struggled to breathe, the beast looked at the soldier. 
 
    “I am the only one to inflict pain on this wizard!” bellowed the demon. 
 
    The soldier backed away and bowed. 
 
    “Of course, master. I beg your forgiveness.” 
 
    The beast looked down at Blaze, laying in the dirt. 
 
    “Such a nice weapon to be left laying in the dirt like this.” 
 
    Garlan prayed he would bend over and pick up the sword. 
 
    “Be careful, master. When I touched the sword I was knocked unconscious for a few minutes. I think it’s enchanted.” 
 
    “Oh really. Is that what you think?” 
 
    He bent down and picked the sword up off the ground. But the massive shock from the sword never came. Garlan was dumbstruck by this turn of events. He couldn’t figure out how this beast had been able to lay his hands on Blaze and not suffer the consequences. He could see Blaze was trying to fight back, but it was having no effect on this creature. 
 
    The creature looked at him and said, “What? You thought your little pig sticker would take me down?” 
 
    He started shambling toward Garlan, weaving the point of Blaze through the air and pointing it at the helpless wizard.  
 
    “Perhaps we should find out what kind of effect the blade has on you,” growled the black form. 
 
    Just as he got within a couple of steps from Garlan, there was a flurry of wings and feathers, as Keelee came out of her hiding place and attacked the dark figure’s face. 
 
    “You leave alone!” she twittered angrily at the monster. 
 
    The monster swiped its hand at the fluttering bird, trying to capture it. Garlan wanted to cry out for Keelee to escape the cave and leave him. As he was about to find his voice, the beast grew weary of Keelee’s dodging his attempts to grab her and cast a spell that knocked her out of the air. As she laid on the ground, stunned and unable to move, the soldier stepped forward and stomped on her, crushing her little body under his boot. 
 
    “NO!” screamed Garlan through his damaged throat. 
 
    The soldier looked at him and sneered, “Seems like the wizard has a soft spot for birds.” 
 
    “Truly it seems so,” said the dark master as he reached down and placed his hand on the top of Garlan’s head. 
 
    Garlan tried as hard as he could, but he couldn’t prevent the beast from entering his mind. He couldn’t stop him from looking into all the memories he had about places, his training and about the people that meant the most to him. 
 
    In a flash, the beast knew everything about Garlan, things that Garlan never would have wanted revealed to him. 
 
    He felt the hand lift from his head and he looked up into the piercing blue eyes of the monster. 
 
    “It appears there is another that means even more to him.” 
 
    Garlan looked at him and shook his head. 
 
    “If you hurt her, I shall devote the rest of my days to hunting you and killing you.” 
 
    The black face came closer to his and laughed, “Sounds like fun. Shall we begin?” 
 
    The creature placed his hand on Garlan’s head again and this time, Garlan felt like he was undertaking a journey with the beast. He tried fighting it, but he was just along for the ride. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


 
  

   
 
    Chapter 28 ~ The Battle Started Without Us 
 
      
 
    As Hilde and the others drew closer to Rosemoor they could see their fears had been correct. The village was under attack from the air and on the ground. She could see Gwen and the other dragon riders in a battle with the red dragons of Kerrick. 
 
    Kerrick’s forces were near the marshes just east of the village and it appeared the armies of Wyndweir were holding them back. 
 
    As they got closer they could see the other dragon riders had already brought down a couple of dragons and were working on the others. There were flashes of lightning coming from the ground and flying into the sky. Hilde figured that was where she would find Jarell and Pendivall and if she watched where the lightning and fireballs were going, she would likely see Kerrick. 
 
    Venia and Golrath set their sights on a couple of dragons that were battling with the troops on the ground in the old, encampment area southwest of the village. They could see the tents were ablaze and the encampment was destroyed. 
 
    Hilde aimed Venia at the line where the forces of the two armies had come together. Her intention was to take out as many troops on Kerrick’s side of the line as possible. 
 
    As they lined up on the troops, she saw Kerrick alter his own course to intercept her. She could see the demon’s eyes shining through the mask covering the hideous wounds of his face and she wanted nothing more than to snuff those eyes out. She felt a small bit of satisfaction when she saw the bandages on his left hand. 
 
    She felt Jarell’s presence in her mind as she closed on the dark wizard, screaming at her to get away from him. Suppressing every instinct in her soul, she changed course and flew to where Jarell and Pendivall were surrounded by swordsmen and bowmaidens, trying their best to hold the enemy troops at bay.  
 
    Coming low, she intended to dismount and let Venia take to the air again and fight without her for a little while. She needed to get information to Jarell and Pendivall and she couldn’t do it sitting on the back of a flying dragon.  
 
    She aimed Venia at an open spot behind the two wizards and prepared herself to jump off. A fireball rocked her and Venia as they came in low and she looked to see one of Kerrick’s red dragons descending on them. They were too low and too committed to stop the landing, so they were pretty close to being defenseless. 
 
    Hilde pulled an arrow from her quiver and aimed at the incoming dragon, just as a fireball flew past her and right at the red dragon. It swerved to avoid the fireball, but neglected to keep its eyes open around itself and found its neck caught in the jaws of Morgath.  
 
    With a couple of violent shakes, the red dragon’s neck snapped. Morgath hurled the dead carcass away from the battle and into the trees north of the village. 
 
    Hilde turned her attention back to getting on the ground and Venia timed her mid-air stop perfectly. As they had done many times before, Hilde leaped and fell the last fifteen feet to the ground, hitting and rolling and coming up ready to fight. Venia was flapping her large wings before Hilde even hit the ground and was rising back to the battle. She fell in beside Morgath and followed his and Caroline’s lead in where to take the fight. 
 
    Hilde ran across the open space toward her husband, but found herself having to fight with soldiers of Gallyneer almost every step of the way. Jarell could see she was trying to get to him and he began fighting his way toward her, hoping to get to her before her luck ran out. He was both proud of her willingness to wade into a fight and also, terrified that sooner or later it would catch up with her and he didn’t want to see it happen today. 
 
    In a quick succession of fights, Hilde took down three soldiers with her sword and two more were taken down from above as Caroline and Gwen fired from the backs of their dragons. Within a couple of minutes, Hilde finally reached Jarell’s side as he dispatched a rather large soldier of the dark wizard.  
 
    “What are you doing on the ground?” yelled Jarell. “You are much safer and more deadly in the air!” 
 
    She pulled an arrow and shot another soldier right between the eyes and then said, “I missed you. Besides, I have information you are going to need.” 
 
    He grabbed her and kissed her quick and then asked, “I missed you, too. Now what information would that be?” 
 
    They had to stop for a moment and deal with a couple more Gallyneer soldiers. After they dropped them, he seized her by the arm and hauled her to where he had been originally. This afforded them the protection of a platoon of swordsmen. It also brought them close to Pendivall, who was busy firing lightning bolts at the back lines of Kerrick’s troops. 
 
    “Now, quickly” said Jarell, “what do you have to tell us?” 
 
    Pendivall stopped for a moment so he could listen. 
 
    “What you see here right now, is only half of Kerrick’s troops. We fear the other half of his troops are coming at us from the west, having gone around the mountain, into Terranasia and coming over the mountain at Deanburg.” 
 
    Jarell turned and yelled for Belgard, who came running across the battlefield, killing a few Gallyneer troops on the way. After he had reached them, Jarell informed him what he had just learned and said it might be best to take some troops and head to the west and try to obstruct their advance. 
 
    “How many royals have you seen fighting with the dark wizard’s army?” asked Hilde. 
 
    “Just a handful, m’lady,” said Belgard. 
 
    She shook her head and said, “We have reason to believe Kerrick has a force of over two hundred royals fighting for him. They came to him from out of Easternesse.” 
 
    Belgard’s mouth dropped open. 
 
    “Two hundred? This is even more dire than I had feared.” 
 
    “Where did you get this information?” asked Pendivall. 
 
    “Garlan and I went to Kerrick’s camp when we suspected it was empty. We encountered a soldier there, who gave us the information. Garlan believes it to be accurate.” 
 
    “Where is Garlan?” asked Jarell. 
 
    Hilde hesitated, not wanting to inform him of the plan Garlan had. 
 
    “Hilde? Where is Garlan?” 
 
    “He went looking for Kerrick’s lair. He sent me back to Black Mountain and told me not to come back for him.” 
 
    The battle raged all around them and it drowned out the scream of rage Jarell let out when hearing of Garlan’s foolishness. The last thing they needed was for one of their master wizards to go missing in the Eastern Desert, especially considering they didn’t know what lived in the back of the cave. 
 
    Pendivall looked at Belgard and said, “Captain, take what you think you need and move to the west. If we get caught between two armies, we are going to be in serious trouble.” 
 
    He looked at Hilde and asked, “What of Jong and his men?” 
 
    “They are on their way here and should be no more than an hour away. The rest of the troops from Black Mountain will be following behind them.” 
 
    Belgard nodded and took off toward his men. 
 
    “Anything else?” asked Jarell. 
 
    “No, I think that pretty much wraps it up.” 
 
    “Then you need to get back on your dragon and get above this battlefield. You are much more useful and deadly when you’re in the air.” 
 
    She grinned and leaned up and kissed him on the cheek. 
 
    “Try not to get hurt, sweetie.” 
 
    He smiled back at her as she turned and called to Venia, who broke away from Morgath and began looking for a place to pick her up. After settling on a short hill top a couple hundred yards away, Hilde began running for that spot. A couple of swordsmen went with her, looking to get her there safely. They believed as Jarell did, that she was much more valuable in the air. 
 
    After she reached the hilltop, she climbed onto Venia and they were airborne within seconds. She looked at the battle below and saw the forces of Wyndweir were keeping Kerrick’s forces at bay. She looked around and saw Claudious standing on the roof of Toddie’s pub, casting thunderballs at the moors just east of the village. There were a lot of Kerrick’s troops coming through the paths that cut through the moors, something the forces of Wyndweir hadn’t really considered.  
 
    Claudious’ thunderballs were producing a devastating effect on those troops and Kerrick kept trying to get closer to the old wizard to stop his barrage, but every time he tried, Pendivall fired off lightning bolts at him and his dragon, driving them back.  
 
    Hilde looked at the other dragon riders and saw they were handling the rest of Kerrick’s red dragons and pursuing them all over the sky. She felt like she could get in there and help them, but something at the back of her mind caused her to come up with another idea. 
 
    She directed a thought to Jarell and told him she was going to take a quick look to the west, just to make sure they weren’t going to be surprised by anything. Jarell advised her to be careful and hurry back. 
 
    She turned Venia to the west and they flew along the road toward Bridgehaven. She looked down and saw Belgard and his troops had moved to a spot about a mile west of Rosemoor and were setting up a defensive line. She hoped they would have enough troops, but she knew that Kerrick probably had close to a thousand coming this way. And if they had the bulk of the royals in that army, Belgard and his troops would be hard pressed to hold them off. 
 
    Within a few minutes, she and Venia reached the road that went up and over the mountains to the north, that would take her to Deanburg. She saw nothing as they flew up the mountain. The road was clear and didn’t appear it had been traveled by anyone recently. 
 
    She remembered the pass over the mountain was quite rough and if the enemy did come this way, it would not be an easy trek for them. 
 
    They reached the top of the mountain and saw nothing. They could see all the way down to Deanburg and to the east, where the enemy troops would come from, but she saw nothing. 
 
    Then she looked closer at Deanburg and saw smoke. They were still too far away to make any sense of it, but she figured it would just be the smoke for cooking fires. She decided they needed to make sure of that, so she set Venia on a course to the village. 
 
    When they got closer, they saw it wasn’t cooking fires that was producing the smoke, but the wreckage of the entire village. Every single building had been destroyed and brought down. 
 
    As they circled over the village, she could see a few people moving around and could see they were not soldiers. Landing just outside the village, she jumped down and walked toward the nearest people. Venia walked along behind her, not wanting to take her eyes off the people they were approaching. 
 
    One thing Hilde began noticing was that all the people were women and young children. There were no men, young or old in the group. 
 
    As she walked up to a couple of the women she asked, “What happened here?” 
 
    “It was the dark wizard’s army. They did this and took all the men as soldiers in their army.” 
 
    “Where are they? I just came over the mountain and didn’t see anyone on the pass. Are they heading for Strafton and further south into Terranasia?” 
 
    “No, they are heading into Wyndweir.” 
 
    “Wyndweir?” 
 
    “They went over the mountain pass.” 
 
    “I didn’t see anyone in the pass.” 
 
    “M’lady,” said one of the older women, “they came through here yesterday.” 
 
    “Three days ago?” she gasped. 
 
    She turned and looked at Venia. 
 
    “They’re already in Wyndweir! We need to get back now!” 
 
    She climbed back up on the dragon and looked down at the ladies. 
 
    “Did they have a number of royal soldiers with them?” 
 
    “Yes, m’lady. Quite a large number.” 
 
    “Let’s go Venia. We may already be too late.” 
 
    Venia got herself turned around and launched herself into the sky and headed back to the summit. It only took a few minutes to cross back into the land of Wyndweir and they flew straight down the road to where it connected with the road to Bridgehaven. 
 
    Where did they go after they got over the mountain? 
 
    They flew to the small village that was at the crossroads and noticed there was no activity. There was no one outside tending the gardens or gathering in the small town square. If a dragon was flying over, it would be easy to assume some would be in the open watching the great beast cut through the sky. 
 
    There was no one. 
 
    Hilde had Venia land in the village square and jumped down. They looked around and there appeared to be no one there. There should have been a few dozen people in the village, but it appeared to be deserted. 
 
    She walked toward one of the buildings, which appeared to be a small pub. 
 
    “Hilde, I think we should leave.” said Venia. “Something isn’t right here.” 
 
    “I just want to take a quick look.” 
 
    She reached the front of the pub and Venia was right behind her. She pushed the door open and the smell that hit her almost knocked her down. She instantly recognized the smell and every fiber of her soul told her not to look inside. When she did, the sight was more than she could handle. 
 
    Piled high in the middle of the pub great room, were the bodies of the entire population of the village. She couldn’t tear her eyes away from the horror in the room. There were men, women and children of all ages. 
 
    “Oh Mother Earth,” she cried. “Why would they do this?” 
 
    Venia bent down and looked into the pub, over her shoulder, and when she saw the mass of bodies, she hooked a claw into Hilde’s sword scabbard and pulled her back and out of the pub. Hilde tried to fight it, but trying to win a tug of war with a dragon was inevitably a losing battle. 
 
    “Why did you do that, Venia?” she demanded. 
 
    “Because you’ve seen it, you know what happened here and don't need to stand there staring at the misery the dark wizard has wrought. As I said before, we need to leave.” 
 
    Hilde looked at her with defiance in her eyes, but it melted away after just a moment. Venia was right. It wasn’t going to do anyone any good to stand there and soak it in. The deed was done and there was nothing she could do to undo it. 
 
