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Prologue

King Illichian, leader of the race of Elves, slowly sat up in his bed.  A fire blazed in his chamber’s hearth, bringing some measure of warmth to the cold morning.  He had not heard his servants come in to stoke the fire, as he had been lost in a sound, dreamy sleep.  There had been a time when even the slightest noise would wake him, dagger in hand, ready to defend himself.  Those days were centuries past.  Now, sleep came quickly, and it took effort to pull himself out of bed.  His bones creaked, and his muscles ached all the time.  Many days the only time he was pain-free was when his eyes were closed, and he was sound asleep.  His mind was still sharp, and it frustrated him that he could no longer do the activities that he once could.  The days when he could train with the dagger or bow were long past.  Even if he wanted to, there was little chance he could pull back the bowstring of even an Elfling’s bow.
Anger bubbled deep below the surface of his emotions.  He had brought his Elvenkind into this war, and there was little that he could do to contribute.  Never had he been a great warrior, and battlefield tactics were not something he excelled at, either.  His skillset was in leadership and governing his people through times of peace, but he had once been able to stand at the side of his warriors and fight alongside them.  No longer could he lead from the front.  He knew his warriors would think nothing less of him, but it still pained him.
For many, many generations, he could not imagine the Elvenkind ever going back to war.  As peace came to the Elves during their time of self-exile, the thought of war felt like a bad dream that would never come to reality.  For thousands of years, they had lived in a safe part of the world, separated from Humans and the wars that divided the world’s two dominant races.  Many Elves did not remember a time of war.  They had been born in peaceful exile, innocent and naïve.  What they knew of the Humans was passed down from generation to generation and shared by those that had lived through the wars.  Even though the younger Elves had never met a Human until Conner and Elissa arrived, they had a notion of them being evil and dangerous, because that was how the elder Elves portrayed Humans.  Born and bred in peacetime when food was plentiful, and war was unthinkable, no Elf had to fight to earn their next meal or struggle merely to survive. 
Maybe that was why so many Elves chose to move deeper into the jungles of their land of exile rather than face the reality of war.  It could have been cowardice, but King Illichian knew it was more profound than that.  To be a coward, they would have to know what they feared.  They did not know about the ravages of war, other than through the words and stories passed down from the elder Elves.  They ran away because they did not understand that good cannot exist without evil.  Day cannot exist without night.  They wanted to remain safe, living the same comfortable and predictable life year after year, century after century, never really struggling, or growing, or becoming the race they were meant to be.  In their safe naivety, they had lost the edge that allowed races to thrive and survive through hardships.
His heart broke from the years that were lost.  He never once regretted leaving their cities for exile, because he knew that if he had not, both Elves and Humans would have destroyed one another.  As time marched on, he kept his people in safe solitude, protected from the outside world.  He perpetuated their belief that it was better to be safe than to take risks.  He knew better, but he never wanted his people to fight in a war again.  He had committed to doing everything he could to keep his people from ever experiencing that kind of death and destruction again, but in doing so, he had let his Elves become soft and comfortable in who they were.
It wasn’t until Conner and Elissa appeared that he understood how safe, but meaningless, their lives were.  While he and his Elvenkind existed, they did not truly live.  The world around them grew.  Humanity spread across the globe, expanding their reach to continents that the Elves had never seen.  Humanity grew while the Elves became stagnant.  As that happened, they lost touch with the real evil around them.  They were devoted followers of the One God but had lapsed into comfort, not seeing the Deceiver sneak his way into their world.
Magic, an art lost to the Humans, was found by Prince Tarcious, brother to the emperor of the great Human civilization called the Taran Empire.  Tarcious’ jealous heart was darkened by pride and stoked by the touch of the Deceiver.  Through evil trickery and poison, Tarcious took the empire from his brother and crowned himself as emperor.  Although Tarcious became the ruler of the empire, he was still a pawn of the Deceiver.  Pushed by the Deceiver, Tarcious started a war with a small, neighboring kingdom named Karmon.  The people of Karmon had fought back valiantly, but they were no match for the great Taran Centurions who could send hundreds of thousands of soldiers into battle.  Unbeknownst to the soldiers, they were being led by a puppet of the Deceiver, and when Tarcious fell during the attack on Karmon’s capital city, the ancient artifact called the Ark of Life fell into the hands of the Deceiver.  Using the power of the Ark of Life, the Deceiver was able to bring himself into the world, his essence occupying the body of a Centurion sergeant.  The Deceiver brought forth his own army, fierce goblins who killed with a ferocity unknown to any Human or Elf.  Large Stone Ogres were raised from their mountain slumber, brought back to life after many millennia.  Karmon was devastated, and the Deceiver began his conquest of the rest of the world.  It was then that Conner and Glaerion had decided to come to the Elves for help.
King Illichian would never forgive himself for not immediately sending his army to help the Humans.  When the Deceiver broached this world, the king could feel his presence, but he did not believe what he felt.  He had sent Glaerion to seek out the source of the magic, and kill whomever it was that was using it.  Magic was not meant for Humans, for it would only corrupt their minds with power.  He should have known that the source of magic was not a power-hungry Human, but a greater force of evil.  Fortunately, Glaerion had come across Conner in a seemingly accidental way, but the king knew it was the One God putting the two of them together.  For it was only through that friendship would they return to the land of the Elves and ask for help.
They were all here, now.  Elves and Humans together behind the walls of Neffenmark Castle, a fortress that had never been breached.  But, he had seen grander castles and greater walls fall to lesser armies.  No force on earth could defend against the might of the Deceiver.  The only power that they could use would come from an even greater place.  The One God.
King Illichian pulled a thick fur blanket around his shoulders.  Although the fire was blazing hot, his old bones were still chilled.  His legs were wobbly, and his back was stiff.  Soon, a young servant would come in and give his muscles a rubdown that would allow him to get through the day.  He hated being old, and he hated the symptoms of old age even more.  Many times, he thought about just giving up and letting death come to his doorstep to take him, but he knew there was still too much to do.  There was a war to fight and a world to save.  Once the Deceiver was disposed of, he could think about letting another of the younger and brighter Elves take his place.  Until then, he had the responsibility of serving all Elvenkind as their leader.
With short, painful steps, he made his way across the room to where a plain wooden chest sat on top of a table.  He lightly touched the chest, and his lips mumbled the spell to release the magical locks that held the lid of the chest closed.  It was rare that he used magic these days, especially in such a menial manner.  Elves were discouraged from using magic for everyday tasks, as the power that came from the Web of Magic was not something to be trifled with.  It could take life, and it could give life.  To use it for simple tasks demeaned that power.  However, in this case, the magical lock was used to protect the one weapon that could potentially kill the Deceiver.
He strained to pull enough power to release the magical locks.  It was a simple spell that a young child could cast in his sleep.  His hands shook as he closed his eyes to focus once again on the spell.  His heart pounded hard as he had lost his connection to the Web of Magic.  Even though this logical side of his brain told him that it was impossible, he still feared it might be happening.  All Elves lived with a permanent connection to the Web of Magic and knew innately how to access the power of the Web of Magic in order to cast spells.  This inability to access the Web of Magic had happened before, but he had dismissed the event as merely an anomaly.  But now it had happened twice, and it caused a real fear to sweep over him.  If he lost that connection to the Web of Magic, he figured he would cease to exist.  In truth, he had no idea what would happen.  He was the eldest Elf, and all those that had come before him had perished in the wars with the Humans.  An Elf dying of old age seemed but a myth, but he was beginning to realize it was actually reality.
The third time he tried the spell, he squeezed his eyes closed and shut out all distractions.  Taking in a deep breath, he let the air in his lungs out slowly as he mumbled the words of the spell.  Instantly, he felt the connection once again as if it had never left.  There was an audible click as the magical lock released the physical clasp that kept the top of the chest from being able to be opened.
King Illichian pushed the top of the chest back until it stopped and looked down at the Spear of Salvation.  It fit into the chest only because it was broken into two pieces.  He picked up one of the pieces with his left hand and the other with his right.  Bringing the sharp obsidian tip close to his eyes, he could see the razor sharpness of the spear’s tip.  Unlike a typical spear that had two edges, this spear had four edges, and each one was sharp enough to slice through his skin just by touching the edge.  There were no marks or scratches that indicated it had ever struck another object.  He knew it had been used only because Conner and Glaerion had said so. 
They told him that the king of the Hurai had sent them to find it.  Their guide, a Hurai princess named Nikki, had gone with them on their quest.  After they recovered the Spear, Conner and Glaerion had traveled back with a small contingent of Dwarves.  Nikki remained behind to lead her Sak’Hurai warriors from their homeland to Karmon so they could join the fight against the Deceiver.  It pleased him to hear that soon they would have more help, but the idea of Sak’Hurai joining their ranks concerned him.  It had been many, many years since he had last dealt with the Sak’Hurai, and it had not gone well.  However, those times were long past, and no Hurai from that time was still alive.  He would have to have the same trust in them that he had in Conner, Elissa, and all the other Humans.  The past was past, and it was time to move on.
The Spear of Salvation needed to be powered by magic to kill the Deceiver, for even the sharpest of weapons would not touch his essence.  Cold steel could kill the body that the Deceiver inhabited, but it would not touch the Deceiver.  This broken weapon was likely their only chance to kill the Deceiver, and it needed to be repaired so that it could be reconnected to the Web of Magic.
Closing his eyes, he reached out with his mind to touch the Web of Magic, hoping that he could find the strands that led back to the weapon.  Despite squeezing hard and focusing all his power on the two pieces of the spear, he could not find the strands that were bound from the Spear to the Web of Magic.  Glaerion had suggested that the breaking of the spear’s shaft had broken the spell.  Although he was skeptical, there was still a chance that Glaerion was right.  The war would come soon, and he would have to be prepared so he could not delay much longer in trying to put the Spear of Salvation back together.  He had imbued other weapons with spells, so it was not beyond his skills to do that with this weapon, but if it wasn’t done just right and with the right spell, the Spear of Salvation would merely be a very sharp spear.  It would be a formidable weapon in battle, but certainly, not one that could defeat the Deceiver.
A light knocking on the door to his chamber broke his concentration.  He cleared his mind and frustrations with a long exhale.
“Come,” King Illichian called out.
The door opened, and the beautiful form of Hallendrielle appeared in the doorway.  She slipped in, glancing down the corridor to be sure she was not seen.  Then, she gently closed the door.
“Did you tell him?” the king asked.
Hallendrielle shook her head.  “I told Glaerion nothing.”
“He is your husband.  He should know.”
Hallendrielle’s eyes narrowed.  “He is my husband, not my keeper.  He will know soon enough.”  She took a long look at the spear and then added, “We will all know soon enough if the spell was successful or not.”
“He will never forgive you if we fail.”
“I will be dead, so what do I care.”
King Illichian smiled.  Most Elven females were quiet and docile.  Hellendrielle was as far from quiet and docile as one could be.  It was why the king liked her so much.
“Are you ready?” the king asked.
Hellendrielle stepped forward, nodding her head.  “I am.”  She looked more closely at her king, and then asked, “Are you?”
“Yes, I am.”
“You do not look well.”
King Illichian smiled and gently shook his head.  “You do not worry about me.”
She took him for his word.  Looking down at the Spear of Salvation in his hands, she asked, “How will we know if it works?”
“When the spear is plunged into the chest of the Deceiver, and he dies, then we will know for sure.  Hopefully, though, we will be able to sense the power of the Spear after it has been imbued with the spell.”
“That is quite a risk.  If the spell fails and we don’t know it…” she let her words trail off to silence.
“We have to just take that risk,” he replied softly.