    “In answer to your question about why he’d do this, those troops that came over the mountain are hoping to sneak up on Rosemoor without being seen. They slaughtered all these people to conceal their secret. We need to go right now and make sure that secret is laid bare before it is too late.” 
 
    Hilde reached up and stroked Venia’s face and then climbed up. 
 
    “Let’s go.” 
 
    They took to the skies again and headed straight for Rosemoor. It was only going to take them a few minutes to get there. Hopefully, it was going to be enough time to forewarn them. 
 
    As they arrived back in the skies over Rosemoor, the battle was still as pitched as it was when they left. She could see fallen soldiers scattered all over the battlefield. Soldiers for both Wyndweir and the dark wizard. The dragon riders had cut the numbers of the red dragons in the skies to about half, but that still left half a dozen. 
 
    Hilde looked around and the first place she saw she needed to go was the line Belgard and his troops had formed just west of Rosemoor. They landed there and she jumped down and ran to find Belgard. He wasn’t too hard to find, being the largest of the royal soldiers. 
 
    “Captain, we are in grave trouble.” 
 
    The captain looked at her and let out a sigh. 
 
    “How can it get any worse?” 
 
    “The troops I went in search of? They came over the mountain yesterday.” 
 
    “Yesterday? And we didn’t hear anything about it?” 
 
    “No, sir. They laid waste to Deanburg and took all their men and boys to fight. Next, they came over the mountain and attacked Brillton. They killed everyone in that village and when I say everyone, I mean every man, woman and child. They didn’t want to leave any witnesses to the fact they were here in Wyndweir.” 
 
    Belgard looked like he wanted to sit down.  
 
    “This madman must be stopped.” 
 
    “Yes, and also, this group has the largest number of royal soldiers in their midst.” 
 
    “Do we know where they are right now?” 
 
    “No, I didn’t take the time to go looking for them. I wanted to warn you and Jarell about this. I’m going up to the village now to tell Jarell and Pendivall what I found. Following that, I’ll take a couple of dragon riders and we’ll go looking for those troops.” 
 
    “Cragg!” yelled Belgard. 
 
    “Yes, sir!” yelled the lieutenant as he ran up. 
 
    “Take Lady Hilde up the hill to Master Jarell. Do not allow anything to happen to her. Then come right back here. Take a couple of men with you.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” he said as he turned and called out to a couple more royals. 
 
    Belgard looked at Hilde and said, “If you happen to see Captain Jong and his men up there, you might want to direct them down here to help.” 
 
    “I’ll do that,” she said as she and the three royals took off up the hill. 
 
    Venia took off to fly patrols over the few troops that were guarding this western entrance into the village. 
 
    When Hilde and the royals finally reached the center of the village, they found the troops of Wyndweir had the battle firmly in hand. Only a couple of red dragons were left and they were keeping away from the Wyndweirian dragons and their fireballs. Hilde could see Kerrick was riding high on the winds, on his red dragon, but he didn’t seem to be in any hurry to do much of anything. 
 
    When she reached Jarell and Pendivall, she looked across the village square and saw Jong and his men had arrived and were fighting with some Easternesse royals. She turned to Cragg and pointed. 
 
    “Go help them and then take Jong and his men back down to your position.” 
 
    The three royals ran off and joined the fight against the enemy royals, adding some much needed help to Jong and his men. 
 
    “So, what did you find out?” asked Pendivall. 
 
    “Nothing good, I’m afraid.” 
 
    She told them about what they found in Deanburg and also Brillton. 
 
    Jarell turned and looked to the west and the south. 
 
    “That means they could be just outside our sight at this exact moment, ready to attack.” 
 
    “Yes, that is true,” she said. “I am taking Venia and one or two dragon riders and we’re going to see if we can spot that army. I mean, how in the world do they hide a thousand troops?” 
 
    “True, but that’s not worrying me.” said Claudious, who had just walked up. 
 
    They looked at him and waited for him to continue. 
 
    “What troubles me, friends, is that if they’ve been here since yesterday, they’ve had plenty of time to rest and plan their attack.” 
 
    Jarell nodded in agreement. 
 
    He turned to Hilde and said, “Okay, you go look, but do NOT engage them. If you can see them and report back here without them knowing it, that would be great. If they know they’ve been seen, it will press them to attack immediately.” 
 
    She turned and headed back down the hill and joined Jong and his men as they were heading to Belgard’s position. 
 
    “A good day for a battle, eh m’lady?” 
 
    “Not really captain. We are completely ill-prepared for what is coming at us. Captain Belgard will fill you in when you get to him.” 
 
    She raced across the field to where Venia was just landing and was on her back in a matter of seconds. The two of them took off and went to find Caroline and Gwen. When she told them what she had planned, they all split up and headed in different directions. 
 
    Gwen was going to fly the mountain ridge on the north and see if the army intended to come at Rosemoor from the forest on the mountain, north of the village. Caroline headed south looking to scout the area around Braedon and Whitestone Castle and Hilde was going to go west again, checking the area south of the road to Bridgehaven. They couldn’t think of any other directions to go. 
 
    As Hilde flew back toward Bridgehaven, she came to the crossroads again, near Brillton and felt a sadness come over her soul, thinking that what had happened there wasn’t too different to what had happened to her family the year before. 
 
    She and Venia began looking at the ground very closely, looking for any sign the army had crossed the road and headed into the open fields to the south. 
 
    There was nothing. Just as the mountain pass had looked unused, there were no tracks across the fields. 
 
    “Where do you think they went, sweetie?” she asked Venia. 
 
    “Well, we know they didn’t go to Rosemoor and it appears they didn’t go south into the fields and forests. That really only leaves one other direction.” 
 
    “Bridgehaven,” said Hilde softly. 
 
    “Exactly.” 
 
    “Oh dear,” she said. “They have no defenses.” 
 
    Venia continued tracking along the road to Bridgehaven and within half an hour, they began to see smoke coming from where the village was located. When they reached the village, they could see it had suffered the same fate that Deanburg had. Only this time, there were a handful of enemy troops still in the village. 
 
    Hilde tried reaching Jarell through her thoughts, but she couldn’t. 
 
    “I can’t reach Jarell,” she said to Venia. 
 
    “I can,” said the green dragon. 
 
    As they flew circles around the skies over Bridgehaven, Venia communed with Jarell and Pendivall, advising them about the situation below. After a minute of silence, Venia spoke. 
 
    “They want us to fly south and then east, following the road. They are afraid the army of the enemy is heading toward Guilden.” 
 
    “Oh no! If they reach Guilden and capture it ...” 
 
    “Things will not go well for us,” said Venia, finishing Hilde’s sentence. 
 
    They turned and headed south, hoping the army hadn’t reached the small village of Guilden. If the dark wizard was able to capture Guilden and the craftsmen that worked there, it would give his army an immense advantage over the troops of Wyndweir. 
 
    “I am also calling to Morgath and Sophia, to have them meet us there,” said Venia. 
 
    “Thank you, sweetie. Let’s get there as fast as we can, but I fear we may be too late.” 
 
    Venia stretched her neck out, making herself more like an arrow than a dragon. Hilde could feel the air stinging her face as it rushed past her. Venia had never flown so fast. 
 
    Within half an hour they made it to the crossroads to Guilden and Bridgehaven and there was no sign of the dark wizard’s army. They turned east and before they had traveled five more minutes, they could see the smoke in the distance. Their worst fears were about to be realized. 
 
    As they drew closer to the village, they could see two red dragons in the skies over Guilden, raining fire balls down on the town below. 
 
    “We need to see what we can do!” yelled Hilde. 
 
    “My thoughts exactly,” said Venia. 
 
    Hilde nocked an arrow and sighted on the closest red dragon. Neither one had seen her and Venia approaching and she hoped she could take down the first one by surprise.  
 
    “Quietly, Venia.” 
 
    Venia stopped flapping her wings and started gliding silently through the air, being as smooth as water on a lake on a windless day. Hilde sighted down the shaft of the arrow and selected her target carefully. She would only have one shot at this and it had to count. 
 
    One deep breath in, let it out halfway and then hold. Calm the heartbeat and mind. 
 
    The arrow released easily and flew like lightning. It bridged the gap to the closest red dragon and found its mark. It pierced the left eye of the dragon, driving deep into its small brain, killing it instantly. The dead dragon fell from the sky without a screech and the other dragon was left to wonder what had happened. 
 
    It only wondered for a couple of seconds as it saw the green dragon approaching and wheeled to confront it head on. In less than the time it takes to suck in a shallow breath, the two dragons came together and Venia was able to evade the talons of the other dragon and get her claws into the right wing of the enemy. 
 
    They came around on each other, as Hilde pulled another arrow and began looking for an opportunity. With their surprise now gone, the red dragon was able to watch for her arrow and make itself harder to hit. She couldn’t get a good, clean shot and had to just hope Venia would be able to fight this dragon. 
 
    She redirected her focus to what was happening on the ground and it was heart-rending.  
 
    The enemy troops were moving through the village, rounding up all the people that lived there and moving them to the center of the town square. She could see there were almost no bodies on the ground as they had seen in Bridgehaven. It was apparent the enemy was trying to capture this village and not destroy it. Capturing the craftsmen and women of the guilds would represent a blow the armies of Wyndweir would find hard to stand against. She started counting the number of enemy soldiers in the village and could see that they numbered at least five hundred. That was confusing to her because she expected to see in the neighborhood of a thousand. It didn’t matter for Guilden, because even a smaller force would be able to capture the village without much trouble. Most of their soldiers, the swordsmen and bowmaidens were already out of the village and fighting at Rosemoor, leaving Guilden open for attack. 
 
    She turned back to the battle between Venia and the red dragon and saw it was not going as well as she had hoped. Venia had a couple of gashes on her neck where the red dragon had been able to get his claws on her. Hilde was ready to get her out of there, not wanting to lose her in this battle. 
 
    Just as they were about to make another pass on the red dragon, a flash of white went by and two large rear feet reached down and raked the wings of the red dragon. Morgath was not planning on taking any prisoners in this fight. He intended to end it as fast as he could. 
 
    Caroline had an arrow at the ready and Hilde joined her in sighting on the eyes of the red dragon, waiting for the right moment. It didn’t take long to present itself and both arrows flew at the same instant, both finding their targets in a split second, sending the dragon crashing to the ground. 
 
    As they circled over the falling dragon, Gwen and Sophia showed up and both the Guildenians looked down on their village. Hilde could see the anguish in their faces as they tried to figure out what they could do to stop the attack on their home.  
 
    “We need to stop this!” yelled Caroline. 
 
    Hilde was game for just about anything, but she couldn’t see how they could help from the air. Anything they did was going to place the villagers at even greater risk than they were now. They couldn’t rain fire down on the village, because the enemy army had already captured it and was moving its inhabitants to the middle, out in the open. 
 
    Gwen cried out to Hilde, “What can we do, m’lady?” 
 
    “Ladies,” she said, “I am open to suggestions. Venia is hurt, so I can’t ask too much of her right now.” 
 
    “I will fight to the end, Hilde,” said Venia. 
 
    “I know you would sweetheart, but I don’t intend to let the end be today.” 
 
    She looked across at the others and then said, “Morgath, talk to Jarell and Pendivall and tell them what is happening. Maybe they will have an idea.” 
 
    Within a minute, Morgath spoke up, “They are advising us to leave and do it right now.” 
 
    “They want us to leave?” cried Caroline. 
 
    “Yes, Caroline, they do. The enemy is not going to kill anyone below if they can capture them. We can’t attack the enemy army without putting the villagers at risk. We need to withdraw.” 
 
    “So, we should let the village fall and my people become slaves to the dark wizard?” yelled Caroline. 
 
    Gwen reached out to her cousin, “Better they become slaves today than to die. Slaves can be freed.” 
 
    Caroline looked at Gwen and they both had tears streaming down their faces. She looked down and for an instant, she saw her father, the weapons guild master and he was looking right at her. At that moment he raised his hand and motioned her away, telling her to flee. 
 
    She cried out softly, “I’m so sorry papa. We will be back.” 
 
    Then the three dragons turned and headed back to the north. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


 
  

   
 
    Chapter 29 ~ Knee Deep In Treachery  
 
      
 
    “So, it looks like we’re going to lose Guilden, along with Bridgehaven.” 
 
    Pendivall looked at his younger counterpart. 
 
    “We may lose them today, but we will get them back.” 
 
    “Oh, I have no doubt of that,” said Jarell, “but the question is, what else could go wrong for us? Hilde reports only about five hundred troops in Guilden. Add that to the thousand or so that are here, that leaves us short about five hundred. Where are they?” 
 
    Pendivall looked at him and shook his head. 
 
    “Maybe instead of bringing the girls back here, we should send them on to villages like Fairwick and Braedon, to see what is happening there.” 
 
    Jarell went silent as he started to commune with Morgath. 
 
    “It might also be a good idea,” added Pendivall, “to direct one of them to the Gates of Terranasia and see if those are still open.” 
 
    Jarell finished relaying his orders to Morgath and opened his eyes. 
 
    “Venia is hurt and coming back here. Morgath and Caroline will check on Braedon and Fairwick and Gwen will fly to the gates. We should be seeing Venia and Hilde within half an hour.” 
 
    Pendivall nodded and put his mind back into the battle raging in front of him. The dark wizard’s troops were still being held at the edge of the moors and not being allowed to advance any further. The royal soldiers under Belgard and Jong’s command had come from their line at the western edge of the village and rushed to the moors to see if they could push the enemy back into the swamp. 
 
    Kerrick was still flying high above the battle, not getting any closer than he felt he needed to. With no red dragons to defend him, he didn’t want to place himself or his dragon in any harms way. He was quite willing to sacrifice all of his troops, but he wasn’t willing to take part in their fight. 
 
    Claudious had moved from the roof of Toddie’s pub and went to the battle at the moors, along with Agoroth. The giant bear was growing weary of being told to stay back and let the troops handle the fight. He wanted to charge into the middle of the action and bring this battle to an end.  
 
    As he was getting ready to move to the front of the lines, Kerrick fired a fireball right at him and stopped him. Agoroth rose up and fired his own fireball right back, causing his red dragon to evade the attack. 
 
    Kerrick’s staff came to life and he cast another fireball at Agoroth and Claudious jumped in next to the bear and cast a shield to protect his hairy friend. 
 
    “You’re going to get yourself roasted, old friend.” 
 
    “What? From that puny excuse for wizard? I not think so.” 
 
    He and Claudious both cast fireballs at the red dragon and Kerrick decided to pull back and get out of their range. At that point he did something they didn’t expect. He flew a little ways to the south and started flying circles over the road that came into Rosemoor from Braedon. Jarell and Pendivall saw it and couldn’t figure out what he was doing. 
 