***
Immerallis glided through the opening to the cave and came to a quick, graceful stop.  Outside was a steady, sleety, messy mix of ice and snow, typical for this time of year in the high altitudes of the mountains.  With a shake of body and tail, he cleared himself of ice that had stuck to his scales while he had been flying through the early spring skies.  He had not realized a thick coating of ice covered him until he heard ice droplets splash against the cave’s walls.  Underneath his scales was a thick hide that kept his body warm, which allowed him to comfortably fly in altitudes so high, he could not be seen from the ground.
He walked forward on all fours.  The darkness of the cavern was not too dark for his eyes, which allowed him to pick out the still form of Myllia, the golden-eyed Dragon Queen.  Her head rested on the ground, eyes closed.  Rhythmically, her belly slowly expanded and contracted as she breathed.
“You do not need to walk so tenderly,” Myllia said.  “I felt your presence some time ago, and it brought me from my slumber.”
The words were soft and motherly but did not echo through the cavern, as the words were only spoken through their thoughts in the native language of Dragons.  Their kind did not have the physiology to speak aloud, but their ability to cast their thoughts to others allowed them to communicate with any creature that they could see.  It was one of the many advantages of being tied directly to the Web of Magic.  Another important one, which could also be considered a curse, was that their life force never ended.  Dragons did not age as other animals did.  Thus they did not die from natural causes.  They lived forever, or until they were killed, which is what had happened to all their brethren, many thousands of years ago.
The two Dragons in that cavern were the last of their kind.  They had survived the purge Humans had inflicted upon their kind by exiling themselves to a cavern very similar to this one.  The Great Mountains that ringed the northern territories had been their frozen home while they hibernated for thousands of years.  It was only when the Deceiver had called them forth that they awoke.  Infused with unresolved anger that had boiled for those thousands of years, Myllia laid waste to the first Human city she came across.  Fueled by the Deceiver’s deception, she continued her assault on the race that had destroyed hers.  Uncounted Humans had been burned by her fiery breath and razor-sharp teeth.  Her wrath was fierce and unmerciful.
If not for Queen Elissa, Myllia would have continued in her quest to kill as many Humans as she could.  The queen’s strength and courage showed Myllia that maybe Humanity had changed.  She would never forget the screams of dying Dragons, but she had been able to forgive the Humans and vowed to help them fight the Deceiver.  It did not take long for Myllia to realize that the Deceiver had used her long-held rage for his own purpose.  Too late for the lives of many hundreds of Humans, she realized that the Deceiver was simply stoking anger towards a race of people, rather than the individuals who had actually participated in the purge of Dragons.  The Humans of today did not even know of their kind, other than through legends and children’s stories.  Humanity had grown and evolved into a race that was no longer worthy of her anger and wrath.  They did not deserve what she had done to them, and if she could go back in time and change her actions, she would have. 
The Deceiver, however, was not going to let Myllia simply switch sides in the war.  To force her to his will, the Deceiver captured Immerallis, her male offspring.  Joining forces with the Humans, she was able to free Immerallis, and also free herself of the Deceiver’s grasp.  Now, Myllia was free to do as she pleased, and that meant making amends for the lives that she had ended.  She and Immerallis would fight to the end to protect not only Humans but all the races of the earth.  She knew the true power and intent of the Deceiver, and even the purge of her race paled to what the Deceiver intended for this world.
“I believe the goblins have reached the mountains and will be here soon,” Immerallis said.  “If they marched without stopping, it would take them only five days to make the journey.  They are not moving that fast, though.  Something is holding them up.”
“But you did not see them?” Myllia asked.  She could not read minds, but she could sense thoughts and feelings, which allowed her to make obvious deductions.
“No, I did not.  I could smell them, though.  Their stench fills the mountain valleys.”
“The Deceiver gains strength with each day that passes.  He still only holds half of the Ark of Life, but it is enough to make him more powerful than any mage who has ever lived.  The Human mages that we faced are nothing compared to the Deceiver.”
“I did not sense any spells, though,” Immerallis said.
Myllia let out a long sigh.  “If you cannot sense the spell that hides their army, then that is another reason to believe that his power has grown.  Only the most powerful of mages can hide their abilities.”
“What do we do?”
“We follow their stench.  It seems that it is something that they have not thought to hide.  We will stay high in the sky and be patient and follow their stench.”
“What about when they reach the castle?  What will we do?”
“We will fight, of course.  When the goblins and the rest of the Deceiver’s army reach the castle, we will be there to fight alongside the Humans.  The necklace half of the Ark of Life must not fall into the hands of the Deceiver.  It must be protected at all costs, and that will be our duty.  Defend the Ark of Life.”  Myllia lifted the front of her body off the ground.  She felt Immerallis had more to say but was afraid to say it.  “You disagree?”
“No,” Immerallis replied haltingly.  “Well, maybe.  There are but two of our kind left.  Should we risk…?”
“Yes,” Myllia snapped, interrupting her offspring.  “No one life is more important than all the lives of this world.”
“Yes, I know, but…”
“This world survived without our kind for thousands of years.  Humanity has grown beyond the barbaric race that we knew.  It can survive permanently without us, if necessary.”
Immerallis knew Myllia spoke wisely, but it still pained him to think that all of Dragonkind might be gone in a few days.  He tried to put those thoughts aside and asked the other question that he had been debating while circling the mountains.  “What about the Ark of Life?  Should we not just take it and hide it somewhere the Deceiver could never find?”
Myllia let out a snort.  “I have listened to those Humans argue endlessly about what to do with it.  The Human who holds it, Hargon, controls it as well as anyone could.  They will need him to wield it in this fight.  They will need all the weapons that they can get.”
“But the power?”
“It is worth the price of using it to defeat the Deceiver.  When the war is over, and the Deceiver is sent back to the hell that he came from, then we will deal with the problem of what to do with the Ark of Life.  During peacetime, it is too powerful to be in the hands of any Human.  During war, though, it may be the only weapon that can bring down the Deceiver.”
“That never would have happened if Dragons were still in control of the earth.”
Myllia lifted herself up onto all fours and stretched her head out towards Immerallis until it was just inches away.
“Dragons have served the One God’s purpose.  We had our time, and now it is the time of the Humans.”  She turned her head and looked at the large blue-speckled Dragon’s egg that sat at the edge of darkness.  “It was foolish of us to think that we could hide from the world and rebuild our kingdom after the Humans destroyed themselves.  That is what we thought.  We thought that it would only take a few generations for the Humans to devolve into the wild creatures we thought they were, and their race would die out.  Instead, they have grown and expanded their reach to all parts of the world.  Their race has grown not only in numbers but in their capacity to survive.  This world is not ours anymore, it is theirs, and we must help them fight for it.  When the One God put breath into our souls, he charged us with protecting the earth.  For eons that meant ruling the skies with our great numbers.  There are only two of us remaining, and we must do all that we can to fulfill the duty that the One God gave us.”
“When the egg hatches, there will be three of us.  Then you will lay another egg, and then there will be four.  One Dragon at a time, we can restore our race and our dominance over the world.”
Myllia slowly shook her head.
“But I can feel it!  I can feel the touch of the unborn Dragon as it touches the Web of Magic!”
“It is a she and I have already given her a name.  Her name is to be Melissa.”
Immerallis let out a smoky snort from his nostrils.  “That’s a Human name, not a name that you would give a Dragon!  Especially one that is sired by the Dragon Queen.”
“It is the name of the Dragon that will save the Human race.  Named for the Human who gave me the reason to fight for her.”
“It will be decades before she is big enough and strong enough to be able to fight.  Are you saying this war will last for that long?”
Myllia walked over to the large egg and sniffed it, sensing the flow of the Web of Magic through the Dragon that was growing inside.  “I had a dream while I was resting, and from that dream came a thought.”  She turned her head to look back at Immerallis.  “Maybe it was a vision from the One God, or maybe it was just my mind telling me what I already knew.  I know how Dragons fit into this war and how we can help end it.”
“How so?”
“In time, I will tell you, but now is not the time.  One of us must guard this cave at all times, though.  We cannot let anything come in here and destroy the egg.”  Myllia could sense the disagreement in Immerallis’ thoughts.  “The cave is high in the mountains and well-hidden, but I do not trust the Deceiver.  Melissa touches the Web of Magic, which means that if he searches for her, she will be found.”
“What if we took her far away?  Take the egg and the Ark of Life and fly to the other side of the world.”
Slowly, Myllia shook her head.  “No.  Melissa has a destiny, and it is here.  This war will not be drawn out but will be resolved before the heat of the summer melts the snow from the highest peaks.  Either Humanity will rule the world, or the Deceiver will.”
Immerallis conceded his arguments.  Myllia was not only his mother but also his queen.  It was her wisdom that he must follow.
Myllia stretched her wings and started walking towards the cavern’s opening.  “In my dreams, I had another vision.  I must fly west and meet up with someone.”
“Another army?”
“If my vision is true, then yes.”
“What if the Deceiver’s army attacks while you are gone?”
“I will not be gone that long, and if something changes, I will come right away.”  She turned to leave but then hesitated.  “Melissa must not be left alone.  You must guard her at all times.”
“Do not worry, I will watch over her.”
Myllia was not entirely convinced that Immerallis really understood the importance of Melissa, but she would have to trust him to do as he said.  She could not be in two places at once so she would have to trust Immerallis whether she wanted to or not.  Male Dragons tended to be brash and aggressive, which made them powerful fighters, but they were also quite irresponsible.
With one last look back, Myllia started running towards the cavern’s exit.  At the end of the opening, she leaped up into the air, spread her wings, and began flying west.
***
The dragon was spotted immediately.  Two pairs of eyes watched her slowly drift downwards for several seconds.  Then, with strong, slow strokes, the dragon flapped her wings and quickly rose into the air.  Before long, she was just a dark speck set against a gray sky.
When he could no longer see the dragon, Roddan muttered, “I do not like the cold.”
The Deceiver glanced over at his hairy general.  Roddan was covered with thick layers of long brown hair.  Of them all, he should be the least worried about the cold.  A spell had been cast that had not only camouflaged them from spying eyes but also protected them from the icy sleet that was pouring down from the gray skies.  Unfortunately, the spell did not protect them from the frigid air.  The Deceiver’s Human body was still susceptible to the effects of nature, such as wind and cold.  He had a heavy wool cloak pulled tightly around his shoulders, but he was still cold.
“There is little to like about this world,” the Deceiver said.  “And the cold is the least of them.  It is tolerable.  Soon enough, we will rebuild this world as it should be.”
Roddan let out a grumble and crossed his arms.  With a nod of his head towards where Myllia had disappeared, he asked, “That one was the one that you call Myllia?” Roddan asked.  “Do we now go after the other?”
“Three heartbeats now touch the Web of Magic,” the Deceiver replied.  One hand drifted up towards the leather pouch that hung from his neck.  The source of his greatest power was in the pouch.  It was a black gem with hundreds of flat facets that glistened in even the lowest light.  The gemstone was half of the Ark of Life artifact.  Even his half held tremendous power.  Once he added the necklace, and he had its full strength, he would be unstoppable.
“You had said that there were only two of them,” Roddan said, turning back towards the mountain.  They could not directly see the opening in the mountain that leads to their lair, but they both knew exactly where it was.
“Two are strong,” the Deceiver replied.  “One is weak.  A young Dragon.  Likely a baby.”
“Protected by the others?”
“Of course.  Weak and vulnerable on its own.”
“So, we should not be concerned about it?”
The Deceiver’s tone sharpened, and his voice showed anger.  “My only concern now is the speed in which my army moves.  We should already be in position to attack.”
“The army’s biggest threat is this weather.  The goblins do not like this cold or the ice that falls from the sky.  For every two or three we conjure up, one drops over and dies from the cold.”
“This is why you have asked that the army come out of the mountains?”
“Yes.  March them north.  There is a city at the bend of a river on the flat land between the two mountain ranges.  It was the capital city of a kingdom that we have already destroyed.  The local people called their kingdom Thell.”