    Then they saw a line of troops moving up the road toward the village. 
 
    “That’s Taynor and his troops!” yelled Claudious.  
 
    “It’s about time,” thought Jarell. 
 
    Pendivall looked at the group of troops coming in and said, “They made good time, didn’t they? I didn’t expect them until tomorrow morning.” 
 
    “That’s okay,” said Jarell. “We can use all the help we can get.” 
 
    “Seems to be an awful lot of them.” 
 
    As they watched the soldiers coming up the road, they began to have hope that things would start to swing their way. 
 
    When the troops reached the bend in the road, near Therese’s house, something happened that caught everyone off-guard. The troops began cutting down the Wyndweir troops that were in Rosemoor. They started firing arrows at Jarell’s troops from behind, killing dozens of them within seconds. 
 
    Jarell and Pendivall had no idea what was happening, but then Jarell perceived a massive presence in his head. 
 
    “All of Taynor’s troops are dead!” 
 
    The voice of Venia came through and cut right to the center of his mind like a flash of lightning.  
 
    “Oh no,” said Pendivall. 
 
    “These are impostors?” yelled Jarell. 
 
    “It would seem so, master. That answers the question of where the other five hundred troops of Kerrick were.” 
 
    Jarell yelled at Claudious and told him to send the royals to that battle and try to force them back and out of the village. Just as the royals were about to reach the battle, another group of soldiers came running up the road from the south. Instantly it became clear where the two hundred royals under Kerrick’s command had been. 
 
    Jong and Belgard came to a stop and looked at the approaching Easternesse royals, knowing they were well outmatched. 
 
    “Well, brother,” said Belgard, “it seems we may find out what’s on the other side of the veil this very day.” 
 
    “Should be fun.” 
 
    Belgard laughed half-heartedly and they began running toward where the fight was going on already. They needed to see if they could cut the numbers of the regular troops down and give themselves a more realistic chance of fighting off the incoming royals. As they waded into the impostor troops, some of which were wearing blood covered Wyndweirian battlewear, they began hacking and slashing. 
 
    The Easternesse royals were still about a minute away and the Wyndweirian royals had cut the numbers of Kerrick’s troops by about half. They were able to leave the rest for their regular troops and started massing their own royals on the road, waiting for the others to get there. 
 
    “No sense running out to meet them. Allow them to run here and wear themselves out.” 
 
    As they stood and waited, an enormous ball of fire erupted in the midst of the incoming royals. 
 
    “What in the world?” said Jong. 
 
    Just then, a green dragon slashed through the air over the royals and cut loose with another ball of fire, taking out about half their number before they had time to react and scatter. 
 
    “A little warm over there, is it?!” yelled Belgard. 
 
    All the royals massed in front of him raised their swords and gave a cheer to Hilde and Venia as they made a tight turn to pass over the other royals again. As they were getting themselves lined up for the attack, Kerrick fired a green-white fireball at the two of them and came extremely close to striking them. 
 
    Jarell yelled, “Get out of there!” 
 
    Venia turned and headed west away from the road and Kerrick and his dragon pursued them across the sky. He wanted to bring this woman down and end any advantage they might have from the air. 
 
    Agoroth raised up and roared, shaking the entire earth. This brought the battle around him to a complete standstill for a moment. But, only for a moment. 
 
    Jarell and Pendivall both cast fireballs at Kerrick in hopes of convincing him to break off his pursuit of the green dragon, but he was fixated on her and was not going to permit anything to stand in his way. 
 
    As Agoroth observed what was happening, he forgot to pay attention to what was happening around him and an ogre stepped up and slammed him with a heavy battleaxe. It caught Agoroth just below his left shoulder and sliced his left leg clear to the bone. He went down from the blow and rolled on the ground. He couldn’t regain his footing, having lost the use of that foot. He looked up and saw the ogre was preparing to deal him a death blow, when a spear flew into the center of his chest. The ogre looked down at the spear and wondered at it. It didn’t look right to him. Being as dumb as ogres were, it took his mind a few extra seconds to realize what had happened and for his heart to stop beating. He fell backward into the pile of troops behind him, with the spear sticking straight up in the air.  
 
    Before he lost consciousness, Agoroth had been able to look over and see Blair running toward him. 
 
    “Master Agoroth! What can I do?” 
 
    “You throw spear?” 
 
    “Yes, it was all I had,” said the young apprentice. 
 
    “Thank you,” said the large bear as he passed out. 
 
    Blair looked over Agoroth’s devastating wound and experienced a massive sense of inadequacy about what to do. At that moment he remembered back to the night Garlan had visited him in the house of the healer and told him he had faith in him to be able to become a master wizard. 
 
    He reached out his hand and placed it over the wound and closed his eyes. He reached deep down inside his mind and began working on staunching the bleeding. After he had that taken care of, he started working on repairing the muscles of the mighty bear. He was thankful for Jarell’s training in healing more than anything else he taught him. 
 
    He worked as fast as he could, with the battle raging all around him. A group of swordsmen took up positions around him and protected him while he worked. Being just an apprentice, it took him a little longer than normal to complete the healing process, but eventually he got it done. 
 
    With a bit of grunting and groaning, Agoroth awoke and clambered to his feet and flexed his left, front leg. It was stiff, but it was usable again. 
 
    “Thank you, master wizard.” 
 
    Blair smiled, “I’m not a master. Yet.” 
 
    “You are master in my eyes.” 
 
    Agoroth turned his attention back to the battle and rose up on his hind legs and let out a roar that shook all the earth. Kerrick’s troops that were anywhere near him began backing up and the Wyndweirian troops began thrusting them back and killing them. 
 
    Jarell and Pendivall cringed at the roar, as they watched in helplessness as Kerrick chased Venia and Hilde all over the sky. Every time they tried to hit the red dragon with fireballs, they missed and even came close to taking down Venia a couple of times. 
 
    “Hilde, get her out of here!” commanded Jarell into her mind. 
 
    She looked down at her husband, as she fought to stay in her seat as Venia evaded another fireball from the dark wizard. 
 
    “Go! Now!” 
 
    “Let’s go, Venia,” yelled Hilde. 
 
    Venia turned and headed to the south, just as Jarell fired off another fireball. This time he was rewarded with hitting the red dragon, but only on one of its wingtips. But, it was enough for Hilde and Venia to get away and cause the dark wizard to end the chase. 
 
    Jarell returned his attention back to the battle and saw the royals were now engaged with their brothers from the land of Easternesse and it was not going well. Even though Venia and Hilde had slashed their numbers, their own royals were vastly outnumbered. He could see Jong and Belgard’s men falling quickly. 
 
    He looked around and saw the battle was going badly on all fronts. He looked at Pendivall and said, “This is not good.” 
 
    Pendivall looked at him and reached out and put a hand on his shoulder. 
 
    “We need to fall back now!” 
 
    Jarell shook his head, but he knew the older wizard was correct. They needed to abandon Rosemoor and try to salvage as many troops as they could. He looked around for Claudious and saw he was neck deep in the middle of the battle near the moors. 
 
    Pendivall saw that, too and took off running to help his friend. 
 
    Jarell looked all around and decided right now was the time. 
 
    He yelled at Jong and commanded him and his troops to fall back. Just as he was about to issue the order to retreat, one of the enemy royals stepped forward and slashed at Jong with his heavy broadsword, causing Jong to duck and then stumble. As he tried to right himself, the royal went to stab his sword right through his chest and Jong knew that today he would see the veil. 
 
    Just as he was about to feel the bite of the sword, another sword slashed across in from of him, knocking the enemy’s sword away. Jong looked up to see Belgard step between him and the enemy soldier, driving him back. As he was pushing himself up, to rejoin the fight, another enemy royal used the distraction to stab at Belgard. 
 
    Jong saw the point of the sword come out Belgard’s back and saw his friend’s body go limp. 
 
    “No!” he yelled as he drove his own sword through the face of the first royal, killing him instantly. 
 
    The second enemy royal went to pull his sword from Belgard’s chest so he could fight Jong, but Belgard possessed enough strength left to seize the man’s sword and prevent him from pulling it out. This gave Jong enough time to ram his sword through the throat of the enemy royal. He stepped forward, as his sword slid all the way through to the hilt, and stared into the royal’s eyes. 
 
    “You should have stayed home, you son of a pig.” 
 
    The soldier could do nothing, but gurgle at Jong. He saw the fire in the captain’s eyes and for a brief moment, his mind registered that Jong had just uttered the truth. He should have stayed home. At least then, he wouldn’t be dying alone and forgotten on some far away battlefield. 
 
    Jong pulled the sword from his throat and the soldier fell in a heap on the ground, dead before his face slammed into the blood-soaked earth at his feet. 
 
    Jong dropped to his knees, pulling Belgard up and into his arms. The taller captain’s eyes were beginning to fade and there weren’t any healers nearby.  
 
    “Just take it easy, brother. We’ll get you some help and have you patched up in no time.” 
 
    Belgard reached up and wrapped his fingers into the collar of Jong’s tunic and pulled his face down and closer. 
 
    “Don’t mourn for me, captain,” choked out Belgard. “I have enjoyed a worthy, long life.” 
 
    “And you have many years left in front of you.” 
 
    “No, brother, I don’t. I can feel the sword has done its worst and shall not live to draw breath for one more minute.” 
 
    “Don’t say that!” implored Jong. 
 
    “Captain, take those that remain and defend the rest of the troops. Get them out of here. The retreat has been sounded. Heed its call.” 
 
    “Where should we go? We’ve never had to retreat before.” 
 
    “We’ve never had to fight royals before,” gasped Belgard as another round of pain stabbed through him. 
 
    Next he pulled Jong even closer. 
 
    “Send the dragon riders over the sea." 
 
    Jong looked into his eyes, with a question on his face. 
 
    Belgard looked at him and gasped, "You know what I mean.” 
 
    Jong nodded and closed his eyes. He couldn’t believe they were admitting defeat and looking to desert the battlefield. Never in the history of the royal soldiers had that ever happened. 
 
    He opened his eyes as Belgard started choking. 
 
    Very softly, Belgard said, “You may be the shortest of us all, brother, but I was honored to fight alongside you.” 
 
    Jong smiled a little and then said, “When you get to the other side of the veil, try not to win every battle before I get there.” 
 
    Belgard smiled and then let out the last breath his chest would ever hold. The light went out in his eyes and Jong knew he was gone. 
 
    In the midst of the battlefield, one royal soldier bowed his head and wept for his slain friend. The fight raged on around him, but he was lost in his own sorrow. The other royals did whatever was necessary to protect their one, remaining captain. 
 
    After a moment of grief, Jong laid Belgard’s head back down on the ground and jumped to his feet. He had the flame of a thousand fires burning in his eyes and when he pulled his sword from its scabbard, the enemy started backing away. 
 
    It did them no good. Jong charged into them, followed by the remainder of his men and began slashing and cutting his way through the enemy royals. Never had royals taken the side of a dark wizard or evil king and Jong was ready to make any that did, pay for it with their lives. 
 
    Before Jong knew what had happened, Cragg and his men had joined his charge and they began pushing forward. They were still hopelessly outnumbered, but it didn’t seem to matter to any of them. 
 
    Cragg battled his way to Jong’s side and yelled, “We have been given the order to retreat, sir! We need to go!” 
 
    “Run from a fight?” Jong yelled back at him. 
 
    “The regular troops are getting slaughtered! It is our task to get them out of here and protect them! If we let these mongrels cut through us, and they will, they will go through the regulars with ease and then they will take out everyone else, including the healers!” 
 
    That was all Jong needed to hear. Losing the healers would be unacceptable, especially since his wife was one of them. She’d give him all kinds of hell if he let any of her girls get hurt or killed. 
 
    He looked around and saw his and Belgard’s men were having a tough time of it and wouldn’t last too much longer. Much as he loathed the idea, it was time to order the retreat that Jarell and Pendivall had already ordered. 
 
    He looked at Cragg and yelled, “Get us out of here!” 
 
    Cragg began bellowing at the men to retreat and defend the regular troops. The royals began turning and retreating from the battlefield and gathering the swordsmen and bowmaidens with them. Pendivall saw the retreat taking place and cast a couple of fireballs at the front lines of the enemy royals to slow their chase. 
 
    Jong and his men retreated through the village, heading for the fields just to the west. It was Jong’s intention to head into the wilderness on the other side of the fields. 
 
    As they commenced their retreat, Jong looked over and could see the wizards were being attacked by a band of enemy royals and he turned toward them. He had come into the battle from behind and was able to take out a number of Kerrick’s royals before they knew what had happened.  
 
    Pendivall was trying to cast lightning bolts at the offending troops, but their shields seemed to have some sort of ability to protect them from his casts. Every time he cast, the lightning would just scatter on their shields and dissipate.  
 
    Symon was fighting near his brother, trying to protect him and prevent him from being attacked from behind. Jarell had foregone his usual casts with his staff and he was fighting with his own sword, driving the royals back and away from Pendivall. 
 
    “We’ve ordered the retreat, sire!” yelled Jong. “It’s time to get you and Pendivall out of here!” 
 
    Jarell yelled at him, “Get Pendivall out of here and take Claudious, too!” 
 
    Jong looked around and saw Claudious about a hundred yards away, surrounded by swordsmen and bowmaidens. He had a couple of the apprentices with him and was using the Staff of Drumfire to great effect. The enemy royals may have had shields that protected them from magic casts, but these regular troops had no such protection. 
 
    Every time Claudious would point and cast, half a dozen enemy troops would go flying through the air. Jong turned and grabbed Pendivall by the arm and yelled, “We need to get you out of here! Let’s go!” 
 
    The old wizard nodded and began to follow Jong toward the rear and the group containing Claudious. 
 
    “Not exactly our day, is it?” said Pendivall. 
 
    “No, sire, it’s not. Let’s live through this and maybe tomorrow will look exceedingly better to our eyes!” 
 
    They finally reached Claudious and his group and they began moving to the west. Jong intended to have them follow the same route the first royal soldiers had taken, along with the swordsmen and bowmaidens. As they moved through the wreckage of the encampment, Jong could see the healers were busy trying to help all those that were injured. He headed toward them with the intention of gathering them up and taking them out of there.  
 
    That was going to be a much easier task to plan than it was going to be to carry out. Asking the healers to abandon what they were doing and run for the tree line was about as easy as asking the royals to stop fighting. 
 
    Jong made a beeline to his wife and seized her by the arm. 
 
    “We need to get you and the other healers out of here!” 
 
    Cryssn looked up at him and was ready to tear into him. 
 
    “We can’t just leave these injured souls here!” 
 
    “We can and we will, woman! We are losing the battle! If we stay, we all die, including all of your healers!” 
 
    Cryssn stopped and looked around and saw all of her girls scattered around the small area they had brought the injured to. Some were looking at her, with fear in their eyes. They could see the battle winding its way down the hill toward them and if it reached them, they would become slaves to the enemy. 
 