“Yes, I remember it.  They died begging and pleading for their lives.”
“Indeed, it was an easy battle.  Our army will be able to regroup and rebuild there.  It is a long journey, but we will no longer lose so many goblins to this world’s cold and ice.”
The Deceiver’s eyes blazed with anger and frustration, but his voice was steady.  “How much longer?”
“The army will be able to march on their stronghold in twenty days.”
“Twenty days then.  A second longer, and I will have your head just as I took that of my favorite spy.”
“I will not disappoint.  Speaking of your spies, what is the situation with your other spy?”
For the first time in a long time, the Deceiver let his lips curl into a smile.  “That is information that even you are not privy to.  Marila failed me, but this one will not.  By the time your army marches, I will have the full power of the Ark of Life, and our victory will be assured.”




Chapter One

“You think it’s a spy?” Conner asked in a voice just above a whisper.  He and Glaerion were halfway up the mountainside huddled behind a thick outcropping of bushes.  Each wore a brownish-gray cloak, which camouflaged them from any casual glances but would not hide them if a sharp-eyed lookout spotted them.
Everyone had grown weary with anxiousness of the impending battle.  Elven warriors, Dwarven warriors, Karmon Knights, and anyone else who could pick up a weapon had been training together for what might be the final battle for the survival of the world.  So far, the Deceiver’s army had avoided detection, and the not-knowing was almost as difficult as if they knew where the army was.  Preparations for battle and a preceding siege were well underway.  King Illichian, Sir Marik, and Sir Gossmire had taken charge of the castle’s defenses.  Although the King was not an expert in warfare, his thousands of years of wisdom was invaluable in setting up defenses.  Plus, the Elven warriors were still wary of being led by Humans. 
The Deceiver’s army was coming, and the sooner they found them, the better prepared they would be.  King Illichian had ordered more teams of Elven scouts to spread out through the mountains to find the Deceiver’s army. With preparations taken care of by the military leaders, Conner and Glaerion had been left to training on their own, which meant that when the opportunity came to leave the castle, they took it.  They had been quietly making their way across the mountains when Glaerion spotted someone walking through the thinning trees at the base of the mountain.  They settled into the cover of trees to watch and wait.
“She’s not a spy,” Glaerion whispered back.
“She?” 
Glaerion nodded his head.  “She’s not being careful or trying to hide.  It’s almost as if she wants to be spotted.”
The person was too far away for Conner to see clearly, but he had to take the Elf’s word for it.  As he watched, he realized she moved with the stiff urgency of a soldier, which made him unsure of her gender.  A more typical woman might move with more grace and with less forcefulness, and from a distance, she ran like he would expect a man to run.
Conner’s bow was strapped to his back alongside his swords.  If it became necessary, he would pull his bow out and string it, but they were not looking to kill but to capture.  If she were a refugee or a survivor of the assault on South Karmon, she would need rescuing.  However, until they knew who she was and what her intentions were, they were going to watch and be careful.
“There are two of us,” Conner whispered.  “Should we not just go down there and find out who she is?  Surely you could catch her if she turned to run.”
Glaerion, his eyes still focused on the woman briskly making her way through the trees, replied, “If she were a spy and had a horn to signal her army, she would do so before we could catch her.”
“I thought you said she wasn’t a spy?”
Glaerion glanced over and lifted an eyebrow.  “I don’t think she is, but I’ve been wrong before.  Can’t remember when, but I know there was a time.”
Conner tried to not laugh.
“We have plenty of time to watch and wait,” Glaerion said in a more serious tone.  “Did you have any other plans this afternoon?”
Conner shrugged his shoulders.  “I need to spend more time with my bow.  It’s been a while since I have been able to practice.”
“We’ll be back before dark, and then I’ll give you another lesson.”  Glaerion’s lips spread wide into a smile.
Conner let out a muffled chuckle.  It was rare to see Glaerion smile, and it warmed Conner’s heart to see it.  When they had first met, Glaerion and he were companions out of necessity, and there had been much anger in the Elf.  But over time, and through circumstance, they had become close friends.  The thought of the coming battle weighed heavily on everyone, and now it was even more rare to see Glaerion smile.  It was good to get out of the castle and be able to not think about their future.
For several minutes they watched the woman pick her way through the trees, occasionally glancing back, but never up in their direction.
When the woman reached a point directly below them, Glaerion tapped Conner on the shoulder.  It was time to follow her.  Traveling parallel to her course, but higher up the mountainside, they planned to slowly make their way towards her and then when close enough, rush in to surprise her before she could run away or call for help.  If coming from behind and she did manage to elude them, she could only run towards the castle, and the other scouting parties that were stationed between them and the castle would be able to capture her.  If they had rushed at her from the front, she would have turned and run back towards the Deceiver’s army and away from them.  Hopefully, the woman was merely a lost survivor and would welcome them when approached.  However, they needed to be ready and prepared for anything the woman chose to do.
Glaerion moved with the typical ease and grace of an Elf, slowly closing the gap.  Conner worked harder to stay close, occasionally having to sprint forward several steps as he had a hard time keeping up with Glaerion’s long, steady strides.  Overall, the mountainside wasn’t very steep, but there were parts that were sheer, which made traveling treacherous.  Whenever he slipped or tripped, Glaerion would make a quick glance back.  Conner knew that the Elf was not checking to see if he was okay, but to remind him that he needed to be more careful and quieter.
Slowly they descended to close the gap, and when they were about fifty feet above her and only a few paces behind, Conner’s right foot hit a soft patch of gravel and he lost his balance.  He let out a sharp cry as his body fell backward, landing hard on the ground.  As he slid several feet down a sheer section of the mountain, the woman looked back and up at them.  Even Conner could see her large, brown eyes that were wide with surprise.  In a heartbeat, she whipped her head back around and began sprinting through the trees.  Her hood fell back, and her long, brown hair swung back and forth with each step.
Glaerion was far away by the time Conner finally scrambled to his feet and gave chase.  The woman was surprisingly fast and agile, able to run just as fast as Glaerion.  The pursuer always has the advantage as they don’t have to think about what path to take or hesitate when obstacles suddenly came into view.  While the woman weaved around trees and bushes, Glaerion took a more direct route and slowly closed the gap between them.
Conner, however, could not keep up and soon lost them in the trees. Hoping that the woman’s chase kept in a generally straight line, he forged onward along a path towards the castle.
A short time later, a shrill whistle caught his attention.  He looked right and saw Glaerion through the trees waving at him.  Conner jogged over to see the woman sitting on the ground.  Neither she nor Glaerion was breathing hard, despite their sprint through the trees.  Even though he hadn’t run as hard or for as long, Conner was breathing deeply.  He looked closer at the woman, studying her face.  She looked Karmon, which meant she was likely a lost refugee.  Certainly, one of their kind would not be a spy of the Deceiver.
“She said her name is Marila,” Glaerion said.
“She ran fast,” Conner said.  “We almost lost her.”
“Too fast,” Glaerion agreed.  He looked at the woman and said, “What are you?”
“I am Marila,” the woman replied meekly.  “I was out foraging, and I got lost.”
Glaerion’s bared his teeth in anger and said firmly, “I didn’t ask you who you were, I asked you what you are.”
She shook her head.  “I don’t understand the question.  I am a Karmon.”
Glaerion reached up to touch her ear, and she flinched away.  “You are not Elven.  No Human could run that fast.  You came from the west.  You did not get lost.  You came from the Deceiver’s army.”
“Glaerion,” Conner said, sending a stiff glare at his Elven friend. “She is afraid.  She is one of us and just got lost.”
Marila looked from Conner to Glaerion and did her best to feign emotional distress.  She tried to force tears to come because she knew that would be a common response for a Human woman.  After a moment, when they did not come, she dropped her head to her chest and shook her head.  “I am not from his army or anyone's army.  I came from the castle.”  She looked back up at Conner and added, “I am friends with Ilasha.  She knows me!”
Conner looked over at Glaerion.  “Ilasha?” Conner said.  “Is that not Sir Marik’s lady?”
Her voice rose slightly in pitch as she quickly replied, “Yes!  That is the one.  She will vouch for me.”
Glaerion drew his dagger.  “I think you are a spy and should be executed right now!”
“No!” she screamed, backing away and holding up a hand.  “I am not!  My name is Marila, and I am a friend of Ilasha’s!”
“Glaerion!” Conner shouted out, too loudly for the quiet of the mountains.  “There is no need to threaten her.”
Glaerion kept his dagger out, but he relaxed his shoulders.
Conner turned to Marila and asked with a softer voice, “Where did you come from?  Before you were at the castle, I mean.  Before the war.”
She had prepared her answer and calmly replied, “From the city.  From South Karmon.”
“Where?  What street?”
Her eyes dropped to the ground.  It seemed as if it had been months since she had last been in Neffenmark Castle, but it had been only a handful of days.  She had intended to infiltrate the enemy, find the necklace piece of the Ark of Life, and then inform the Deceiver where it was located.  Or, even better, retrieve it herself.  She had gone the latter route and failed.  With each breath she took, she didn’t regret that circumstance.  If she had been able to take the necklace, then the war would be over by now.  She also wondered if she were not better off if Roddan had sliced off her neck, ending her life, and putting her out of her misery.  Instead, she had used her illusion ability to trick Roddan into thinking he had executed her.  A similar illusion was now being used to hide her true self from the Human and the Elf, but she struggled to keep it going.  Even though the ability to cast an illusion was an innate ability, her new-found emotions made it more difficult to keep the false image of herself going.
“Her silence convicts her,” Glaerion growled.
Glaerion’s words sparked Marila to come out of the depths of despair that she was slowly sinking into.  Maybe there was a reason that she had survived the Deceiver’s attempt to get rid of her.
“Turbin Street,” she suddenly burst out.
She had no idea where the street was or what it looked like.  It was the only street she knew of, for it was the street that little Allia had lived on.  Allia was a little girl that she had met inside the cavern in the mountain where the citizens of the castle lived.  It was where she had hidden while she spied on them.  It was also where she had started to learn who the Karmons really were.  Allia had lost her mother and father during the first attack but had been taken in by a group of survivors who escaped sure death and went to the other Karmon city of Tyre.  When the goblins attacked Tyre, she was able to continue with the rest of the survivors and made it to Neffenmark Castle.  Although she was alone in a strange place with the threat of death looming over her, the young girl had remained strong.  From little Allia, Marila learned that even the littlest of people can be strong, and they didn’t have to be powerful or physically strong.  They possessed inner strength to push them forward and drive them to do what was right.
“What’s Turbin Street?” Glaerion asked.
“There is a part of the city,” Conner started, but then he caught himself.  “There was part of the city where the poorest of the poor lived.  They lived in squalor and filth.  Many of them were criminals.  This street, Turbin Street, was there.” His mind drifted off to a time when he was first learning who Elissa was.  She was not only a spoiled princess, but she was a young lady with a heart of gold that helped the poor and downtrodden.  Rather than spending her days sitting in the castle daydreaming of the future, she went out into the city and cared for her people.  He smiled at the thought of Elissa, and even though it had only been half a day since he had last seen her, he was anxious to get back to the castle and be with her again.
“One would not generally admit that they were from that part of the city,” Conner added.
Marila dropped to the ground and buried her face in her hands, sensing that this was what she was supposed to do.  She was still learning how to handle and control her emotions, and female Humans crying seemed to be a typical emotional response.  Her mind focused on what would happen to her if she returned to the Deceiver, and then it became easy.  If the choice was sure death by Roddan’s hand or the possibility of surviving at the Human castle, she had to return to the Humans.  Oddly, she suddenly found it easy to let the tears fly and allow her emotions to take over her actions.
“I think she’s telling the truth, Glaerion,” Conner said, watching the young woman cry at his feet.  He wasn’t quite sure what to do.  Elissa tended to weep and cry, especially since she was now with child.  In those cases, he brought her into a hug and held her, but that was not something he was prepared to do with Marila.
“You’re willing to place your life in her hands?”
Conner had no reason to not believe Marila, other than they were in the middle of a war against an army led by a god-like being.  Dragons flew the skies.  Elves and Dwarves had joined their army and were more than just companions.  A youthful Conner would have fully believed Marila and not given it a second thought, but the older and wiser Conner gave this young woman another look.  She looked Karmon, and even acted as he would have expected, but when Glaerion asked him the question about placing his life in her hands, he knew he could not trust her completely. If Marila were indeed a spy, she would get her just punishment.  But, regardless of how he felt or Glaerion felt, they still needed to maintain their civility, and if they allowed themselves to fall into the trap of killing everyone they distrusted, they would lose their humanity.
Conner tried to let all traces of sympathy fall from his face.  Despite his gut feeling in trusting Marila, they did not have the luxury of trusting every stray young woman they came across in the middle of the mountains.  He also didn’t want to turn into a cold-hearted man who would never trust anyone.  Like any good leader, he needed to find a balance in his decision making.  He let out a sigh as he tried not to let the pressure of decision-making overwhelm him.
“We will take you back to the castle,” Conner said to Marila.  “We will find Ilasha, and if she does not vouch for you, you will be executed as a spy.”
With a firm grip, Glaerion took her by the upper arm and pulled her to her feet.  “If you are not who you say you are, your death will not be slow.  I can assure you of that.”
Marila, streaks of tears marked on her checks, nodded her head.
“And, if you run, we will kill you,” Glaerion added, looking over at Conner.
Conner took the gaze not as a question, but as a statement.  He gave a sharp nod of agreement.  To Marila, Conner said, “You run, and that will prove your guilt.”
“I will not run,” she replied softly.
***
It was a long, slow trek back to the castle.  The blue sky was crisp and clear of all clouds, allowing the sun’s rays to provide a warmth that made their walk almost too hot for their thick wool cloaks.  Soon enough, spring would fully arrive, and there would be more warm days than cold.  Buds on the trees had not started to appear, but if there were many more days like this day, it would not be long before trees and flowers would bloom.  The sun had dried out the ground, but the snow melt from the top of the mountains filled all the streams, creeks, and rivers that fed through Karmon towards the ocean.  They stopped several times along the way to quench their thirst and cool the back of their necks.
Conner was in no hurry to return, as he thoroughly enjoyed the outdoor life.  He knew that springtime in the mountains could mean days or even weeks of constant rain, and having a clear and warm day this early in the year was special.  The warm sun would soon turn the dreary and barren landscape into a land teeming with vibrant life.  However, this might be the last spring that the world would ever see.  If the Deceiver was able to win this war, no one knew what life would be like, but it would not be a world full of life.  It would be a world full of death.  He could not imagine how the world, much less the various races of the world, could survive in any way, shape or form.  Soon enough, the last battle would happen and either they would survive, or the Deceiver would survive.  As his mind drifted to the solemness of the moment, he grew sullen and quiet.  He forgot about the blue skies and warmth.  His thoughts drifted to what might be, and he didn’t like where those thoughts were taking him.
Conner was glad to see the tall mountain peak that protected Neffenmark Castle.  He needed to keep his mind and body busy so that he wasn’t thinking about what the future might hold.  Back in the castle, it would be time for final preparations, and he would fill any spare moment with training and archery practice.  Out in the open mountains, the air was fresh and bright, giving him plenty of time to think about life and their future.  He knew he needed to focus on the coming battle, so he was ready to finally be back at the castle.
Traveling from the east, the castle and its walls did not come into view until they reached the open expanse that stretched outward from the walls.  A small river, fed by mountain snow, wound its way through the shallow valley between the castle and a forest that lay a mile to the east.  The walls that surrounded the castle’s large courtyard were tall, much taller than what had once surrounded the city of South Karmon.  For hundreds of years, Neffenmark Castle and been impregnable, but he also knew the power and might of Stone Ogres.  If the Deceiver brought them with his army, it would not take them long to break through even these mighty walls.  But, when South Karmon fell, they didn’t have Elves, Dwarves, and a mage to protect them.  Hargon, the former Taran Emperor, had been locked in his room for days studying and learning the magic book that he guarded with his life.  If it came down to winning or losing, it might fall onto Hargon’s shoulders.  The Elves had the ability to cast magic as well, and they would be useful in protecting the walls, but they did not have the offensive might of Hargon.  It would take each and every one of them to win this war, and he hoped the races of the earth would continue to work together and not fall victim to the infighting that had broken them up thousands of years ago.
As they neared the castle, they walked in silence, but the ambient din of the castle’s preparation for war touched their ears.  The muffled sounds of voices and clang of steel on steel broke them from their peace.  Atop the walls, Elves and Karmon Knights had paired up to walk the walls together, swords and daggers loose in their scabbards, ready to be drawn and used at a moment’s notice.  The seemingly benign nature of the pairing was more than just practical.  Elves and Humans each brought their own unique set of skills to the battlefield, but thousands of years of distrust needed to be set aside in only a few days.  Although Humans had no problems with the Elves, for they were just myth and legend to them, many of the Elves still had memories of the days when Humans were their enemy.  Those who had not lived during those times had been inundated with stories and tales of the evil of Humanity.  The Elves had come to help willingly, taking the first step towards reconciliation.  Patrolling side-by-side atop the walls showed everyone that it was possible to change minds in only a few days.  Or maybe it was just that the threat of the Deceiver ruling the world was stronger than their memories.
As Conner, Glaerion, and Marila approached the main gate, a small group stepped out to greet them.  Conner smiled as he immediately recognized the long, flowing golden hair of his wife, Queen Elissa of Karmon.  His pace picked up, and Conner walked right up to her and took her by the shoulders and touched his lips to her cheeks.  He knew it was not proper protocol to bring her into a bear hug, so he compromised.  The tall, stern-looking knights who had escorted the queen from the castle looked on disapprovingly, but he didn’t care.  Protocols were not something he was fond of, but he did tolerate.  Fortunately, as he was married to the queen, the worst he got was disapproving looks.
Elissa beamed as he stepped back to look her over.  She wore a long, loose robe, which hid the bump of her belly, but the glow about her told anyone who cared to look carefully that she was with child.
“I told you I would be back shortly,” Conner said with a wink.
“It was still too long,” she replied with a smile.
Glaerion let out his customary low growl.  “Are you going to do this every time you are apart for more than five minutes?”
A voice from behind Elissa replied, “I should hope so.” 
Hallendrielle, Glaerion’s wife, stepped around Elissa and approached the Glaerion.  “It is good to see you, my husband.”  She leaned over and kissed him on the cheek.  His face turned red.
“Enough of this nonsense,” Glaerion snapped.  “We have this spy to deal with.”
Elissa looked at her and said, “Spy?  Is this who you found?  She looks familiar.”
“She calls herself Marila,” Conner said.  “Said she is from South Karmon.  The slums.  And, she claims to be a friend of Ilasha’s.”
Elissa’s eyes widened in recognition.  “Of course!  That is how I recognize her.  Yes, I remember you telling me that you were from South Karmon.”
Conner and Glaerion continued to look at Marila with suspicion, but they both relaxed just a little bit.
“Then, you can vouch for her?” Glaerion asked with a voice that was still firm and threatening.  His body language showed him relaxing, but he wanted to make sure Marila knew that they were going to keep an eye on her.
Elissa’s soft eyes and gentle face looked over Marila, who returned a pleading look.  Elissa took in a deep breath as she thought about Glaerion’s question.  “She is a Karmon who suffered like all of us have.  Yes, I shall vouch for her.”
Conner nodded and said, “Very well, then.  Marila, you are free to go.”
Marila looked up, her eyes full of surprise.
“Come,” Elissa said with an outstretched hand.  “You look famished, and it is near dinner time.  Join us for our evening meal.”
While Elissa walked with Marila through the gate and inside the castle, Hallendrielle moved closer to Glaerion.  “I can see the sour look on your face.”
Conner, who overheard Hallendrielle’s quiet words, spoke in a low voice and said, “That is his normal look.”
Hallendrielle smiled and said, “It is more sour than usual.”
Glaerion ignored the attempt at humor and said, “I do not trust this woman.  Our scouts picked her up far to the west, and she ran when we chased after her.”
“Running does not make her guilty,” Hallendirelle said.  “Perhaps you scared her.  If you snuck up behind her, you would certainly have startled her.  A woman all alone in the wild?  She probably thought she was running for her life.”
“Yeah, but she ran almost as fast as me.”
Hallendrielle raised an eyebrow.
“Right,” Glaerion said in response to the unasked question.  “Conner runs fast, but not nearly as fast as an Elf.  No Human can.”
“Maybe she is special and unique?” Conner offered as an excuse.
“The Queen has taken a liking to her, so that makes the situation even more tenuous,” Glaerion said.
“I will watch over her,” Conner said.  “If I notice anything strange or unusual, I will let you know.”
“If she is a spy, you will have to kill her.”
Conner glanced at the open gate where Elissa and Marila disappeared through.  “I know.”
Movement farther down the base of the wall caught his attention, and he let out a laugh at the sight of a large man stumbling and falling face-first into the mud.  Still chuckling, he turned to Glaerion and asked, “Should we go help him?”
With a gruff reply, Glaerion replied, “Might as well.”
***
Lord Martin carried his large frame clumsily across the cold, muddy ground as fast as he could.  Pumping his arms with each step, he tried to get his short legs to move quicker.  He had been out in the abandoned village when he saw Conner and the Elf, whose name he could not remember, walking along the outside of the wall.  They had someone with them, possibly a young woman, but at this distance, he could not tell for sure.  At first, he had watched with curiosity, wondering where they had come from and why they were outside the castle walls.  Once Queen Elissa made an appearance, he knew it might be his last chance to gain an audience with her.  Despite his standing as one of the preeminent lords in Karmon, his attempts to meet with her had been continually rebuffed.  At first, she offered explanations that she was too busy preparing the castle for the upcoming battle, but when he became more persistent, the excuses ended, and he was simply denied access to the queen.
He huffed and puffed as he pushed his body as fast as it could go, but he was still at least a hundred yards away when the queen turned to walk back through the gate and into the castle.  He knew that he was going to miss another chance, but that didn’t stop him from charging forward.  Suddenly, he found himself flying through the air, and he let out a loud cry.  His right foot had hit a slippery, muddy spot on the slope that led up to the base of the wall.  Before he could catch himself, he was tumbling forward, and then he fell face-first into the mud and slid for several feet.  His large belly kept his face from hitting the mud, but the rest of his body was covered in it.
The force of his body hitting the ground reverberated through his bones and caused an excruciating amount of pain.  He would have remained lying on the ground for several minutes if he hadn’t heard the laughter.  With a grunt and groan, he pushed himself up enough to see the Elf and Conner trotting towards him.
Conner had a broad smile on his face as he approached.  While letting out a final laugh, Conner asked, “Are you all right?”
With indignation, Lord Martin barked at them, “How dare you laugh at me!  I am a Lord of this kingdom!”
Conner had been raised to respect the kingdom’s nobles, which included the various lords that were landowners.  He clamped his mouth shut, and his eyes went wide with a flash of fear that passed through him.  He had not intended to insult Lord Martin, but apparently his laughter had done just that.
Before Conner could sputter out an apology, Glaerion said, “There is not much that Humans do that make me laugh, but that was one of them.  You just flopped down onto the mud and slid for almost ten feet!  I have seen pigs more graceful than that!”
“I do not need the insolence of your kind,” Lord Martin growled.  “Now, help me up!”