    With tears streaming down her face, she issued the command to abandon their duties and follow the royals into the treeline. Some did not want to go, but the injured they were working on implored them to leave, to save themselves. With many tears they all began running to keep up with the royal soldiers, who swore to protect them with their very lives. 
 
    Losing the healers was not an option.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


 
  

   
 
    Chapter 30 ~ Fleeing To Safety 
 
      
 
    It was dark and the night was beginning to get cold when the band of men and women crossed over the mountain and into the land of Terranasia. They had been traveling for three days and this was a trip that ordinarily would have only taken one day. Having to travel only at night and hiding during the day had slowed them down.  
 
    Jarell walked at the front of the group, flanked on both sides by swordsmen and followed by a couple of bowmaidens. The rest of the group was spread out down the mountain path, with swordsmen and bowmaidens watching over the rest of the group.  
 
    The three apprentices had spread themselves throughout the group to offer as much protection as their meager skills would give. Brinn and Millicent walked hand-in-hand and Sean and Marissa walked next to each other. 
 
    Blair walked next to Lissette, more to make sure she was okay because he wasn’t convinced she was quite as healed as she claimed to be. She still hadn’t told anyone why she reacted the way she did when she first met him and it worried him. He could feel she knew a lot more than she was letting on, but she wasn’t about to let it out. 
 
    All of the healers had made it out of the camp at Rosemoor before the final attack came, though they had become split into two groups. The larger group of healers went with the royals, into the forest southwest of Rosemoor and that was the last they had seen of them. 
 
    The smaller group found themselves cut off from the others and ended up moving straight west out of Rosemoor with Jarell and then on the trail that went up and over the mountain to Terranasia. 
 
    Now the healers moved up and down the line of troops, making sure all those that had been injured in some way were taken care of. 
 
    Cryssn worked as hard as anyone, but everyone could tell she was lost in her own fears about her husband. The last they had seen of Captain Jong, he was battling against two ogres and trying to get to the dragon riders. He had bellowed at the healers to get out of the camp and into the wilderness and that was the last thing they knew of him. 
 
    As they reached the top of the mountain, they began to move down the other side and Jarell stepped off to one side of the trail and offered words of encouragement to all that walked past him. He told the leaders of the swordsmen and bowmaidens to seek a place to set up camp. They needed a place that would offer them cover from the sky and also away from the path, in case the enemy sent any troops down the path looking for them. 
 
    After about thirty minutes, the group scattered off the path and found places to hide before the sun came up. Jarell took the three apprentices with him and they brought their favorite healers along with them. Jarell didn’t have the heart to try to separate them as Pendivall would have liked. He appreciated how a good woman can give a man the strength he needs to go on when all seems lost. He only hoped his own good woman was safe and that he would see her again. 
 
    As they settled into a small hollow that was protected by brush and trees, they pulled some meats and fruits from their bags and began sharing all around. 
 
    “Master,” asked Lissette quietly, “it’s been three days now and you haven’t said much to us. How do you think our world is going to look from this day forward?” 
 
    Jarell looked at her, wanting to be anyplace, but right there, right now.  
 
    “Sweetheart, I see some very dark days ahead of us. It is not going to be easy and there will come many times when all of us, myself included, will begin to think that it is all over for us.” 
 
    He looked around the group sitting before him. Six pairs of eyes from the young men and women and a few more pairs of the swordsmen and bowmaidens that had taken up the task of guarding this group. 
 
    “But let me tell you this right now. Four hundred years ago, when we fought against Magrum the Dark, we saw days just like this. We suffered tremendous losses and at times, even the strongest among us felt that all was lost.” 
 
    He stopped and gathered his thoughts. 
 
    “But, you didn’t give up,” remarked Sean. 
 
    He looked at the young apprentice and shook his head. 
 
    “No, Sean. We never gave up and I will never give up this time either. We will defeat Kerrick. It may not be tomorrow, it may not be next week or even next year. But, we will defeat him.” 
 
    “Right now it appears you may be the only wizard left, master.” 
 
    “We don’t know that, Brinn,” said Jarell looking right at him. “We don’t know the fate of Claudious or Pendivall. Those two old men have quite a few tricks left and I’m sure we’ll be seeing them work their magic before this war is over.” 
 
    “And Garlan?” 
 
    Jarell looked at Millicent. 
 
    “Garlan? I have no idea what to tell you there. We know he went to Kerrick’s camp, but we don’t know what happened after that. But, the feeling I get is that it wasn’t good. We may have to carry on without Garlan’s help. Or Marnell’s for that matter.” 
 
    Then he stood up and walked around for a moment. Turning back, he looked at everyone, but at the three apprentices specifically. 
 
    “As for me being the last wizard, no, that isn’t true. There are still wizards in the remote, southern part of Wyndweir and even some in Gallyneer.” 
 
    “Why have they not come to our aid, master?” asked Blair. 
 
    “I suppose it’s because they remember what it was like four hundred years ago. Though they have dispatched troops to join with us, they themselves are trying to stay out of the war. They will find out that their desires are about to come crashing down around their heads.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “I don’t think Kerrick is going to stop at Guilden and Bridgehaven. I think he intends to take his army right to the edge of the sea in the south. If he does that, they will have no choice, but to fight him.” 
 
    “So, right now, we’re still left with only you,” said Blair. “I can’t think of any other wizard I’d like to have protecting us, but you are just one wizard.” 
 
    “Well, right now, it’s only me. But, we have you three. Are you apprentices? Yes. But, we are going to change that. When we find somewhere safe, where we can begin training again, I am going to work you three harder than you ever thought possible. When I am finished with you, you will be full master wizards.” 
 
    Sean looked at him and asked, “You mean we won’t have to take the journey into the Land of the Dragons?” 
 
    “Sean, I can tell you right now, finishing your training in the Land of the Dragons would be no easy feat. Apprentices have died during that phase of training. Garlan almost lost his life there. Even Marnell came close to being killed.” 
 
    They all looked at him, not having heard about apprentices dying before. 
 
    “Make no mistake about it, though. I am going to push you and do everything I can to break you. All three of you. Before I am finished with you, you’re all going to wish you could just face a few dragons to pass your final tests.” 
 
    The three of them looked at each other and an unspoken pact passed between them that they would be there to help each other. From this moment forward they were going to be three brothers working toward the same goal. 
 
    Jarell looked at the three ladies sitting next to each apprentice. 
 
    “You three might want to make sure your healing skills are up to snuff, because these three young men are going to need your help.” 
 
    All three of the healers nodded their agreement with him. 
 
    “As for your relationships, ladies I must ask that you respect the wishes of Masters Claudious and Pendivall. No joining with any of these young men until they finish their training.” 
 
    “Absolutely,” said Millicent as she looked at the other two healers. “Nothing is more important right now than to help them become who they are meant to become.” 
 
    Lissette and Marissa both agreed with what she had said and the three young apprentices knew they weren’t going to find it easy to slack off anytime soon. Much as the three young men wanted to join with these women and spend the rest of their lives with them, becoming full wizards was much more important right now. 
 
    “Alright, we need to get some sleep,” said Jarell. “I want to be on the road just before dark this evening.” 
 
    “Any idea as to where we are going?” asked Blair. 
 
    “I have an idea,” said Jarell. “There is a place on the far western border of Terranasia, near the mountains that separate this land from the Northern Lands. If it is still as I recall it from years ago, it will be a good place for us to gather ourselves and catch our breath.” 
 
    “How many years ago?” 
 
    ‘Excuse me?” asked Jarell, looking at Lissette. 
 
    “How many years ago were you in that land?” 
 
    “It’s been about five hundred years, give or take a few.” 
 
    “Five hundred years?” said Brinn. “So, before the last war.” 
 
    Jarell laughed and looked at him. 
 
    “Yes, master Brinn. Before the last war. Back then, I was a brand new master wizard and I had the urge to travel and see the sights before settling down to the life of a wizard.” 
 
    They were all looking at him, wondering what kind of place it could be after five hundred years. 
 
    “Trust me, people. It’s going to be a nice place.” 
 
      
 
    ~~~~ 
 
      
 
    Five days later, the group stood at the crest of a mountain pass and looked down on a quiet valley. On the far side of the valley was the border to the Northern Lands, with its snow and ice. But, the valley below was green and picturesque. There appeared to be plenty of water and game. There was an abundance of food for them to eat and keep them alive. 
 
    Blair stood next to his master, looking down on the sight. 
 
    “I’ve never imagined a place so beautiful,” he said. “I mean, Wyndweir is beautiful, but this puts our homeland to shame.” 
 
    Lissette was standing next to Blair and without thinking, she reached over and took his hand. The beauty of the land before them made her forget how she was trying to avoid getting close to him. 
 
    Blair had no such misgivings as he squeezed her hand. 
 
    “How is it that this land appears to be so empty of people, master?” asked the young apprentice. 
 
    Jarell smiled and asked, “See any easy way down to the valley?” 
 
    The whole group spent the next couple of minutes looking down at the valley and all possible ways to get down the valley floor. After a short time, they gave up looking. 
 
    Jarell addressed the entire group. 
 
    “People, there is no easy way down. This valley is ringed by sheer cliffs, all the way around to where it borders with the Northern Lands. It is at least a three hundred foot drop to the floor below.” 
 
    “How are we going to get down there?” asked Sean. 
 
    Jarell smiled again and pointed to the sky behind them. They all turned around and started laughing and cheering at the sight of a dragon descending toward them. As it drew closer they saw it was Golrath and Lianna coming toward them. The red dragon set down on a ledge just a few yards away from the group and nodded to Jarell. 
 
    “M’lady,” said Jarell, “it is good to see you back on the back of a dragon.” 
 
    Lianna looked at him and nodded as she jumped down. 
 
    “This is Garlan’s dragon. I would much rather he be on his back.” 
 
    “Well, not to put too fine a point on it,” said Jarell, “but Golrath is nobody’s dragon. None of the dragons are. They allow us to ride on them because we are their friends.” 
 
    Golrath leaned down and nudged Lianna’s shoulder, “Don’t listen to him. Until Garlan returns, I am your dragon.” 
 
    Lianna leaned over and kissed him on the nose and said, “I only hope that Keeleth can forgive me for surrendering my seat on her.” 
 
    “That reminds me,” spoke Jarell, “any word from the other dragons and riders?” 
 
    Golrath shook his head, “No sire. Last I heard, Captain Jong had given Caroline and Emmilyn a mission and Morgath and Sophia are now flying them away from here. To where, I do not know.” 
 
    “And Keeleth and ...” 
 
    The words stuck in his throat, not wanting to ask it. 
 
    “Keeleth and Sarabel are still flying cover over the troops at Keirdon, watching over their retreat to this place. As for Venia and Hilde, I am grieved to say I do not know of their whereabouts.” 
 
    Jarell went silent for a moment and then turned to the others. 
 
    “Master Golrath has agreed to help us in getting down to the bottom of this valley. Within an hour or so I expect we will all be in our new home.” 
 
    Then he looked over at the dragon and said, “I suppose ladies first?” 
 
    Golrath nodded and moved to a spot a little closer. Lianna helped half a dozen of the healers climb up and get situated on the back of the dragon, sitting in between the spines on his back. 
 
    “Just sit still and relax,” she said. “Before you know it, you’ll be at the bottom of this valley.” 
 
    In just a few seconds, Golrath launched himself off the edge of the cliff, eliciting a couple of squeals from a couple of the healers, Cryssn being the loudest among them. Jarell laughed and even Lianna had to laugh at that. 
 
    Over the following hour, Golrath made trip after trip, ferrying the men and women to the bottom of the valley, along with all their supplies. As they gathered around the tall wizard, Golrath took off, going to see what the hunting was like in the woods around there. 
 
    “I think we should be safe here,” said Jarell. “We have a lot of time. We need to train our three young wizards here and to also bring in new people and grow our numbers.” 
 
    “Where will we find those numbers, master?” asked Brinn. 
 
    “We weren’t the only ones to escape after Rosemoor. There are plenty of others. They shall find their way here and we will be ready to receive them.” 
 
    “And how will they even know where we went?” 
 
    He looked over the group and at the gathered swordsmen and bowmaidens. They looked back at him and nodded. 
 
    “You’re not sending them back out there!” said Cryssn. 
 
    “Madam, I will not send any one of them that doesn’t want to go,” said Jarell. “But, the sad fact is that we need to find those that escaped and bring them here. This will be the one place they will find safety.” 
 
    One of the swordsmen spoke up, “Madam Cryssn. He won’t have to tell us to go. He will only have to tell us when. Our brothers and sisters are out there, hiding and hoping to live another day. That we have found a place for them to do that, well, we can’t keep it a secret from them.” 
 
    “I’m not worried about keeping this place a secret,” she said, standing there with her hands on her hips. “I’m worried about sending any of you back over that mountain and into the clutches of that madman.” 
 
    “I think we’ll be fine,” declared the swordsman. 
 
    Jarell broke in and said, “I’m not planning on sending anyone just yet. We need to spend a little time here, by ourselves, getting this place set up as a place to live. But we can never hope to go against the dark wizard with so few in numbers.” 
 
    Cryssn looked at him and then looked down. 
 
    “I apologize, Master Jarell. I’m just worried about my husband.” 
 
    “As I am my wife.” 
 
    He looked around and then said, “Alright. Let’s take a few minutes break and then we need to start planning how to set up our little village here and get started on that.” 
 
    The little gathering broke up into smaller groups and they began to find places to relax and grab a bit of sleep. The next few weeks were going to be a whirlwind of activity as they made this valley their home. 
 
    Jarell slipped away from the group and found a quiet place in the trees. He sat down on a rock and closed his eyes and quieted his mind. Stretching out his mind sight, he sought a certain green dragon and a redheaded warrior. But no matter how deep he went into his mind, he couldn’t find even a spark of recognition from either of them. 
 
    For the first time in over five hundred years he felt a tear run down his face. Ever since the death of his friend, Tren, he had become known as the warrior wizard. At that moment he didn’t feel too much like a warrior. 
 
    “Please be safe, sweets.” 
 
      
 
      
 
   


 
  

   
 
    Chapter 31 ~ After The Battle, The Heartache  
 
      
 
    Hilde looked down at the devastation she saw. For as far as her gaze reached, the wreckage of burned out homes and buildings sent pillars of black smoke into the air. She could see the bodies of the fallen troops and the dead dragons.  
 
    Venia was unusually silent as they surveyed the landscape below. Hilde had patched up her wounds as best she could, but she was no healer and without one, Venia was going to have to mend the old-fashioned way. With time and rest. 
 
    Venia looked down and saw the remains of the dragons and felt a knot of rage build within her body. She had known most of these dragons all her life. Some were cousins, but all were friends. The rage she felt at their loss was more than she could bear. 
 
    As they flew over the center of what used to be the village, they could see the remains of Toddie’s pub. Hilde took it especially hard, thinking back to just a few months before, when she and Jarell had become husband and wife and spent their first night together in one of the rooms at the back of the pub. Before meeting Jarell, she had never considered finding love in her life. Now, she had no idea where he was or if he was even alive. 
 
    Passing over the village, they flew to the fields just west of the village, where the army had set up its camp a year ago. She saw the area where she had first learned to use a bow and arrow, with the help of Marnell, Lissette and Millicent. She didn’t even know where they were. She knew Marnell was in the Land of the Dragons, but that was just her body. Where her soul was, nobody knew. And Lissette and Millicent were missing, along with the rest of the healers and the three apprentices. 
 
    It was as if they had been wiped from existence. 
 
    Circling over the fields, she saw some movement and realized there were people down there. As she and Venia flew lower, she could see it was the residents of the village, moving through the fields, seeking survivors of the battle.  
 
    She guided Venia to a spot just at the edge of the battlefield and had her land there. 
 
    “I’ll fly again,” said Venia, “and keep a watchful eye over the fields.” 
 
    Hilde patted her on the neck and nodded. Venia turned and launched herself back into the sky and Hilde turned and started walking into the remains of the battle. Everywhere she looked, she could see the bodies of fallen swordsmen and bowmaidens and every now and then, she would find the body of a royal soldier. She couldn’t help the feeling of uselessness that was washing over her. 
 
    She and Venia and the other dragon riders had tried to protect as many of the troops as they could, but the forces of Kerrick had proved to be overwhelming. 
 
    She stopped on a small knoll, that gave her a view of most of the battlefield and the devastation was more than she could handle. She considered herself a tough warrior, but this was too much for her. She fell to her knees and hung her head and cried. She didn’t know what else to do. 
 
    As she opened her eyes and looked through the tears that were blurring her vision of the world in front of her, she saw a figure walking toward her. She wiped the tears away and looked once more, as Therese walked up the hill to her. The healer stopped beside her and knelt down, putting her arms around the grieving warrior’s shoulders. 
 
    “It’s a mess,” she said as she looked out over the fallen. 
 
    Hilde nodded and said, “I’m so sorry, Therese. I tried as hard as I could, but it didn’t make any difference.” 
 
    “Hilde, stop this kind of thinking right now. You made more of a difference than you realize. The fact that you aren’t dead is a good thing. You and the other dragon riders allowed many of the troops to escape into the wilderness.” 
 
    “But what good is it going to do? Kerrick was way too powerful and now our land is overrun by that madman and his army.” 
 
    “I don’t know what the future is going to bring, but I don’t feel the final chapter in this war has been written yet. I may not have the power of foresight, like the wizards do, but I can see the future is going to turn out better than we think right now. It’s going to be hard, but it will come.” 
 
    Hilde just sat there, on her heels, looking at the battlefield, wondering how she was ever going to make it to that future Therese was talking about. It seemed like the future she saw in her mind was cold and dark and without hope. 
 
    “I have to show you something,” said Therese, “and you are going to need to be strong.” 
 
    Hilde looked at her and could see in the healer’s eyes, that more bad news was coming. Therese stood up and held out her hand to Hilde, helping her to her feet. They walked down off the knoll and toward a small gathering of villagers. They had started bringing the bodies of the dead troops to this one area, preparing them for the funeral pyre. She led Hilde through the group and they came to a stop near a covered body. Hilde looked down at it and then at Therese and she could see deep sadness in the healer’s eyes. She was terrified at what she was going to find under the blanket. The way Therese was acting, she was growing weaker thinking that she was about to see the body of her dead husband. 
 
    Therese knelt down next to the body and placed one of her hands on the top of the head. Hilde knelt down next to her and bowed her head. She was praying for the strength to make it through what she was about to discover. Then she reached up and took hold of the blanket and began to lift it off the face of the body. Her breath caught in her throat when she saw the face of the man. 
 
    It wasn’t Jarell. But, it was just as bad. 
 
    “Oh Symon. What have they done to you?” 
 
    Therese leaned over and placed her hands on Hilde’s shoulders and laid her head next to Hilde’s. 
 
    “I saw him fall. He fought with more courage and strength than any man I have ever seen. He fought to protect the apprentices and the healers. He was able to let them get away from this battlefield. He fought to defend his brother.” 
 
    “It was just a few months ago that he and Jarell engaged in a severe battle between themselves and patched up hundreds of years of hard feelings between them. And now he’s dead.” 
 
    Hilde looked up at Therese and asked, “Has anyone found the apprentices or healers? Or Jarell, for that matter.” 
 
    “No m’lady. We have not found any of them anywhere. My hope is they escaped with the other troops, into the wilderness and are safe and alive at this time.” 
 
    “But, we don’t know.” 
 
    “No, we don’t know. So, I think it’s best to believe they survived.” 
 
    Hilde looked back down at Symon’s face and leaned over and kissed him on the forehead. 
 
    “I’m so sorry you didn’t get to see the face of your Laurelai once more. That you didn’t get to hug your children again.” 
 
    At that point she stood up and Therese stood beside her. They looked around as more bodies were brought to the funeral place. Each one was being wrapped in a blanket and then they were being laid on racks of wood, being stacked like logs on a fire. 
 
    Hilde looked at Therese and said, “Do not lay Symon in this pyre. Bundle his body in blankets and ropes.” 
 
    “What are your plans for him?” 
 
    “I am going to take him home to his family. I think they would want me to and I think that’s what Symon would want.” 
 
    Therese nodded to her and signaled a couple of men to come over and she told them what to do with the body. As they carried him away, Therese put her arm around Hilde’s waist.  
 
    “It seems like such a waste,” said Hilde. 
 
    “It is,” said Therese, “but, as Lady Marnell would say, there will always be those that walk in the darkness and try to spread that darkness over all that are around them. It is our responsibility to fight that darkness and bring the light back to our world.” 
 
    “I miss her, too.” 
 
    “I think we all do. She was a shining light to all those around her.” 
 
    They stood and watched the work going on around them and then Hilde took off her bow, her quiver, her shield and sword and laid them in a pile near a rock. Then she walked into the battlefield and began helping to bring the fallen to the place where the pyre would be set. For the next three hours they worked and when they had all the dead gathered, they walked back up the hill toward the road into Rosemoor. 
 
    They all stood along the road and looked down at the massive pile of bodies. Hilde looked from face to face of those gathered around her and she saw nothing, but tear-streaked faces. Very few of the dead were from Rosemoor. They had come from all over Wyndweir to join in the fight against Kerrick and his dark army. They had pledged their lives defending people they didn’t even know and that was what hurt so much. The troops had stayed mostly in the encampment and didn’t venture into Rosemoor that often, so the villagers didn’t get to know them as well as they would have liked. 
 
    After a few minutes, Hilde called Venia down and directed her to start the pyre. Venia landed near the stack of bodies and stood there for a few minutes, just looking at all the bundles in front of her. Even as a dragon, she felt her heart break for the loss of life that sat before her. Then she took a deep breath and started blowing dragonfire into the stack of bodies. Within seconds, the pyre was fully lit and consuming the bodies. When it was finished, there would be nothing left, but ash. Not even the bones would survive the dragonfire.  
 
    All the people on the road above, stood and bowed their heads. It was the hardest thing they had ever seen in their lives and they hoped they would never have to witness something like this again. 
 
    When the fire was going fully, Hilde turned to Therese and asked, “Is there a chance you can heal Venia’s wounds?” 
 
    Therese looked at the green dragon, who was laying on her belly and staring into the fire. 
 
    “I’ll see what I can do, but I’ve never healed a dragon before.” 
 
    She walked toward Venia and began taking the bandages off her neck and looking at the damage that had been done to her. She shook her head as she saw the deep gouges in the dragon’s neck. 
 
    “It’s nothing, but a few scratches, miss.” 
 
    Therese looked at her, “It is not just scratches. Now, let me see if I can do something about them. You are far too important to be injured like this.” 
 
    She began running her hands over the dragon’s neck, closing her eyes and letting her mind drift through the body of the beast. She had only ever healed men and women. This was something new for her. 
 
    Hilde stood back a few yards, watching and letting the healer do her thing. 
 
    “M’lady.” 
 
    Hilde turned and saw Toddie standing there. This was the first time she had seen the pub owner since she landed. She wrapped her arms around his neck and hugged him. 
 
    “Oh, Toddie,” she said, “It’s good to see you.” 
 
    “It is pleasing to see you, too. We have something we need to take care off and I thought I’d ask for your opinion.” 
 
    She stepped back and asked, “What’s that?” 
 
    “We’ve removed the battlewear and weapons from all the troops and are gathering them all together. We have swords, bows and arrows and shields. We don’t know what to do with them.” 
 
    “Show me.” 
 
    They walked down the hill, past the pyre and Toddie led her to a couple of mounds of supplies. There were some women and children folding battlewear and some men were sorting the weapons into piles. She recalled the way she felt last year, when she saw the troops removing battlewear from the dead troops. It had hurt her soul to see the slain soldiers treated in such a way, but she acknowledged the need for it. 
 
    “With the fall of Guilden,” said Hilde, “these items have become more valuable than gold. We need to stow them somewhere where they will be secure. When the time comes, they will be needed.” 
 
    “There are some caves in the hills behind the village that are pretty well hidden. We should be able to move all this stuff into them and seal them up, concealing them away from any enemy troops that might come back here.” 
 
    “That will be good. We can assume the enemy troops will be coming back here. This road leads to the Eastern Desert and on to Gallyneer. If the dark wizard ever releases his troops from his service, this is the road they will take to get home.” 
 
    As they talked, a young soldier came up to them and said, “M’lady, we have finished preparing Captain Symon’s body for you to take home.” 
 
    Hilde turned to Toddie and said, “I shall return after I take care of this. Hopefully, we’ll have a better understanding of what we can do at that time.” 
 
    Toddie reached out and squeezed her shoulder. 
 
    “You take care, m’lady. I’m convinced we’ll find things are not as gloomy as they seem right now. We merely need to have faith.” 
 
    She nodded to him and then turned and followed the soldier back up the hill. She found Venia standing near a group of soldiers, all gathered around the wrapped body of their captain. She recognized some of them as the soldiers she had met in Strafton. They had been fighting alongside Symon the whole time and she knew it was an especially tough time for them. 
 
    Therese was standing near Venia’s head, stroking her snout. Hilde looked at the wounds on her neck and saw they were healed, but the scars were still there. 
 
    “I did what I could,” said Therese, “but I’m afraid she will always carry these scars.” 
 
    Venia nuzzled her nose against Therese’s shoulder and said, “I shall wear them proudly and they shall remind me of the kindness you have shown me.” 
 
    Hilde stroked her neck and asked, “So, do you feel better now?” 
 
    “I feel great and ready to fight again.” 
 
    “Well, you might be ready, but we have another task to take care of first.” 
 
    A couple of the men were in the process of lifting Symon’s body on the back of Venia, where a couple more soldiers were prepared to secure him to one of her spines. 
 
    As she looked at them she said, “I’ve only just come to realize, I don’t really know where Symon is from.” 
 
    The young soldier she and Symon had interrogated that first night she met him, spoke up, “He’s from a small village in the southern part of Gallyneer, called Mistburn. He used to tell me about his little piece of land there and how he thought it was paradise.” 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    She looked at the group and then said, “I don’t know what to say to you men. I know Symon was your leader and I could just tell you all to head home to Gallyneer, but something tells me most of you won’t do that.” 
 
    “No, m’lady. As long as the dark wizard draws breath, our mission is not complete,” replied the young soldier. “Rumor has it that a group of swordsmen and bowmaidens escaped over the mountain and into Terranasia. Most of us are going to see if we can find them and join them.” 
 
    “That would be fine,” she said. “When I return, I may go looking for them myself.” 
 
    She turned and looked at Venia. 
 
    “Are you ready for a flight to Gallyneer, sweetheart?” 
 
    “I am,” said the little green dragon, “but I’m not quite sure what kind of welcome I will get there. Gallyneer hasn’t seen a dragon in over four hundred years.” 
 
    “That’s probably not true. We should assume Kerrick rode a red dragon into Gallyneer when he went there to subjugate the people and build his army.” 
 
    “Wonderful,” said Venia. “So, if they have seen a dragon, it was to devastate their lands and families. I’m sure they’ll welcome me with open arms.” 
 
    “We’ll be fine.” 
 
    Hilde turned and wrapped her arms around Therese and held her tight. 
 
    “Thank you for helping her. Other than my husband, she means the world to me.” 
 
    Therese kissed her on the cheek and said, “She is important to all of us. Both of you are. When you return, you will most likely become the symbol of the fight we still have ahead of us.” 
 
    Pulling away, Hilde climbed into the seat and got herself settled. She nodded to Symon’s soldiers one last time and then, in a couple of steps, Venia lifted into the sky and headed toward the mountains to the east.  
 
    Hilde looked down and watched the ruins of Rosemoor pass below, feeling her heart break again at the sight.  
 
    “No Toddie, we are not finished. Not by a long shot.” 
 
      
 
      
 
   


 
  

   
 
    Chapter 32 ~ The Master Of All Things Evil 
 
      
 
    Garlan tried as hard as he could to break the hold the creature had on him, but he had no strength. It felt as if his neck was in a heavy, iron collar and he was being pulled along by an invisible chain. His wrists were held tightly at his sides by some magical force. He had no strength of magic or even just physical, human strength. If he tried to fight against the bonds holding him, the creature just pulled him along, even though the creature didn’t appear to be holding anything in its hands. 
 
    In one instant, he was laying on the floor of Kerrick’s lair and the next, he was stumbling along a dirt road, following behind the creature, like some cow being led to market. His vision was blurry and he couldn’t see much of anything, but light passing by. He knew it was a dirt road and thought he could make out shapes of trees alongside the road. 
 
    After what seemed like an hour of walking, they came to a stop. He could feel the presence of something large in front of him. It was white and blocked out completely what little vision he had. 
 
    “Well, isn’t this quaint?” growled the creature. “Obviously the work of your sweet, little wife.” 
 
    Garlan saw something pass in front of his face and he jerked back from it. It was the creature’s hand and after it waved in front of his eyes, Garlan’s vision began to clear. 
 
    Before he was able to see clearly, he recognized the wall that Marnell had constructed to keep him out. 
 
    “I said leave her alone! She’s suffered enough already.” 
 
    “Oh, she hasn’t even begun to suffer,” snarled the creature in his face. “And the best part, you’re about to witness the beginning of her tribulations and watch her begin her descent into darkness.” 
 
    Then he looked back at Garlan and grinned. 
 
    “Oh, and before I announce myself,” said the creature, “I should let you know that no one you are about to see can see you or hear you. You are here simply as an observer.” 
 