Glaerion’s smile quickly changed to a scowl.  “Help yourself up.”
Lord Martin’s eyes flashed over to Conner, who had stepped forward to help.  It was clear that Lord Martin’s girth was going to make it hard for him to get up while partially embedded in the soft mud.  Conner tried to lift Lord Martin from the armpits, but he wouldn’t budge.  Conner didn’t want to pull too hard for fear of losing his balance and falling into the mud himself.
“Leave the fat oaf be,” Glaerion said standing several feet away with arms crossed.  “He’s not even trying to get up.  No, seriously, let him be.  He is not worth the effort.  If he can’t get up on his own, or make himself useful, he is only eating up food that could be used to feed someone who actually adds value to the castle’s defenses.  And based on his size, maybe he’s eating for two.”
Lord Martin pushed with his arms so that his chest was off the ground.  His face was beet red, and his eyes blazed with anger.  With deliberate pauses between his words, Lord Martin growled, “How dare you.  Do you not know who I am?  I am Lord Martin.  I own more lands in this realm than anyone, even the queen.  The lands of the Thorndale’s extend only around South Karmon.  I own ten times that.”
Glaerion walked up to the lord and squatted in front of him so that he was looking him straight in the eye.  “I don’t think you realize that this war has left your realm in tatters.  Maybe someday you can return to your lands and your luxurious home and eat your fancy meals until you are so large that you can’t even get up from your bed.  In the meantime, there is a war to fight, one that is not in our favor.  If we lose, the world as we know it will end and so will any chance of you returning to your lifestyle.  So, if you are so worthless of a Human that you can’t even get up from the ground when you fall down, I do not feel sorry for you.  My people did not travel halfway around the world to help people like you.  We traveled that far to help people like Conner and Queen Elissa.  If you want our help, then start pulling your own weight, and that can start now by getting your fat self out of the mud!”
“I have been pulling my own weight!” Lord Martin yelled out.  He tried to push himself up to a sitting position, but his weak arms gave out and fell back onto the mud.
Glaerion stood, looking down at him with disdain.
From behind, Conner said, “Glaerion, he is still a lord.  We should help him.”
Glaerion shook his head.  To Lord Martin, he said, “Pulling your own weight?  What were you doing in the village?”
“I was scavenging for supplies.”
Glaerion let out a snort.  “Hardly.  We stripped anything useful out of all the homes days ago.”
“Well, I didn’t know.”
“You should have.  What were you really doing?  What were you looking for?”
“I was just trying to be useful.”
Glaerion shook his head again and started walking away, leaving Conner standing over Lord Martin.
“Leave him, Conner.  He is worthless.”
“Glaerion!  We cannot just leave him.  If he can’t get up, he will die.”
Glaerion spun around.  “Then he will die!  You know what he was doing hunting through those houses?  I do because I’ve already been told about it.  He is hunting through the homes looking for anything of value.  Stealing from your people.  Gold.  Jewels.  Whatever he can find, he pockets and keeps.  He does not want to help us, he only wants to help himself.”  He stared at Lord Martin for several seconds, waiting for the lord to defend himself, but Lord Martin just dropped his eyes to the ground and remained silent.
“Is it true?” Conner asked.
Tears started to stream down Lord Martin’s cheeks.  His voice cracked as he said, “There was not much anyway.  A couple trinkets.  Nothing of value.”
“Of course not,” Glaerion said.  “Those are the homes of simple villagers.  Why would they have anything of value when you lords hoard it all!  Nothing has changed since the beginning of time.  Those in power keep all the wealth while the people do all the work and get little benefit.”
“Glaerion, you speak of Queen Elissa too?” Conner asked.
Glaerion took a deep breath, realizing that he had said too much.  He looked from Conner to Lord Martin while he collected his thoughts and controlled his anger.  “I forget myself sometimes.  Our cultures are different, and maybe I should just keep my thoughts to myself.”
“No, it’s okay.  It doesn’t make it right, but it is how our kingdom works, and it’s worked well for generations.”
“You’re okay with all the wealth of your kingdom held by a few?”
“We are the ones who are educated,” Lord Martin explained.  “We have been placed in our position because we know how to rule the people.  Not everyone can be rulers.  Some must be leaders, and some must be followers.  It is the way of the world.”
Glaerion pointed a finger at Lord Martin.  “You were born into your lordship, were you not?  Did you earn it?  Did you put in years of hard work and effort to attain it?  Did you study or have any training for it?  No?  I didn’t think so.  You were lucky.  Luck should not determine wealth.  It should be earned and shared.”
“Divine providence,” Lord Martin replied softly.
“What?” Glaerion exclaimed with a short laugh.
“The One God placed those of us in leadership.  I was given my lordship not through luck, but because the One God saw fit to place me there.”
Glaerion let his short laugh extend to prolonged, forced laughter.  “I cannot listen to your prattle.  Lie there in the mud, and hopefully, when the goblins come to attack, your end will be swift and merciful.  Until then, you can hope that the One God will come to save you just as he has given you your lands.”
With a shake of his head, Glaerion turned and began walking back towards the main gate.
As Glaerion passed by, Conner asked, “You’re just going to leave him?”
“Let him die.  He is of no use to us, as he’s proven over and over again.  We need brave and courageous men who can take up arms.  Not fat weasels who steal from their own people.”
Glaerion stalked off, shaking his head.  Conner turned to look at Lord Martin who remained helplessly stuck on the ground.  Despite his feelings towards Lord Martin, he could not just let him sit in the mud.  He knew that he wouldn’t die, as someone would eventually come and help him up.
With a long sigh, Conner decided he should probably continue to help.  He stood over Lord Martin for a moment trying to come up with a solution.
“Well?” Lord Martin cried out.
“Try this,” Conner said.  “Roll onto your side.”
“What?”
“Do you want to get up, or not?” Conner snapped.  His patience would only last so long before he would lose it all and just walk away like Glaerion did.
“Just roll onto your side,” Conner repeated.
With a grunt, Lord Martin dropped his chest back to the ground and rolled onto his side, getting even more mud on his clothes.
“Now tuck your legs under you and roll back onto your chest and knees.”
With more grunting and groans, Lord Martin did as he was asked.  Soon, he was sitting up on his knees and then he was able to lift a leg and put it back down out in front of him.  Now that he was on only one knee, he was able to push himself up into a standing position.  His face was still red, and his chest heaved from the effort.
“I thank you,” Lord Martin said with an air of arrogance, ignoring that he was covered from head to toe in mud.  “Your kindness will not go unrewarded.”
Conner shook his head and said, “I don’t want any of your rewards.  Glaerion is right about you, so don’t think my kindness is for any other reason than there’s been enough death this winter.  I’d suggest you figure out a way to make yourself useful or you'll find yourself standing on the wall with a bow in hand to defend against the Deceiver’s first attacks.”
Through clenched teeth, Lord Martin said, “Don’t you dare speak to me in such a manner.  I am a Lord!”
Conner narrowed his eyes, and coolly said, “Don’t make me regret saving your life.”
Without letting Lord Martin respond, Conner turned and returned to the castle.




Chapter Two

The rain had been falling steadily for several days, which dampened Princess Nikki’s mood to the point where she didn’t want to talk to anyone, nor did she want anyone to talk to her.  Even though the rain had stopped falling, the skies were still a dreary, dark gray and showed no signs of opening up for the sun.  The ground was soaked and muddy, making travel across the open field treacherous.  Beside and behind her marched her small force of Sak’Hurai.  They were the elite warriors of the nation of Hurai trained since childhood in the art of battle and swordplay.  Even they trod carefully across the slippery ground, lest they fall face-first into the mud.
Nikki had not meant to lead her warriors this far north, but when her advance scouts had reported a large army moving ahead of them, she hoped it was the Deceiver’s army heading west, and she would not miss out on an opportunity to engage and kill the enemy.  She did not even know what they looked like.  Conner and Glaerion had described the Deceiver’s soldiers as long-limbed gangly creatures that were easily killed but were ruthless and dangerous when fighting in packs.  They would sweep down upon their victims in a single mass using their superior numbers and tenacious ferocity rather than skill.  Attacking first would be the key to defeating those creatures that Conner had called goblins. 
The horses that carried them for the past two weeks of their journey had been left several miles back to graze on what grass they could find.  A small contingent of her warriors remained behind to tend to the horses, but most of them marched at her side, swords drawn and ready to be used.  Sak’Hurai were not horse soldiers.  They preferred to fight from the ground using long and thin swords that could easily slice a body in two.  On foot, they moved forward in an organized, but loose formation.  Each Sak’Hurai warrior was a highly trained and finely tuned instrument of war capable of defeating many times their number.  For many of them, this was to be their first time in open combat, yet there was not one of them that felt any fear or apprehension.  To a man and woman, the Sak’Hurai were prepared to kill and be killed.  It was their purpose in life, and it would be an honorable end to their lives if they were to fall on the battlefield.
Nikki glanced to the left and then to the right to be sure that her warriors were not moving too quickly.  She was at the center of the line, setting the pace, and they needed to stay in formation.  They would engage as one solid mass, which meant coordinating their speed.  Their engagement of the enemy needed to happen from one end of their line to the other, and at the same time.  If one side of the line was too slow, the enemy could shift reserves around them to defend weak spots.  However, if they were to all attack simultaneously across the entire front of their opposing army, they would be able to keep any enemy reserves from counter-attacking.
Ahead, she could see the ground was matted and trampled from a previous battle.  The army that her scouts had seen was gone, having left devastation in its wake.  There would be no battle today, so she relaxed her tense muscles and lowered her swords, so they swung back and forth as she walked forward.  She expected to see the creatures that Conner had described, but she only saw bodies of men, many with missing body parts.  Faces were contorted with the last vestige of death twisted into them.  Two distinct armies were apparent from the dead.  Some of them were hairy and clad in only thick furs and hides.  Others were clothed in bright red tunics and armored with chest plates, greaves, and elaborate bronze helms.  Whatever transpired had been a fierce and deadly battle, but it had not been between Humans and the army of the Deceiver.  It had been between two Human armies.
Although fear was not something she embraced, it was not unknown to her, so she recognized it when it fell on her like steady spring rainfall.  She had been wrong to assume that the army her scouts had seen in front of them was an army of goblins.  It was also not a single army, but two armies and she was leading her people onto the battlefield between them.  Her desire to put her warriors to the test on the battlefield could have caused their doom.  She now realized she should have sent out a smaller contingent to scout the battlefield first, rather than lead her entire force onto it.  Fortunately, her miscalculation had not yet caused them harm, but she would have to be wary of being attacked by either army.
As she continued to march forward, the dead bodies were closer together, many bunched together in piles of death.  Blood mixed in with the wet mud made for a slick mess.  Body parts were strewn about, stuck halfway into the thick mud.  If it were warmer and in the middle of summer, flies would be buzzing around, and the stench of the corpses would be overwhelming.  The cold rain had turned the battlefield into a mess, but it also kept the smell down.  It was hard to tell how long ago the battle had occurred, but she knew it wasn’t too recent, likely at daybreak.  There were too many dead bodies and no moans or cries for mercy.  She knew from first-hand experience that death did not always come quickly in the open battlefield.  However, if she did come across a soldier who was still alive, there would be no fight in them.  The adrenaline of the battle would have passed, and they would be begging for mercy and quick death.
She knew the armored soldiers were Taran Centurions as their reputation stretched across the continent.  They were not individually great soldiers, but they were disciplined and fearless.  Their ability to fight in formation was legendary.  She had little respect for their style of fighting, using long-range weapons such as crossbows to fight from a distance.  She would much rather see the eyes of her enemy as she sliced them up.