    The creature turned back to the wall and said, “Now, to put an end to this foolishness.” 
 
    He raised Blaze up and cast a fireball at the wall and it exploded in a raging inferno. As the smoke and fire cleared, Garlan could see a gaping hole in the wall and he could see into the front garden of Whitestone Castle. 
 
    The dark beast walked through the large hole in the wall and along the path toward the castle door. Again Garlan felt pulled along with no power to do anything else. 
 
    Just as they reached the door, the beast raised Blaze and the door flew open. Without breaking stride, he walked right into Whitestone Castle like he owned it. A place that Garlan had called home for many years. 
 
    “Now, where might she be?” 
 
    “I’m right here!” 
 
    They both looked up to the top of the stairs and there she was, standing there in her red and black robes. The same robes she had worn when she defeated him in the wizard’s duel. She wore the red ruby jewel around her neck. Her hair was pulled back and held by a band of white silk and gemstones. 
 
    In her right hand, the Staff of Fire vibrated and the crystal in the cage glowed as bright as the mid-afternoon sun. 
 
    Just then, Molly came running out of the kitchen and to the open door. 
 
    “I’m going to need the craftsmen to take a look at this door.” she said as she pushed it closed and headed back to the kitchen. 
 
    The creature looked at her and looked like he was trying to decide if he wanted to waste any energy on her. 
 
    “Your visit here was to see me, not her.” 
 
    They looked back to the stairs and Marnell was about halfway down the stairs. Her eyes were ablaze with the fire within her soul. 
 
    “Who are you and why are you here?” 
 
    The black demon laughed, “Who I am is not important. As to why I am here, well, that’s to deliver some rather sad news to you.” 
 
    Marnell had reached the bottom of the stairs and was slowly crossing the great room toward the uninvited creature. 
 
    Garlan couldn’t take his eyes off the spirit of his sweet wife and he wanted to reach out and touch her. He wanted to scream out from the depths of his lungs to not listen to anything this foul beast had to say. But, he couldn’t do any of that. He was completely powerless. 
 
    “And what sad news would that be?” she said as she stopped a few steps away. She held the Staff of Fire in both hands, crossing in front of her, with the crystal about eye level with the beast. 
 
    “Oh, it’s quite sad, I’m afraid,” said the beast. 
 
    Then he raised his hand from the folds of his shabby, smelly cloak and held Blaze up for her to see. 
 
    Marnell gasped when she saw the sword of her husband in the bony clutches of this demon. 
 
    “Where did you get that?” 
 
    “Why, I got if from your husband, of course.” 
 
    “You lie! He would never give it up willingly!” 
 
    The demon laughed at her. 
 
    “Oh, I didn’t say he gave it up willingly. In fact, he put up quite a struggle,” he growled. 
 
    “Don’t listen to him!” screamed Garlan, but it was only in his mind. His mouth produced no sound. 
 
    The beast waved his hand and the far wall began to shimmer and it dissolved into a dark scene. Marnell turned to see it and what she saw caused a tear to roll down her face. 
 
    She saw Garlan entering a dark cave, telling Keelee to find a place to hide and then moving through a low passageway. She saw him come out in another chamber and be confronted with the beast that stood before her now. 
 
    She cried out when she saw the beast tear Garlan’s face and slam his body against the wall of the chamber. Her heart broke as she saw her injured and broken sweetheart crawl from the chamber, back down the passage to the front part of the cave. 
 
    She saw a struggle between five other men and the deaths of four of them, all falling around Garlan as he lay on the floor of the cave. 
 
    The beast came out of the passage and moved toward her husband, picking up Blaze along the way. When she saw Keelee get killed trying to protect Garlan, her rage was fully lit. 
 
    She lashed out at the demon and the Staff of Fire erupted in a large, hot fireball. It was so fast and loud that Garlan almost dove for cover. 
 
    But, the demon just walked right through it. The fireball dissipated all around him as he closed the gap between Marnell and himself.  
 
    Marnell cast again, hoping to slow his advance, but her fireballs were having no effect on him. 
 
    He reached out and gripped her by the throat.  
 
    “Save your magic, little lady. It’s useless. Did you think I was really here? Just like you, I am somewhere else.” 
 
    She struggled to break free of his hold and clutched at his wrists. She could feel the leathery skin under her fingers. Even though his wrists were slender, he was as strong as a bear. 
 
    “Let me show you where I really am.” 
 
    He dragged her over to the wall and turned her face to the scene. 
 
    “Watch what happens to those that oppose me.” 
 
    She watched in horror as the demon took Blaze and ran it through the chest of Garlan. She wanted to turn away, but the demon held her firmly, forcing her to watch the horror. 
 
    The demon in the scene pulled the blood covered sword from her husband’s chest and then started hacking away at him, slicing his arms and legs. And with a final blow, he brought the blade down on Garlan’s neck and separated his head from his body. 
 
    Marnell felt her heart break completely at the sight in front of her. They were supposed to be together for the next thousand years. She was going to grow old with him and become a little gray lady that took care of him, while he insisted he was taking care of her. 
 
    The demon jerked her head close to his and he growled into her ear, “I lied about one thing though. He didn’t put up much of a struggle at all. Kind of pathetic, really.” 
 
    Garlan was feeling more and more rage building in his chest, but no matter how much fire he felt in his soul, he couldn’t break the bonds that held him. 
 
    “Please sweetheart,” he cried out in his mind, “hear me! I am alive!” 
 
    “Let me show you what is happening to the rest of your friends,” said the demon as he dragged her across the room. 
 
    The wall on the other side of the room flickered and then a scene unfolded, showing the battle that was going on at Rosemoor.  
 
    She began feeling all her strength leave her soul as she watched troops by the hundreds fall, dragons crashing to the ground, with their riders on their backs and the entire village of Rosemoor laid waste in fire and explosions. 
 
    “You lost,” growled the demon. 
 
    At that moment he let go of her throat and she dropped in a heap on the floor of the castle. Having seen everything she cared about taken away from her, she began to feel as if there was no reason to go on living. Garlan was gone, the village of Rosemoor had been completely destroyed and she couldn’t do anything to prevent any of it.  
 
    She clutched her staff to her chest, trying to will it to give her strength, but it couldn’t break through the sadness she was feeling deep in her soul. She felt even more disconnected with her real body than before and she felt like she was moving farther away from the world of the living with every passing minute. 
 
    The demon stood over her and looked down at her. 
 
    “You are even more pathetic than that useless husband of yours. The world of wizards has definitely fallen in stature over the past few hundred years.” 
 
    Garlan stood rooted to the spot he was standing on, wanting desperately to go to his wife and put his arms around her and comfort her, but he couldn’t move a muscle. All he could do was watch her being tormented by this dark creature. The more he witnessed this, the more enraged he became, trying to will himself to break free of the bonds holding him, but they became even tighter with the increased effort he put into it. 
 
    “You better kill me right now.” 
 
    The creature turned and faced him. 
 
    “Oh, I have no intention of killing you. What fun would that be? I intend to let you live and let you watch the entire world around you fall into flames and ruin. When I am finished with you, it will be everything I can do to keep you from killing yourself.” 
 
    He turned his attention back to Marnell, who was still lying in a heap on the floor, clutching at her staff and crying at the things she had seen. She could feel herself being driven deeper into her mind and even though she knew she shouldn’t, she began to flow along with the emotions that were carrying her farther away from the real world. She knew that her prison had been constructed by Kerrick and she couldn’t find her way out, but this new demon was building an even stronger fortress to house her spirit. If she didn’t do something soon, there would be no escape from it. Not now, not ever. 
 
    But, she couldn’t find the strength to fight back. The man of her life was dead. All of her friends had been killed in a battle in Rosemoor. She began to realize she had nothing left to fight for. 
 
    As Garlan watched he could see she was beginning to fade. 
 
    “What are you doing to her?!” 
 
    “I’m taking her off the playing field. When I’m finished with her, the prison that my student built for her, will be completely inescapable.” 
 
    He looked back down at the young wizard, who had faded almost out of sight. 
 
    “Oh, this is so tragic,” he said, looking back at Garlan. “Anything you want to say to her before she is gone completely? Not that she can hear you anyway.” 
 
    Garlan looked at his wife, or at the barely visible mist that used to be her spirit. 
 
    “I love you, Marnell. And I will find you and bring you back!” 
 
    “How touching. Practically makes my heart go pitter patter.” 
 
    In a few more seconds, she was gone completely. Garlan felt a tear stream down his cheek, which surprised him. Was he feeling a tear on his face here in Whitestone Castle, or was it while lying on the floor in Kerrick’s lair? He couldn’t tell anymore. 
 
    “Now that that’s done, shall we return to the only home I’ve known for the past eight hundred years?” said the creature. 
 
    The great room of the castle began spinning around Garlan and he felt dizzy and had to close his eyes. The coolness of the castle interior was replaced with the hot air of the cave in the desert and when he reopened his eyes, he was laying on the floor of the cave and the creature was still crouched down and looking into his eyes. 
 
    “No, you pathetic excuse for a wizard. I am not going to kill you, but when I’m finished with you, you’re going to wish I had.” 
 
    He stood up and looked at the soldier that had been witnessing this whole affair. 
 
    “Do you think you can handle a mission with this weak wizard?” 
 
    “Yes, master,” said the soldier with a bow. 
 
    “I don’t know. There used to be four of you, but now there is only you. Maybe I should find someone else to take this mission.” 
 
    The soldier stood up straight and threw his chest out and pulled his shoulders back. 
 
    “I can handle it, master. What is it you wish me to do?” 
 
    The creature looked up at him and then nodded. 
 
    “Yes, I think I’ll give you one more chance, but make no mistake about it. You fail me one more time and you will join your brethren,” he said as he motioned to the dead soldiers laying around them. 
 
    “I will not fail you.” 
 
    “Good, good. All I ask is you take this man, who can hardly call himself a wizard, and transport him to Whitestone Castle. Do not enter the castle or even the grounds until my student gets there.” 
 
    “When will he arrive?” 
 
    “Not long after you get there. But don’t be in the castle when he does get there or you might find yourself being fried to a crisp. Wait until he is finished and then deliver this man to him.” 
 
    “Understood. I’m just worried about his ability to cast spells.” 
 
    The creature pulled Blaze out and held it up. 
 
    “This is his anchor to the magic you are so scared of. Most wizards have staffs. He has this sword. Without it, he will be as feeble and helpless as a puppy.” 
 
    The soldier nodded and bent down and hauled Garlan to his feet, which caused a wave of pain to the young wizard. The pain was such that Garlan almost lost consciousness. 
 
    As he was stood up, the creature moved in front of him. 
 
    “You’re heading home, young wizard. But, I’m thinking you won’t find it as pleasant as you remember it.” 
 
    Garlan resisted the urge to spit in the creature’s eye, but only because he had a question on his mind and hoped he’d get an answer. 
 
    “You keep saying your student.” said Garlan through the pain. “I assume that’s Kerrick. So, I have to ask, who are you?” 
 
    The creature moved right in front of Garlan and the young wizard could feel his fetid, hot breath. 
 
    “Oh, where are my manners? I should have introduced myself long ago.” 
 
    He stepped away and spun around, with his withered, black arms stretched out. 
 
    “You may think of this as Kerrick’s lair, but before he moved in, this was my home. For the past eight hundred years.” 
 
    Garlan looked at him and then a growing light of realization began to build in his mind. 
 
    It can’t be true. 
 
    “Magrum the Dark?” he said softly. 
 
    The creature almost danced back to the spot in front of Garlan. 
 
    “And it only took you a few hours to figure that out.” 
 
    “But … you died. My master killed you four hundred years ago!” 
 
    Magrum jerked back and then grabbed Garlan’s face with his black hand. 
 
    “No, your master tried killing me four hundred years ago. He couldn’t even do that right.” 
 
    Then, the scene played out in Garlan’s mind, showing the battle up the side of Mount Thunder and the final casting of Magrum into the volcano. Garlan saw him fall and then the swirls of wind pushed Magrum off the path to the lava below and onto a ledge just a few feet above the glowing lava. 
 
    Garlan saw him lie there for hours, unconscious, while the heat in the volcano turned his white skin black, burned off all of his white hair and scorched his eyes closed. 
 
    After what may have been many hours, he saw Magrum claw his way back up the side of the volcano and out of its fiery throat. After days of crawling on his belly like a snake, he found his way back to his cave and into the back chamber. There he lived on whatever vermin he could get his hands on, mostly rats and snakes that ventured too close. 
 
    Magrum released Garlan’s face and thrust him away. 
 
    “I look forward to meeting up with your master again. This time, it will be him that finds the bottom of a volcano.” 
 
    Garlan gritted his teeth, not wanting to let this monster know his master was dead, at the hands of his student. He would never give this evil that satisfaction. 
 
    “Get him out of here!” growled Magrum. 
 
    The soldier yanked Garlan away from the dark lord and out of the entrance to the cave. He began walking the young wizard down the path and to the remnants of the encampment at the base of the mountain. He stopped to gather some supplies in a travel bag and then threw some more in another bag. 
 
    He slung the second bag over Garlan’s neck, which caused him some more pain. 
 
    “Stop your whining, wizard. You’re lucky to be alive. And if you plan to live during this desert crossing, you will carry your own supplies.” 
 
    Garlan nodded and said weakly, “I’ll do it, but we may be slow. I am injured and with my hands behind my back, I may fall.” 
 
    The soldier looked at him, shook his head and then reached down and untied his hands. After pulling them in front, he retied them, making sure the knots were secure. He didn’t feel like having to pick this weak wizard up if he fell. 
 
    “Thank you for this,” said Garlan. 
 
    “Let’s go,” he said as he pushed Garlan out in front of him and they set out across the Eastern Desert. 
 
    Black Mountain loomed in the distance, at least a day’s walk away. A walk to a future that held nothing for him, but darkness. 
 
    His wife was driven further into the prison in her mind and no one in Rosemoor knew what was going on here. He only hoped to live long enough to save Marnell, rejoin his friends and bring them news of Magrum’s return to the land of the living. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


 
  

   
 
    Chapter 33 ~ Seeking The Help Of Friends 
 
      
 
    Pendivall and Claudious stood in the middle of what used to be the small village of Tottenham. All around them were the remains of the buildings that Claudious had come to knows as his hometown. Not having been a training wizard for the past few hundred years, Tottenham had fallen under his care. 
 
    He still berated himself whenever he thought about the Teagan family and what they had done right under his nose and how it had taken an apprentice wizard to put a stop to their dictatorial rule over the village. 
 
    Now there was nothing but a few blocks left standing around what used to be the town square.  
 
    Two women stepped beside them, both with their arms locked together. 
 
    “Not exactly the welcome we were expecting.” 
 
    Claudious looked at them and shook his head. 
 