The fur-clad warriors looked unfamiliar.  There were many tribes and small kingdoms in the northern parts of the continent that were unknown to her and her people.  Mostly the Hurai stayed to the south, away from the desolate lands of the north.  Clearly, she found herself in the middle of a conflict between two warring nations, and the last thing she wanted to do was to get pulled into a fight that would distract her from getting to Conner’s kingdom.  If they moved fast enough, they should get out of harm's way by dusk, and then they could find a safe, isolated place to set up camp.  In the meantime, her warriors needed to appear as unthreatening as possible.
With a shrill whistle, she signaled for her warriors to sheath their weapons.  Even if they were attacked, they would see it coming with enough time to draw their weapons and defend themselves.  She let out another whistle, and her Sak’Hurai adjusted their path to close ranks.  As her warriors came closer, the sound of boots slapping across wet mud filled her ears.
“Princess, these are not the creatures you spoke of,” one of her commanders named Kile said.
“No,” she replied.  “Taran Centurions and another army.”
“Bargoroth,” Kile replied.
Nikki turned her head towards him, wondering what word he just said.
“The hairy men in fur are called the Bargoroth.  They live here in the cold north, far away from other people.”
“It is dark and dreary up here,” another commander named Tys said from behind Nikki.  “What a miserable existence they must live.”
“Do not be so quick to judge,” Kile said.  “They know of nothing other than what they know.  They are happy and content with their lives.”
“What do you know of them?” Nikki asked.
“Your father opened a trade route with them some years ago, and I drew duty to safeguard the caravan’s passage.  They were friendly enough to us, letting us sleep in their homes and feeding us before we returned south.  They had little to offer us in trade, but there are large white bears that live farther to the north, and your father took a liking to their soft fur coats.  The bears stand almost twice the height of a man and are very hard to kill, but they are not dangerous unless you come upon a mother with her cubs.  That was one mistake I will never make again.”
Nikki casually glanced around, wondering if any such bears were nearby.
Kile noticed what Nikki was doing and let out a laugh.  “Do not worry, dear princess, these bears do not like Humans, so they will stay far away from our stench.  Just don’t get near them when their cubs are around!”
Nikki let out a low growl.  “Don’t dear princess me.  I’ll cut out your tongue.”
Kile laughed harder, and it took only another moment for Nikki to smile.  She had proved herself many times over that she was as good a fighter as any man.  She had known Kile since they were young kids learning the ways of the Sak’Hurai and had a relationship where they could tease one another.  The humor seemed to soften the quiet tension.
Nikki pointed to the north where they could see the tops of trees in the distance.  “Your Bargoroth will be camped in those trees.”
A moment later, the slow and steady drumbeat of a distant drum was carried to their ears by the northern breeze.
“Drums of war,” Tys said.  “We should prepare for battle.”
“The only war we are to fight is with the Deceiver’s army,” Nikki said.  “We will not interfere with whatever argument the Bargoroth have with the Tarans.”
The drumbeats increased in volume and intensity.
“If we continue this course, we may come directly into their path,” Tys said.  “We should draw weapons and align into an attack formation.”
Kile shook his head in disagreement.  “We do not know the force that they have out there, nor the weapons they fight with.  There is no army that could stand against us, but it may come at a cost that is simply not worth it.  This fight is not ours.  I agree with the princess.  We should avoid fighting unless we are attacked.”
“Running from battle is not honorable,” Tys grumbled.  “If we wait until we are attacked, then we lose any advantage we might have.  Surprise and speed may be all that we have.”
“Running blindly into battle is foolish,” Nikki replied in a harsh tone, which she immediately regretted.  Sak’Hurai were supposed to be disciplined enough to not show emotion, but her mind and body were tired, and she let her feelings escape when she should have left them bottled up.  She took a deep breath to regain her military bearing.  With a steady voice, she said, “We are maneuvering away from the battle to evaluate our position.” 
Nikki let out a low whistle, drew her sword and circled it over her head.  Then she thrust it to her right, pointing to the south.  As one, the Sak’Hurai warriors turned to the right and marched away from the sounds of drumbeats.  Nikki waited until her warriors passed her, and then followed behind.  As their leader, she would always remain in the most exposed position.  When leading an army into battle, it would be at the front.  When retreating, it would be at the rear.  If they were to be attacked from behind, it would be her sword that would parry the first blow.
They marched to the fading sound of the Bargoroth drumbeat for some time when they came over the rise of a low hill to see the Taran army spread out before them.  She could not easily estimate how many soldiers there were, but it was undoubtedly in the tens of thousands.  Her small army would savagely defend itself, but no amount of skill or training could overcome such a disparity in numbers.  It would only be her signal that would cause her Sak’Hurai to bring their weapons to bear and march into battle, but that would not be today.  The mass of soldiers was retreating in an orderly fashion.  They weren’t running away in panic, as an army in disarray might do, but they also weren’t marching in strict columns and rows that she had known them to fight in.  They were moving as one, away from a battle where there appeared to have been no clear victor.  There had simply been too many bodies from both sides.  Plus, if there had been a victor, they would have been marching towards the other army’s camp, rather than back to their own.
She called for her warriors to stop their forward march and pushed her way through to the front rank.  That was when she noticed a small contingent of horse-mounted Taran Centurions break away from the main force and head towards her.
She looked at Kile and Tys and said, “It looks like we will have a parley.”
Princess Nikki waited patiently for the Taran Centurions to approach.  There were six of them who walked across the open expanse between the two forces.  Four of the Centurions walked with crossbows loaded and cocked, ready to be fired at a moment's notice.  The other two walked in front.  They were older and carried themselves as leaders.
Nikki watched them carefully, observing the worn-down looks of the two leaders.  There seemed to be little fight left in their eyes.  As they reached Nikki, one of the men looked past Nikki to Kile and Tys.  He said some words that were obviously in his native language.  None of the Hurai could speak Taran, so they remained silent.
“You understand Commoner?” the Centurion asked, looking from one Sak’Hurai to the next, wondering who the leader was.  His black hair was streaked with gray, and his face was lined with wrinkles.  “I am General Lucius, command of the Northern Taran Army.”
“I am Princess Nikki.  We speak Commoner.”
His eyes, however, never fell onto Nikki.  His eyes went from Kile to Tys, who stood on either side of Nikki.  “Which of you commands your army?”
Nikki felt the insult of General Lucius ignoring her and took it personally.  Her temper was short and ready to explode, but for the moment, she was able to keep her emotions in check.  “I am Princess Nikki.  I command the Sak’Hurai.”
General Lucius glanced at his companion, and his lips curled into a smirk.  “A woman leading soldiers?”
The other man let out a slight grunt, which could have been taken either for agreement or disagreement.  His name was General Aeneas, and he was second in command of the Northern Taran Army, which is why he let out a neutral response.  He was not going to outwardly show disapproval of his commanding officer, but he also had a high enough rank to not fully support him, either.  General Aeneas was almost a decade younger than General Lucius but had commanded just as many battles as his superior.  Unfortunately, his family was not nearly as connected, else he would be commanding another army in a much warmer climate.  Second-in-command had its perks, as he was able to live a life of simple luxury even in the cold environment of the north.  Most of the battlefield command was his, which put him closer to harm’s way, but he was never close enough to be concerned with his fate.  Eventually, he would be raised to Commander of the Army, but it wouldn’t be until General Lucius died or decided to return to his family’s farm and retire in lavish comfort.  In the meantime, he would play the game and follow General Lucius’ lead.
With his lips still curled into a smile, General Lucius said, “General Aeneas, it is no wonder they fell into the barbarian’s trap.”
“Yes indeed,” General Aeneas said with a nod.
“Trap?  What trap?” Nikki asked.  She instantly despised both of the Tarans, but for different reasons.  She despised General Lucius for being a prickly snob, while she despised the other man for being a weak underling.
General Lucius remained silent, his grizzled and wrinkled face smiling.  He would let his subordinates do all the talking for him, especially because it was to a woman.
General Aeneas replied, “The waters of the river to the east and south have flooded the land.  This rain has caused all the snow to melt, sending a torrent of water down from the mountains far to the north and across these plains.  The water is too cold, too deep, and too fast to cross.”
“Then we will return the way we came.”
“You were allowed to come this far.  The barbarians control all the land from the forest to the north and everything to the west.  If you got this far, it was because they let you through.”
Nikki let out a snort of derision.  “We will easily cut our way back through them and escape this trap of theirs.”
General Aeneas looked across the Sak’Hurai before he replied.  “There are but a few hundred of you.”
“And each one of us will kill a hundred of these barbarians,” Nikki growled.
General Lucius let out a boisterous laugh.  He could no longer keep his words to himself.  “Your force will be slaughtered in minutes.  The barbarians are countless in number and will easily overwhelm your little band of soldiers.”
“We are Sak’Hurai!”  Nikki’s hands reached up to grab the handle of her swords, but she did not draw them.
“We know of your kind,” General Lucius said.  “Even if each of you could kill a hundred, you would still be left outnumbered.  The tribes of the barbarians have been gathering all winter, and they number in the hundreds of thousands.  They are waiting in the forest, ready for what they believe to be a final battle to drive us back across the river.  We are too strong for them to defeat, which they will soon realize.”
Kile stepped forward to help calm Nikki down.  Before she was able to continue her angry words, he said, “But you said the river cannot be crossed.  Too deep, too cold.  They must know that, too.  They are not attempting to push you across the river.  They are surrounding you.”
General Lucius raised an eyebrow and gave a nod of approval.  “You are clearly the leader, as you understand battlefield tactics.  Yes, indeed, they are surrounding us, but they do not understand it is us who controls the battlefield.  With the river at our back, we cannot be surrounded, which means they must attack us from the front, which is our strength.  They will fall upon our swords, and after twenty years of fighting, there will be this one and final battle.”
General Aeneas said, “We’ve already repelled one of their attacks, and they will be coming soon with another.  They will keep coming until either all of us are dead, or all of them are dead.  We would retreat if we could, but there is no place to go.  We will prepare our forces for this last battle, and with it will come the end of the war.”
“The way we came from was clear,” Nikki insisted.  “The only sign of these barbarians were cold and dead bodies left in the mud of the battlefield.  We saw no army behind us.”
“Return, then,” General Lucius said with a wave of his hand.  “Return and go back the way you came.  You will see that your way will be blocked by a sea of barbarians.”
General Aeneas added, “They may be simple-minded, but they do understand how to wage war.”
Instinctively, Nikki glanced back behind her.  Their path was blocked by the rise of a hill.  It was certainly possible that the generals were speaking the truth, but they also did not understand the might of the Sak’Hurai.  Even if there were these barbarians between them and escape, they would easily cut their way through.
“You are considering returning the way you came,” General Aeneas said.  His tone was friendly and understanding.  Nikki’s opinion of him was starting to change.  “I can sense your apprehension.  You are stuck here with us, now.  You can fight with us, or you can try and escape and die.”
Nikki looked back at the Taran general and replied, “We could also just sit back and watch you fight these barbarians and then slip past you both during the fight and go our merry way.  We do not have time to get involved with your war.  We have our own battles to fight.”
General Aeneas raised an eyebrow. “You are heading to war?”
“Of course,” Nikki snapped.  “We are heading west to fight the Deceiver’s army.”
Both generals returned blank looks.  “The who’s army?
Tys stepped away as soon as Nikki mentioned the Deceiver’s name.  He was one of many that did not fully believe her story of the Deceiver and his army, but unlike the rest of the Sak’Hurai, he could not hide his feelings any longer.  It was his duty to follow the Princess and do as she commanded, but he was not obligated to believe the incredible tale of Elves, Dragons, and gods from other realms.  Rather than let any disrespectful comment slip out, he decided to walk away.
Nikki watched him step away, irritated at his action.  She would have to handle that quickly and quietly but now was not the time.  Right now, she needed to figure out a way to get past the Taran army and continue east towards Karmon.