    “No Meribeth, it’s not. I am truly sorry for the way things have turned out for this little village.” 
 
    “I just hope the day will come when we can come back here and rebuild it.” 
 
    The other woman spoke, “That day will come sweetheart. We’ll do it in the memory of Carlos and all the others that died here that day.” 
 
    Meribeth looked at her with tears in her eyes.” 
 
    “Thank you, Molly.” 
 
    Pendivall looked to the west at the setting sun, The shadows were beginning to get long across the square and complete darkness would fall within the next hour. He turned and motioned with his hand and dozens of people began filtering out of the trees and into the open space. The group was made up of bowmaidens, swordsmen and a handful of royal soldiers. Some were the refugees that had taken shelter at Whitestone Castle when Tottenham was destroyed. As the original group had fled to the south, they stopped at Whitestone to gather all the women and children from there. 
 
    He turned to address the group as they gathered around him. 
 
    “Tonight will be our last night of wandering through the trees like frightened little animals. Most of you have been wondering where we are going and some of you may have already figured it out.” 
 
    One of the swordsmen raised his hand and Pendivall nodded to him. 
 
    “Sire, what makes you think we will be welcomed there? They are quite protective of their privacy.” 
 
    There was a murmur that went through the group as the rest of them began to realize where they were going. 
 
    “I don’t know that they will welcome us. Neither one of us knows the answer to that question. But, right now, the Land of the Dragons is our only hope for refuge. Master Claudious and I have been trying to reach out to Mirroth the White, hoping to gain his favor, but we haven’t been able to receive any answers back. The only thing we can do is go to the gates and hope they let us in.” 
 
    Claudious looked at the group and said, “If they don’t let us in, we may have to turn to the east and head into the Southern Desert. But make no mistake, we must get out of Wyndweir for the time being.” 
 
    Captain Jong stepped forward and looked at the two wizards, “If we have to, my men and I will storm those gates and get them open.” 
 
    Claudious smiled and said, “Captain, it will not come to that and you best hope that it doesn’t. If they decide to keep the gates closed to us, they will have the force of dozens of dragons to back them up. We are not going there to fight with those that call the Land of the Dragons home.” 
 
    “Okay,” said Jong, “but just know, we are ready and willing to do whatever you ask.” 
 
    “Thank you captain.” said Pendivall. “It’s good to have you with us.  
 
    “Alright,” said Claudious, “just as we have for the last twelve nights, we will be moving through the darkness. Please stay close together and watch out for each other because right now, each other is all we have.” 
 
    He turned and started walking south and the group fell in behind. They walked in two lines, one on each side of the road, which put them under the cover of the overhanging trees that lined their way. The swordsmen spread themselves out through the group and the royals took up positions throughout the lines. Pendivall took up the rear, walking along with Jong. 
 
    “I’m sorry if I spoke out of turn, sire.” 
 
    “Nonsense, captain. You are looking out for the best interests of this group and I applaud you for that.” 
 
    “What do you really think we’ll find at the gates?” 
 
    “I think we shall find something that will surprise all of us. I do not think we’re walking toward anything that will cause us harm.” 
 
    They went silent for the rest of the night. Jong moved up and down the line, checking on his men and offering encouragement to the others. He made sure to take some extra time to talk with any of the children that worked up the courage to talk to the tall soldier. 
 
    He thought of his own kids and hoped they were making it through this time safely. Before he and Cryssn had left to make the journey to Rosemoor, their children had been sent to stay with his parents. He was sure they had left their small village and journeyed into the wilderness to the west when the war started getting closer to their home. 
 
    Once he got these people to safety and settled, he thought he might leave and head home and see what was what. He was pretty sure the other six royals with him would probably go with him when the time came, to check on their own families. 
 
      
 
    ~~~~ 
 
      
 
    As the sun began to rise in the east, it cast a golden light on the massive gates guarding the entrance to the Land of the Dragons. The gates were closed and locked up tight. There were no guards visible and appeared to be no way to get past them. 
 
    The group stood in the small clearing at the end of the road that ran under the gates, looking up to the top. The gates were built into an opening in the mountain that had been cut just for them and the people saw a raging storm above their heads. Lightning and thunder crashed all around the mountain top and everyone knew that the stories of the never-ending storm were true. No one got into the Land of the Dragons unless the gates were opened and they were allowed in. 
 
    Claudious walked to a spot just short of the gates and bowed his head and closed his eyes. He breathed slowly, sending his thoughts to the other side of the gates, hoping someone was listening. He tapped his staff a couple of times on the ground and the crystal on top began to glow. He stood there for close to half an hour without any sign he was being heard. 
 
    The group behind him began to grow restless, some fearing they were about to be told they were heading for the Southern Desert. Though not nearly as inhospitable as the Eastern Desert, it was still a desert and not the first choice most people would make when thinking of a place to live. 
 
    Pendivall just stood quietly toward the back of the group, not betraying any thoughts about the matter. He was willing to stand there all day if necessary, but standing out in the open like this once the sun was fully risen wouldn’t be a prudent thing to do. 
 
    The group could feel the cold of the storm raging over their heads and mothers began to pull heavier clothing out of their bags to wrap their children to keep them warm. 
 
    At the one hour mark, Pendivall walked forward and had a few words with his friend and Claudious turned and walked back to the group and sat down on a rock. He was clearly worn down by the effort he had been putting in, trying to communicate with anyone willing to listen on the other side of the barrier. 
 
    Pendivall took his place and began communing in the same way Claudious had. Pendivall wanted the gates to open because, in the eight hundred years since he had gone through his trials in this land, he had never returned for a visit. He was one of the wizards, about whom stories were told, stories about how he came very close to losing his life during his trials. Even more so than Garlan had. When it came time for him to leave the Land of the Dragons, he couldn’t walk away fast enough. 
 
    Now he was back, hoping they would open the gates for him. 
 
    Half an hour. 
 
    Nothing. 
 
    Three quarters of an hour. 
 
    Nothing. 
 
    At the one hour mark, Claudious stood up and walked forward, ready to relieve his friend. He stepped up beside him and placed a hand on his shoulder. 
 
    “I wouldn’t have thought it was going to take this long to get an answer.” 
 
    Pendivall looked at him, clearly spent from the exertion. 
 
    He was just about to say something along the lines of maybe starting toward the Southern Desert, when there was a loud clanging coming from the gates. After a few more bangs and some metal-on-metal groaning, the gates began to slowly open. The two wizards stood right where they were as the gates swung open in front of them. 
 
    The group behind them gasped in unison as they all came face-to-face with a large, white dragon. As the great beast clambered through the gate, his large, clawed feet pounded on the ground, sending shock waves through the earth, the people began backing up, not sure if the Southern Desert was such a bad idea. The desert was looking better with every step the giant dragon took. 
 
    Pendivall and Claudious just stood their ground, not showing any indication they were going to move. When the beast came to stop just in front of them, he craned his neck down and looked them both right in the eyes. 
 
    Claudious straightened up and said, “Well?” 
 
    The dragon’s eyes grew narrower as they formed angry slits. Then he harrumphed and looked around behind himself. A large group of people started pouring through the gates and around the dragon and moving to the group of refugees, helping them to gather their things and get ready to move through the gates. 
 
    Pendivall turned and addressed the group. 
 
    “My friends, these are the people of the village of Kraeling, the only village in the Land of the Dragons.” 
 
    “For the time being,” growled Mirroth. 
 
    Pendivall stopped and looked at him. 
 
    “We’ll discuss it in a moment,” said the large dragon. 
 
    “Hmm.” said Pendivall as he turned back to the group. 
 
    “And our rather large friend here, for those of you who don’t know, is Mirroth the White, the king of the dragons, which also makes him the king of the Land of the Dragons. It is with his permission that we are being allowed through the gates.” 
 
    As the group started moving toward the gates, being assisted by the people of Kraeling, they all stopped and offered their thanks to Mirroth and he graciously nodded to each of them. 
 
    As the last of the group moved through the gates, Mirroth turned and looked at the two wizards. 
 
    “Just so you know, it was the missus that sent me down here to open the gate.” 
 
    “You mean you weren’t going to let us in?” asked Pendivall. 
 
    “I would have, but I was going to make you wait a couple of days,’ said Mirroth with a low, rumbling laugh. 
 
    “Well then,” said Claudious, “when I see Shyla I’m going to have to give her a big kiss on the nose for getting you in line.” 
 
    Mirroth sighed with a loud grumble. 
 
    “What was it we needed to discuss?” asked Pendivall. 
 
    “The village of Kraeling is small and can’t support this group of people for very long. After a few days, your group is going to move south and will begin to build their own settlement.” 
 
    Then he looked behind the wizards and they turned around. Captain Jong and his men were standing there. 
 
    “Master Mirroth, can we assume that these people are now safe, having reached the gates of this fine land?” 
 
    “Yes, captain, they are safe.” 
 
    Captain Jong looked at the two wizards and said, “With your leave, sires, we would like to make the journey to our home land and check on our families.” 
 
    The two wizards stepped forward and held out their hands to him. 
 
    “Captain, go and make sure your loved ones are safe.” said Claudious. “It will be quite some time before we are ready to take the war back to Kerrick.” 
 
    Jong nodded to him and then he looked at Mirroth. 
 
    “When we are ready to return, will we be allowed through the gates?” 
 
    “These gates may not be open again for quite some time.” said Mirroth. “Are you familiar with the Ice Pass?” 
 
    “Yes, I am.” 
 
    “That will be your way back into this land, if you should decide to return.” 
 
    Jong nodded silently. The Ice Pass was not a mountain pass to be trifled with. Not even for the royals. 
 
    Claudious looked at Mirroth. 
 
    “Any reason you would force them to enter that way?” 
 
    “These gates are going to be closed, maybe forever. The Ice Pass will be closest to the new village that your group is going to build.” 
 
    “So,” asked Pendivall, “we’re going to be living at the far, southern end of the lake?” 
 
    “That is correct.” said Mirroth. “Right in the middle of the dragons.” 
 
    Claudious raised his eyebrows as he looked at Mirroth, then Pendivall and then at Jong and the royals. 
 
    “Sounds like fun!” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


 
  

   
 
    Chapter 34 ~ You’re Going Home, Brother 
 
      
 
    The flight over the Eastern Desert took almost six hours and there wasn’t anywhere for them to land and take a break. By the time they reached the far side of the desert, Venia was beginning to feel tired and Hilde could hear it in her breathing. Though Venia would never admit it, she couldn’t fly all day and night without taking time to rest. 
 
    Coming down on the eastern side of the mountains, into the plains of Gallyneer, they discovered a small field near a lake, where they landed and decided to spend the night. Neither one wanted to try finding Mistburn in the dark and bearing the body of Symon home in the middle of the night didn’t seem to be the proper choice. 
 
    After setting down, Venia spent a few minutes filling her stomach with cool water from the lake. Hilde pulled some food from her travel bag and sat down under a tree to eat. She watched her friend quenching her thirst and felt like she was the most fortunate person in the world to enjoy a friend like her. 
 
    Venia turned around and looked at her. 
 
    “I am going to find some food for myself. There should be some deer in those woods over there.” 
 
    Hilde nodded to her and wished her good hunting. She looked around as Venia took to the sky. In the fading light of day, she could see Gallyneer was quite different than Wyndweir. Where Wyndweir was mostly undulating hills with forests and lakes, Gallyneer was rolling grasslands as far as the eye could see. There were occasional outcroppings of trees and some lakes here and there, but it was mostly tall grasses that waved in the evening breeze. 
 
    Hilde walked over to a small tree and sat down on the ground. It had been days since she had had a good night’s sleep and could feel the drowsiness settling over her. As she sat there, she thought about the mission she was on, thinking about her brother-in-law again and how he had given his life to liberate a land and defend a people that weren’t even his own. 
 
    “It wasn’t supposed to be like this.” 
 
    She closed her eyes and leaned back against the tree and before she had time to even think about it, she was asleep and dreaming of better days. Dreaming of the previous year and of discovering the man of her dreams. She could see his face in her mind and it offered her comfort and the feeling that he was still alive. 
 
    Later in the early hours of the morning, she was awakened by the sound of twigs breaking and someone trying to step very carefully and quietly around her. She very gradually reached for her sword and wrapped her fingers around the hilt. She opened her eyes and looked around without turning her head. She couldn’t see anything in the darkness. 
 
    She thought she might have imagined it until she felt a cold, steel blade of a sword press against her throat. 
 
    “Take your hands off that sword, soldier.” 
 
    She relaxed her grip on the sword. She turned her head slowly so that she didn’t make any sudden movements, to see who it was that had been able to sneak up on her. What she saw, looming in the darkness, was an unexpected surprise to her. Holding the sword to her throat was a gray old man, with hair down to his shoulders and dark brown eyes. Even though he was old, she could tell that he knew how to handle a blade and was not about to test his abilities. She lifted her hands to show she had no intention of challenging him. 
 
    “Easy now, old-timer,” she said. 
 
    “Old-timer?” said the old man. 
 
    She went to stand up slowly, so that she didn’t push him in any way. As she stood up she saw he was at least a foot shorter than her. 
 
    “Well, you are older than me,” She said with a smile. 
 
    “Well, that may be true, but I can take you if I have to.” 
 
    She smiled and said, “I do not doubt that, so I have no intention of giving you reason to do so.” 
 
    She kept her hands up until he began relaxing and after a few seconds he put his sword away. 
 
    “So what brings a soldier of Wyndweir to the land of Gallyneer?” 
 
    “I am delivering my brother-in-law to his wife. He fell in battle a few days ago at Rosemoor and this is just something I need to do.” 
 
    The old man looked around, but didn’t see anything.” 
 
    “Is this brother of yours invisible?” 
 
    “No, he’s just not here right now.” 
 
    “Really? So he’s just gone for a little walk. What, to stretch his legs, lassie?” 
 
    “No,” she said, stifling a pained giggle. Knowing Symon was still dead made laughing seem so out of place. 
 
    “I should hope not. That would be a pretty neat trick for a dead man.” 
 
    Just then she heard the sound of dragon wings slicing through the air and she looked up and saw Venia circling overhead. She directed a thought to Venia to wait a minute or two before coming down. 
 
    “I’m beginning to think you’re enjoying a little bit of fun with an old man.” 
 
    “Not at all, sire.” 
 
    “Okay, so let’s say I believe you and you do have a dead body around here. Am I also supposed to believe you’ve carried his body all the way from Wyndweir?” 
 
    “Well, no. I had help.” 
 
    The man looked around again, this time placing his hand back on his sword, wondering who else was lurking about that he might have to defend himself against. 
 
    Hilde reached out and placed a hand on his and said, “You have no reason to fear me or anyone else right now. You are in no danger.” 
 
    Then she pointed up into the sky and when the old man looked up he gasped and fell to his knees. Crossing in front of the full moon was the unmistakable form of a dragon. 
 
    “Oh, Mother Earth protect me.” 
 
    Hilde reached down and placed a hand underneath his arm to help him back up and said, “You were ready to take on a soldier of Wyndweir, but you’re scared of a little dragon?” 
 
    “M’lady, I can handle a soldier of Wyndweir, but I’m not quite sure I can handle a fire-breathing dragon,” he said with a very trembling voice. 
 
    Hilde laughed a little and put an arm around his shoulders and said, “She’s really just a big pussycat.” 
 
    Then Hilde signaled to Venia to go ahead and come down. The green dragon made a couple more circles and then dove down and landed just in front of the two. 
 
    “Venia, I’d like to introduce ... I’m sorry, I don’t know your name.” 
 
    The old man choked out, “Henry, m’lady.” 
 
    “Venia, this is Henry. Henry, this is my friend, Venia.” 
 
    The old man looked into the golden eyes of the green dragon as she lowered her head and looked at him and immediately he began to relax. He really did see a large green dragon in front of him, but he could also see there was some kindness in her eyes. 
 
    He looked to Venia’s back and saw the body lashed to her spine and began to feel a bit sorry for questioning this pretty redheaded lady. 
 
    “Who is that?” 
 
    “His name is Symon. He is the brother of my husband, Jarell of Greenvale Castle.” 
 
    “Symon, brother of Jarell,” he said softly to himself. 
 
    The old man turned back to Hilde and looked her in the eyes. 
 
    “He is the husband of Laurelai of Mistburn.” 
 
    “You knew him?” asked Hilde. 
 
    “I’ve met him a couple of times. He was such a good man and always treated everyone around him fairly. This is going to be devastating to his wife and children.” 
 
    “He was a good man. I had only known him for a few months, but I could see that.” 
 
    “So, you fought beside him in the battle against the dark wizard? Are you a bowmaiden? Those bowmaidens are the fiercest warriors.” 
 
    Hilde smiled at him and said, “I am a bowmaiden, but actually more than that. I am what we call a dragon rider.” 
 
    “A dragon rider? As I recall from the stories I’ve heard, the dragons didn’t like having anyone riding on them.” 
 
    Hilde looked at Venia with a questioning look. 
 
    Venia said, “This is true, Hilde. It used to be we wouldn’t let people ride on us. We somehow felt it demeaned us to be used for transportation.” 
 
    Hilde’s eyebrows went up. 
 
    “I hope you don’t think I look at you that way.” 
 
    “Absolutely not,” said Venia. 
 
    “So, what changed?” 
 
    “We came to realize that, maybe the reason dragons were chased from the land of Wyndweir and into what is now the Land of the Dragons was because we tended to believe we were above the humans. It was decided before getting involved with this war, we would change that. If we were to take on riders and start working closely with the humans, we would change their attitudes about us.” 
 
    Hilde stepped up in front of Venia and reached out and ran her hand over her face.  
 
    “I like your attitude just the way it is, sweetheart. You are a fierce, strong warrior and I wouldn’t change anything about you.” 
 
    Venia leaned forward and ran her nose alongside Hilde’s face.  
 
    “We want to come back from the Land of the Dragons and be welcomed among the humans again.” 
 
    “After this war is over, I will fight for you and the dragons and for your return to our lands.” 
 
    She turned back and looked at Henry. 
 
    “Anyway, Symon fell at the battle of Rosemoor and now I need to return his body to his home. I think he would have wanted that.” 
 
    “So, the war does not go well?” 
 
    “No sir, it does not. Rosemoor has fallen, as have Bridgehaven and Guilden. The troops of Wyndweir are scattered across the land and even into Terranasia.” 
 
    “That dark wizard is indeed making a mess of things. He came through this land, taking every male old enough to hold a sword and forced them into his army. Then, he made pacts with the people of Easternesse and they marched through here on their way to Wyndweir and did their own bit of damage.” 
 
    Next Henry turned and pointed, “Mistburn is that way, less than a days walk, but I suppose by dragon, it will be more like an hour’s flight.” 
 
    Hilde looked the way he had pointed. The sun was beginning to illuminate the eastern sky and she could see a flat, barren horizon. 
 
    He stepped up next to her and pointed at a lone mountain peak at the horizon. 
 
    “Just fly straight at that mountain. Mistburn is just at it’s base. You will find Symon’s family farm just to the east of the village, about one mile. It’s the only one on that road east, so it won’t be hard to find.” 
 
    Hilde turned and held out her hand and Henry took it. He leaned forward and kissed her hand. 
 
    “Be safe, m’lady.” 
 
    “You be safe, too, Henry. Dark times are upon us and it may be quite some time before we see the light again.” 
 
    She let go of his hand and walked over to Venia and climbed into her seat. 
 
    As she was getting situated, Henry stepped in front of Venia and looked into her eyes. 
 
    “When this war is over, you will always be welcome in my land. I will see to it.” 
 
    “Thank you, sire. I shall convey that word onto my uncle, Mirroth the White, the king of the dragons.” 
 
    They both gave Henry one last look, as he moved out of the way and then they took to the air, for their final leg of Symon’s journey home. 
 
      
 
    ~~~~ 
 
      
 
    A beautiful woman was working in the garden at the back of her home, pulling weeds and making sure the plants had plenty of water. She had long, white hair and blazing blue eyes. Her face still showed a beauty few women possessed, but it also showed a long life had been lived. 
 
    “Mama, what is that?” 
 
    She looked up at another, younger woman, who was pointing at something in the sky. She stood up and walked over to her. 
 
    “I don’t know sweetie. Looks like a large bird of some kind.” 
 
    They watched as the black spot bobbed up and down on the wind. It was so far out they couldn’t make it out, but the older woman was reasonably sure she was right, in that it was a large bird. They watched as it got bigger and bigger and pretty soon, it became quite apparent that it wasn’t a bird at all. 
 
    “Mama! That isn’t any bird like I’ve ever seen.” 
 
    “Oh goodness. Get in the house, Kelly!” 
 
    The younger woman began running to the house, calling out to someone inside. She looked back to see her mother was gradually making her own way toward the house. A man came to the door, looked out and then pulled the young woman inside. 
 
    “Get in here and stay in here!” he said to her. 
 
    He ran out the door and grabbed the older woman and started pulling her toward the house, but she started resisting. 
 
    “Mama, get in the house!” 
 
    She wrenched her arm away from his hand and stood there. Then she pointed at the incoming object. 
 
    “Have you ever seen a dragon before, Kyle?” 
 
    “No mama and I don’t know if we want to see one. Please come in the house.” 
 
    “Son, I have seen dragons before and I can tell you one thing. I’ve never seen one with a person riding on its back.” 
 
    Kyle stopped trying to get her to move to the house and looked at what she was talking about. Sure enough, there was a rider on the back of this dragon and it looked like it was a woman. A woman with brilliant red hair. And the two of them looked like they were intent on flying directly at the home. 
 
    The woman began walking toward the gate in the fence that separated the small farm from the dirt roadway that passed by the property. Her son stepped up behind her and stood there, ready to drag her to the house if he needed to. 
 
    Within seconds, the green dragon and rider landed just across the road. The mother noted the dragon didn’t carry just the red-haired rider, but also a bundle on its back. 
 
    They watched as the woman jumped down from the back of the dragon and hesitate as she looked across the road at them. Then, after a moment’s pause, she began walking across the road, toward the gate. 
 
    “Laurelai?” asked the red-haired woman. 
 
    “Yes. And who are you that you know my name?” 
 
    The warrior bowed her head, closed her eyes and took a deep breath. 
 
    “My name is Hilde Teagan and I have come from Wyndweir. I am the wife of Jarell of Greenvale Castle.” 
 
    “Jarell? You are Jarell’s wife?” she gasped. 
 
    Hilde nodded to her. 
 
    “That is a name I haven’t heard in quite some time. How is Jarell?” 
 
    Hilde raised her head and the sadness was evident. 
 
    “To tell you the truth, m’lady, I don’t know how he is. A few days ago we fought a grave battle near the village of Rosemoor and it did not go well for us. Jarell is missing and I don’t know if he is alive or dead.” 
 
    Laurelai stepped forward and placed a hand on Hilde’s cheek and closed her eyes. Hilde felt a flood of emotions and warmth wash over her. She had forgotten Laurelai was of a wizard lineage. After a few seconds, Laurelai pulled her hand away and looked at her. 
 
    “I sense Jarell is alive. Fear not, Lady Hilde. You shall see him again.” 
 
    Then a tear ran down Laurelai’s cheek and she looked at the younger woman. 
 
    “I also sense you have not come here with good tidings.” 
 
    She looked past the young warrior, toward the dragon, who was also not wanting to meet her eyes. She looked back at Hilde, who had tears streaming down her own face. 
 
    “You’ve brought my Symon home, haven’t you?” 
 
    That was more than Hilde could take. She almost fell to her knees and Laurelai stepped forward and wrapped her arms around her and hugged her tight. She could feel the young warrior’s shoulders bouncing up and down as she tried to control her crying. 
 
    “I’m so sorry, Laurelai. He and I talked many times of how, when the war was over, we would make this journey together, so that I could meet you and his children. I never dreamed we would make the journey in this way.” 
 
    Laurelai ran her fingers through Hilde’s red hair and did what she could to calm her down. 
 
    “It’s okay, Hilde. We always knew this could happen.” 
 
    Hilde pulled away and looked at her and then at Kyle. 
 
    “It’s not okay. He never should have even been in the army of the dark wizard.” 
 
    “Is that how he died?” asked Kyle. “Fighting against the armies of Wyndweir.” 
 
    “No, sire. He and his men had been freed from the bonds of the dark wizard and they fought on the side of Wyndweir, trying to rid Wyndweir and Gallyneer of the evil that Kerrick brings upon us.” 
 
    Laurelai looked back across the road at the green dragon, still bearing the wrapped body of her husband. She reached out and patted Hilde’s cheek and nodded. Then she stepped away and started walking toward the dragon. Kyle followed her and Hilde walked slowly behind him. She didn’t want to intrude on any sorrow that they might be feeling. 
 
    “I am sincerely sorry, m’lady,” said Venia. “Your Symon fought as courageously as any man I have ever seen.” 
 
    Laurelai looked up into her golden eyes and smiled. 
 
    “Thank you for bringing him home.” 
 
    She turned and looked at Hilde. 
 
    “Thank you both.” 
 
    Hilde nodded to her. 
 
    Kyle looked up at the bundle, struggling with his own emotions. 
 
    How was a man supposed to feel when confronted with the death of his own father? 
 
    He looked at Venia and as if she could read his mind, she laid down on her belly and stretched a leg out for him to stand on. He climbed up and stood next to his father’s body and placed his hand on the head of his father and bowed his head. After a few moments of silence, he untied his father’s body and lifted it up and stepped back down off Venia’s back. 
 
    As he went to carry his father back across the road, Kelly came out of the house and walked to the gate. She started crying when she realized what her brother was carrying and held the gate open for him. She placed a hand on her father’s head and bowed her own, as a sign of reverence to her father. 
 
    She followed Kyle as he carried their father down the path and toward the house. Hilde and Laurelai followed him, arm-in-arm and Venia settled down on her belly to wait for her rider. 
 
    “So, did he and Jarell keep fighting with each other to the end?” asked Laurelai. 
 
    Hilde laughed a little through her tears. As they walked through the door of the house, she looked at Laurelai and smiled. 
 
    “M’lady, I have a few things to tell you and your children about those two knuckleheads.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    to be continued ... 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  



 I hope you’ve enjoyed this story about Garlan, Jarell, and Hilde. And others. I am currently working on the outline for the final chapter in their story. I hope you will join me in this adventure into the world of wizards, dragons and darkness. It's going to be a wild ride. 
 
    I would appreciate it if you could turn to the next page and send a rating to Amazon. Obviously I would love to get 4 and 5 star ratings, but more than that, I'd like to get honest ratings so I can see how these stories are being received. Thank you for taking the time to read my stories. 
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    Into The Wishing Well 
 
      
 
    by D Glenn Casey 
 
      
 
      
 
    "Just wait by the wishing well." 
 
      
 
    "For how long?" 
 
      
 
    "What do you care? You're dead and not going anywhere soon." 
 
      
 
      
 
    Melanie arrives at the Pearly Gates, only to find a grumpy old man that won't let her in. How was she supposed to know she needed a number to come in? 
 
      
 
    So, what's a girl to do? 
 
      
 
    Miss Claudia told her that you can never do too much to get into Heaven, even if you are dead. Realizing she can still influence the living, Melanie decides to look after the people of her little town. She just doesn't realize there are others working in her town already, trying to drag them down. 
 
      
 
    There is one particularly nasty demon, who seems to have it in for her. 
 
      
 
    They don't like each other very much. 
 
      
 
    Join Melanie as she finds out she is one of the most important spirits in the coming war for Heaven, but has to face her battles before she even gets there. 
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    Wicked Rising 
 
    The Chronicles of Wyndweir 
 
    Book One 
 
      
 
    by D Glenn Casey 
 
      
 
      
 
    War is coming and they think he can be their leader. He wishes they would find someone else. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Garlan has finished his trials in the Land of the Dragons, attaining the rank of Master Wizard. All he wants to do now is go home and find the woman he loves. But, there are rumblings in the land of Wyndweir and it appears that evil is rising again in the Eastern Desert, after four hundred years of peace and tranquility. 
 
      
 
    War does come and as with any battle against evil, lives are lost and prices are paid that seem too high. Garlan finds his love, but events conspire to keep them apart and it's all he can do to keep from losing his mind when darkness stretches out its cruel hand and shatters his world right in front of his eyes. 
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    The Tales of Garlan 
 
    Prequel to 
 
    The Chronicles of Wyndweir 
 
      
 
    by D Glenn Casey 
 
      
 
      
 
    "Causing you pain during training isn't one of my goals, but it is an unexpected reward." 
 
      
 
    
This is a compilation of the four short stories that make up The Tales of Garlan. They will take you through the exciting journey of Garlan, from apprentice wizard to master wizard. They are an excellent introduction to him and his world and help prepare any adventurer to take on The Chronicles of Wyndweir.  
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    Beware The Boogerman 
 
    A COLD SHIVERS NIGHTMARE 
 
      
 
    by D Glenn Casey 
 
      
 
    I will destroy everything and everyone you love and then, I will rip your beating heart out of your chest! 
 
    
Oh yeah? Bring it jackass! 
 
    
The Prattville Sheriff's Department has one job and they're having one heck of a time doing it right. All they have to do is keep the peace and quiet in a small town that has the unfortunate nickname "Monster Town." It didn't come by that nickname without good reason.

Anyway, what would happen if a terror came drifting into town that could scare the bejeezus out of any law abiding monster? Find out when the sheriff and his deputies go on the hunt for the Boogerman.  
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