Doing her best to ignore Tys, Nikki looked at the two generals and said, “The Deceiver’s army.  We are heading west to fight the Deceiver and his army.”
“You mean the mythical anti-god of those who believe in the One God?” General Lucius asked.  He tilted his head up and looked down at her over his nose.
Nikki was momentarily stunned as she had never considered the possibility that someone did not believe in the One God.  “The Deceiver is no myth.  He is an evil force that has brought his army into this world and is now bringing his wrath upon it.  If we do not defeat his army, then he will take over the world, and his magic will destroy all that is good.”
General Lucius burst into laughter.  To Kile, he asked, “Does she really believe this?”
“She does.  As do we all.”
General Lucius shook his head and said, “I do not know who is crazier.  Her for her belief, or you for following her.”
Kile’s face grew red, and he stepped forward.  The Centurion guards lifted their crossbows.
Nikki put a hand up to stop him. “They are not worth it,” she said.  “We will return the way we came and continue eastward to Conner’s land.  We have already wasted too much time.”
While General Lucius continued to laugh, General Aeneas said, “The barbarians will stand in your way.  You will not be able to escape without a fight.  If you stayed and fought with us, you could continue eastward after the battle is won.”
“I will not stay here and be insulted,” Nikki said.  She nodded towards Kile.  “He is highly disciplined, but he will tolerate only so many insults.  I will not be able to hold him back much longer if this continues.”
General Lucius forced himself to stop laughing.  “You do not scare us.  Your army is led by a woman.  How strong can it be?”
The entire Sak’Hurai force suddenly snapped to attention, and they drew their swords as one.
“Now you threaten me while we parley?” General Lucius said.  “And you say that I insult you?”
“Your army is quite some distance away,” Nikki said.  “Your Centurions only have four crossbow bolts.  They may kill four of us, but all six of you will be dead in a single heartbeat.  What will your army do without its head?”
General Lucius smiled.  “They will fight you and kill all of you.  That is what will happen.  This army is not lead by a single man.  This army is comprised of several legions, each led by a general.  In those legions are regiments led by junior officers.  Each of those regiments is comprised of many companies led by an experienced sergeant.  You may kill me, or as you say, cut off the head of the army, but this army is comprised of seasoned soldiers that do not need to be told how to fight or when to fight.  If they saw me fall, they would not turn and run like your people might.  They will charge forward and fight with even more vigor.  So, I would suggest that you rethink your attitude, for you are not only surrounded by barbarians who want to kill you, you are surrounded by Taran Centurions who would kill you not because they hate you, but because that is their job.”
Nikki had no response, so she clenched her jaw shut tight.  She did not like it when someone as arrogant as General Lucius got the better of her, but her warriors were clearly outnumbered.  There would be many more Taran deaths than Hurai deaths, but her mission was not to fight the Tarans.  Her mission was to get east as quickly as possible to help Conner and Glaerion.  With a smug smile, General Lucius crossed his arms, waiting for Nikki to respond.  The pounding of Bargoroth drums reached their ears, breaking the silent tension.  The Sak’Hurai all glanced to the north, curious at the sound that was carried by the light breeze.
General Aeneas cocked his head, listening to the rhythm of the beat.  After a moment, he said, “They are moving their spearmen to the flanks.  It will take them time before they are in place and ready to attack.  Our preparations must continue.”  He glanced at Nikki and then spoke to General Lucius in their own tongue at length.
Nikki wished that she could understand what was being said, as it was apparently an argument.  Their facial expressions showed the passion they each felt for their side of the debate, and their voices were raised high enough that their Centurion guards became obviously uncomfortable.
Finally, General Lucius straightened up and glanced at Nikki and then the other Sak’Hurai.  Without saying a word, he turned and marched off towards his army.  His four guards left with him, but General Aeneas remained. 
Once the other general was far enough away, he turned towards Nikki and said, “General Lucius has agreed to allow your people to stay with us.  We will feed you and give you a dry place to bed, but you must fight with us until the battle is over.  We have been fighting this war for too long, and I believe that your warriors can help change the tide of the war.”  A slight smile came to his face, and he continued, “The reputation of the Sak’Hurai precedes you.  I have seen your kind in action up close, and it would be an honor to fight at your side.”
Nikki relaxed, which caused the other Sak’Hurai to relax as well.  Swords were replaced in their scabbards.  “We are not here to fight your war,” she said.  “We must continue east.”
“Tell me more of this war that you are going to fight,” General Aeneas asked.  “Unlike General Lucius, I am a follower of the One God.  Not many of us in Taran are, but I am one.  That is one reason why I am stuck in this cold hell.  The other is that my family is not from Tara City, but from a small port city to the southwest called Dakara.  I don’t have the political connections of someone like Lucius, and it was only through luck that I was able to rise to the rank of general.”
“It started with two men.  Conner, a Hurai, and Glaerion, an Elf.”
“Elf?” General Aeneas said with a raised eyebrow.
Ignoring Aeneas’s facial expressions, Princess Nikki told the tale as best she could.  She spoke of the Deceiver’s coming and the goblins who attacked and destroyed Conner’s kingdom.  She tried to retell Conner’s tale, but she knew many details were being left out.  She wished he were here to tell it, for his words were honest and convincing.  He not only got her and her people to help, but he had also gotten the Elves to fight for him as well.  It would not have taken him long to convince Aeneas to skip this battle and march the Taran Centurions east.  They could certainly use such an army.
When Nikki finished talking, General Aeneas’s expression had softened, and he remained silent for a few minutes as he considered all that he had been told.  He finally said, “Well, that might explain something.”
“Oh?”
“We have been stuck up here since last fall without any word from Tara City.  It is not unusual for us to be camped the whole winter without so much as a messenger from the empire.  But, once the weather starts to warm and the snows begin to melt, we usually get a caravan of supplies to get us through to summer.  This year, though, we have not heard from the empire at all.  Nothing.  No riders, no caravan, and no supplies.”
“And that is unusual?”
“Very.  General Lucius was not concerned.  He has spent many more years out here than I have, so I trusted his words.  But, if this army of goblins is a reality, then what if this army attacked Taran?  Karmon is such a small kingdom that there would be no military advantage of conquering it, other than a place to launch attacks against our cities.  Taran, though, has the largest army in the world.  Any invading force would first want to take out our army, and that means conquering Tara City first.”
“If that is the case, we certainly cannot dally with this battle of yours.  Let us go now.”
“We are surrounded without the ability to retreat.  In previous years, we could fall back across the river and use that as a natural defense against them.  But if we tried that now, our army would drown in freezing cold water.  No, we must fight, and you must help us.”
Nikki could sense the sincerity in General Aeneas’ voice.  She looked around, trying to think of a better option.  Just past the marching Centurions were rows upon rows of tents, and just beyond the tents was the winding river.  Even from this distance, she could see that it flowed quickly.  It was wide, and the water was probably as cold as Aeneas described.  Some might make it across, but not many.  She was beginning to think that she should take the risk and march her army along the river and hopefully make it before being noticed by the Bargoroth when Kile stepped up to her and pointed toward the Taran army.
“Riders,” Kile said.
Two riders were racing towards them.  Well before they arrived, she realized one of the riders was one of her Sak’Hurai.  Two swords strapped to his back was a clear indication of who he was.  The other rider was a Taran Centurion, who held onto the Sak’Hurai rider’s reins as they neared.  The Hurai rider was named Jaitai and slid off the back of the horse and ran up to Nikki.  He dropped to a knee.
“Jaitai!  What is it!  You were to be guarding the horses.”
He shook his head.  “We were attacked in the middle of the night.  They came at us from all sides and were looking to slaughter the horses as much as they were looking to kill us.  We defended as long as we could, but when we realized that they were trying to kill the horses, those of us that were left rode after you as fast as we could.”
“Who did this?” Nikki growled, anger starting to boil inside her.  Her eyes drifted over to General Aeneas, and her hands drifted to the leather handles of her swords.
Jaitai shook his head.  “Large, hairy men.  Dressed in furs and carrying clubs and maces.”
“Not Centurions?”
“Barbarians,” Jaitai said, spitting out the word with anger.  “Five of us were able to escape from the initial attack, but there were more waiting for us along the way back here.  Each time we came upon them, one of us would stop and fight to allow the others to escape.  I was the last one.  I only survived because the others sacrificed themselves so I could give you the message.  I am sorry, your Highness.  I have failed you.”
“No,” Nikki said, looking at General Aeneas.  He had been telling the truth.  The barbarians had attacked their small group that was taking care of the horses and had clearly closed off their only path of escape.  “You have not failed.  Stand and join your brethren.  We will be fighting these barbarians before we head east.”
“Your swords will be most welcome,” General Aeneas said.  “Like I said, the reputation of the Sak’Hurai is well-known.”
“These barbarians have spilled Hurai blood, and we will spill much more of theirs before this day has finished.”




Chapter Three

Lord Martin strolled through the castle’s main gate still covered in a heavy coating of mud.  He walked with his head held high as if he had not clumsily taken a nose dive into a muddy hillside.  As he walked passed the Karmon Knights who stoically stood guard, they did not give him a second glance.  Their discipline and devotion to the kingdom were far more significant than any humor they might derive from Lord Martin’s appearance.  Likewise, Lord Martin did not give them a second glance, barely acknowledging their presence or their sacrifice to standing watch to help protect the innocent civilians inside.
With bitter frustration, he stalked across the open courtyard towards the open doors that led into the inner caverns where the survivors had spent the winter.  The words and tone of Conner’s Elven friend continued to echo in his mind, and it made him angrier and angrier with each step.  He was not only a lord, but as far as he knew, the most senior surviving lord, which made him an invaluable asset to the queen, yet she continued to rebuff him.  He knew it was her right as queen, and many lords over the years had been treated poorly by royalty, but the throne only maintained its power through support from the kingdom’s landowners and lords.
A small group of Elves were huddled near the entrance to the caverns, a stark reminder to him that it should be himself and the kingdom’s lords that were counseling the queen and not any foreigners.  It made him sick to his stomach to even see the pointy-eared beings.  He knew they could speak his language and other than their ears and generally taller and leaner in appearance, they could pass for Human.  To him, though, it was clear that they were not Human and should not be treated the same.  They were foreigners who, for all practical purposes, had invaded their land and their homes.  More importantly, none of them treated him as the lord that he was, and if he had his way, the impetuous Elf would have been flogged for having talked to him as he did.  He credited Conner for helping him, but Conner was no better than the Elves because he continued to maintain his friendship with them.  If Conner ever wanted to become the Karmon Knight that Lord Martin knew he wanted to be, he would have to stay away from the Elves and surround himself with those like himself.
It also insulted him that he was not given a proper chamber to live in.  He was relegated to the open caverns where the rest of the survivors were encamped.  Fortunately, civility ruled, and space had been set aside for him.  Ignoring the stray looks of those he passed, he marched directly towards his private area.
The caverns were originally all natural, having been carved out over eons by small streams that trickled through the inside of the mountain, carrying away soft rock and leaving hard limestone.  The walls of the city and the outer buildings were made up of limestone quarried from the caverns.  The quarrying of the large blocks of limestone had made the caverns larger, which until this winter, had merely been a waste of space.  Now, all the extra space allowed for the survivors to be able to fit comfortably in the cavern.  The resourcefulness of the Karmon people had turned the caverns into a small city complete with a tier of leadership to control and manage the population.  Although the queen was ultimately in charge, there still needed to be local control of the people.  That was where Lord Martin stepped in.  He offered what he deemed was necessary leadership.  He knew people craved such guidance and control, and he craved giving it.
Karmon Knights kept the peace when necessary, but they were not typically peacemakers.  Before South Karmon had fallen, the Royal Guard had provided peacemaking to the city, while the Karmon Knights served as protection for the kingdom.  Lord Martin had recruited some of the Royal Guard survivors to serve in a similar capacity in the caverns.  Two of them stood guard in front of his makeshift chamber.  Large blankets hung from a low section of the chamber to act as walls.  Other entrepreneurs had constructed their own private spaces as well.  Some of these areas were cordoned off by piles of stones stacked high, others were thrown together with whatever could be found.  Old blankets, torn clothes, and anything else that could be used to separate the living spaces were used.
Lord Martin pushed through the blankets that acted as a doorway and came to a quick stop.
“What are you doing here?” he barked out loudly.
The man who stood in front of him was dressed in a grungy cloak that was frayed around the bottom and caked in mud.  His face was also dirty, and it had been several days since he had bothered to put a razor to his cheeks.  The thick stubble was almost ready to turn into a beard.  The man had just ripped a chunk of bread from a loaf that had been sitting on a table and was noisily chewing.  When Lord Martin appeared, the man smiled.
“You told me to come when I had news.”  The man turned slightly, and his robe opened up.  Hanging at his hip was a shiny and well-cared for longsword.
Lord Martin’s eyes stayed on the sword for a moment.
The man followed Lord Martin’s gaze and looked down at his sword.  With swift precision, he drew it.  “Do you like?”
“That is a Karmon Knight’s sword and not…”
“And not the weapon of the Royal Guard,” the man finished.  “The age of Karmon Knights has passed.  They could not defend our kingdom against our enemies, so it’s time for the true protectors of the throne to stand up and save this kingdom.”
“Rufus!” Lord Martin said sharply.  The former Royal Guard would have continued to pontificate against the Knights with an intensity that bordered on the obsessive.
Rufus clamped his mouth shut and continued to chew the stale bread.
Lord Martin glanced down at the sword and said, “You did not have that when I saw you last.”
Smiling while chewing, Rufus shrugged.  “I found it,” he replied.
“You did not…”
“Kill for it?” Rufus finished.  He let out a boisterous laugh.  “Of course not.  I am not so reckless to kill, even if I would enjoy it.  No, there are plenty of extra weapons lying about.  You just have to know where to find them.”
Lord Martin warily accepted the answer.  Before the war that tore the kingdom apart, there was much infighting between the Karmon Knights, who were sworn to protect the throne, and the Royal Guard, who were sworn to protect the king.  Both groups were highly trained, but the biggest and strongest were always chosen for knighthood, while those who couldn’t make it as knights were relegated to the Royal Guard.  It made the Karmon Knights arrogant, and the Royal Guard obsessively insecure and jealous.
Just before the war came, Queen Elissa had disbanded both the Karmon Knights and the Royal Guard.  She had felt that the two groups of soldiers should ban together under unified and joint leadership.  For a time, it worked, but after only a few months war came.  Some blamed the loss of the two Karmon cities on the Knights having been disbanded, and Lord Martin did his best to keep people thinking those thoughts.  However, to his dismay, the need for the might of the Karmon Knights became apparent, they were called back together.  Many of the Royal Guard joined the battle to fight alongside the Karmon Knights.  They did so willingly, and without a thought about past divisions.  The cities still both fell to the might of the Deceiver’s army, but many innocent lives were saved by the heroic actions of all the Karmons who took up swords to defend the kingdom.
Even as Karmons joined forces to fight together, there still remained jealousy and competition between the two groups of soldiers.  Although many put aside their pettiness and banded together, some could not get past their biases, anger, and bitterness.  Lord Martin had seen these men from afar and slowly took them under his wing.  With the disbanding of the knights, he could see his power rising to possibly gain the throne.  When the Knights were brought back, he felt he lost his best chance at attaining more power, but it soon became apparent that he was not alone in his feelings of disdain towards the Knights and the queen.  Years of being treated as second-class warriors had ingrained a bitterness and anger that was too deep for even a mutual enemy to overcome.  That hatred of the Karmon Knights and the current leadership was useful to him, but what made them useful also made them dangerous.  As such, they were generally impetuous and abrasive towards anyone who didn’t think along the same lines as themselves.  They needed to be kept under tight control, else they would end up being a detriment to themselves and Lord Martin’s cause.  Most importantly, though, they all needed to understand who was in charge, and that was Lord Martin.
With a puffed-out chest, Lord Martin attempted to assert his leadership power.  “Are you going to tell me what you came here to tell me?  Or are you just going to eat all my food?”
“I’m starving!” Rufus replied.
“We all will be if you continue to eat like that.”  Lord Martin stepped up to Rufus and grabbed the remaining chunk of bread from his hands.
Rufus simply glared back while the plump lord stuffed the bread into his mouth.
With his mouth full, Lord Martin barked, “Speak!”
“We did like you said and followed one of the scouts out of the castle, but we soon lost him.”
Lord Martin’s face shows his displeasure.
“We’ve tried to follow those pointed-eared dogs before, but they are just too quick for us to keep up with.”
“They are called Elves,” Lord Martin corrected, still chewing his bread.
Rufus’ eyes narrowed.
“They are our allies in this war regardless of how we feel about them.”
Rufus turned and spat on the ground.  “Since when did you become such a friend of theirs?  They come marching in here like they are our saviors and act like we should be bowing at their feet.  They took over the barracks, pushing our soldiers out and into these caves.  And they’re eating all our food.”
“And yet, they are excellent soldiers who will provide support for the upcoming battle.”
Rufus let out a challenging grunt and took a step forward.
Lord Martin laughed and held up a hand.  “Oh, don’t get so angry.  Those are the words we must tell ourselves, whether we like, or believe them.  The Elves and Queen Elissa have formed an alliance, and there is little we can do about it.  We must figure out how to take advantage of the weakness of the alliance so that when the war is over, the leadership of the kingdom is where it belongs.  I despise them as much as you do, but they serve a purpose, and we must accommodate them.”
“You talk too much.”
Lord Martin’s plump face grew wider as his lips spread into a wide smile.  “Of course, as I am a politician.  It is what I do.  Now, you were telling me that you failed to follow the Elven scouts.”
“The…” Rufus took a deep breath instead of referring to the Elves with a disparaging word.  “The Elves moved up the mountain too fast for us to keep up and stay hidden.  We could have tried to stay with them, but then we would have let ourselves be seen.”
“And you are sure that you were not seen?”
Rufus crossed his arms and looked down at Lord Martin.  “We are soldiers and learned real fast how to hide from those goblins.  Besides, those Elves had their eyes ahead of them, not behind them.”
“So you came here to report that you saw nothing?  You are wasting my time.  Maybe I should find someone else who can do as he is told.”
Rufus was a trained soldier, so he held his anger in check.  Lord Martin was still his superior, and it wouldn’t go over well with anyone if he took his sword and killed the man.  His patience did have a limit.  It just wasn’t met, yet.
“I certainly wouldn’t want to waste your time,” Rufus said calmly.  “Or mine.  We did see something odd.”
“Go on.”
“Once they got too far ahead, we hid high up the mountains in some really thick bushes.  We thought we’d wait for some time to see if anyone or anything came by.  Nothing could have seen us, but we could see out.  All of a sudden, I see this woman come running below where we were hiding.  She was running so fast, I could hardly see her.  Then one of those Elves came running after, and even he couldn’t catch her.  If I didn’t know any better, I’d say that this woman was an Elf too, but she didn’t look like one.”
“If she was running so fast that you could hardly see her, how could you know she wasn’t an Elf?”
“After they came running past, we left our hiding spot and started following them as best we could.  The Elf did catch the woman, not too far from where we were hiding.  That’s when we saw him, too.”
“Who?”
“That boy, Conner.”
“You saw Conner and his Elven friend out in the mountains?”
“Yes,” Rufus said.  “Glaerion.”
“Glaerion?  Who’s Glaerion?”
“The Elf!” Rufus said between clenched teeth.  “The Elf was Glaerion.  He and Conner are always together!”
“Whatever his name is, I don’t care.  Go on.”
Rufus glared at Lord Martin for a moment before continuing.  “Conner chased after them, and we chased after Conner.  When Conner finally caught up with the Glaerion and the woman, we could clearly see that the woman wasn’t an Elf.”
“You got close enough?”
“The other two were paying attention to the woman and not to us.”
“Well, this is nothing new, for I saw them all come into the castle as well.  Conner, the Elf, and a young woman.  Presumably, the same woman that you saw.”
Rufus shrugged.  “Could be.  Did she shimmer for you, too?”
“Did she what?”
“Right after she was caught, she must have been out of breath because she was on the ground gasping for air when she shimmered.  I thought it was my eyes, but all my men saw the same thing.  It was like she became fuzzy for a second.”
“She shimmered?”
“I’ve seen lots of crazy things lately, so it didn’t really scare me or anything.  I thought maybe she was a magic person like Hargon or some of the Elves.  I thought maybe she’d use her magic to get away.  Throw fire like Hargon or something like that.  But she didn’t.  She just shimmered once, and then that was it.  They talked for a bit, then they got up and started walking.  We followed them for a time, but when we realized they were just heading back to the castle, we broke off so we wouldn’t be seen.”
Lord Martin rubbed his chin thoughtfully.  “Shimmered, huh?”
“Yes.”
Lord Martin pondered what it meant that the girl shimmered.  It seemed that there was apparently more to her than what any of the others knew.  After a moment, he asked, “So, what about the Deceiver’s army?”
Rufus shook his head.  “No sign of it, but we also didn’t make it very far west.”
Lord Martin was still thinking about Rufus’ description of the shimmering woman, so it took a moment for Rufus’ last words to sink in.  With a suddenness that caused even a trained soldier such as Rufus to jump, Lord Martin snapped, “What?  You were supposed to find their army!”
Rufus hesitated because of the force of Lord Martin’s tone, but it didn’t bother him.  He’d been yelled at and screamed at by better and more powerful men.  “Like I said, there was no sign of the army, and there was something about the woman that piqued my interest.  I thought…”
Lord Martin pointed a finger at Rufus, sticking him in the chest and said, “I am not paying you to think, I am paying you to do what I tell you to do.”
Rufus did not flinch at Lord Martin’s poke.  With casual deliberateness, he looked down at the finger and then straight into Lord Martin’s eyes.  With a cold, calm voice, Rufus said, “You don’t pay me at all.”
Lord Martin realized that he might have pushed too hard.  He knew he was an extraordinary man, but he also knew he didn’t have the same power that he once had.  Before the war, he had the backing of his own small armed force of soldiers as well as the authority given to him by the throne.  Now, though, there was little true power that he held.  If he were to keep the power that he did have and have any hope of increasing it, he couldn’t alienate those that he had recruited to his cause.  He had brought Rufus under his command because of their mutual hatred for the queen and the Karmon Knights.  Without that hatred, there was little to keep them allies.  Although he was angry and frustrated, the diplomat in him took over.
Dropping his hand, Lord Martin straightened to try and appear taller.  He took a small step forward and lowered his voice.  “There is little support for our cause,” Lord Martin said in a voice just above a whisper.  “The royal line of Thorndale and the Karmon Knights have put us in the position that we are now in.  They have brought us war and destruction.  Two cities and thousands of dead are left in the wake of their horrendous rule.  That must end, and it cannot happen without us working together.  We are both loyal to Karmon, and we have her best interests in mind.  With that, we all have roles to play, and if we are opposing one another, then we will fail.  That is why we must work together in the roles that we are given.”
Rufus slowly nodded as his eyes narrowed.  “So, you expect my role to be to listen to you and do everything that you say.”
Lord Martin let out an uncomfortable chuckle.  “No, of course not.  That is not what I meant.”
“Yes, it is.  I know your kind with your sweet words.  I have been a soldier and a follower for too long.”
“Someone must lead, and someone must follow.  That is the nature of things.  Not everyone can lead, nor is everyone capable of leading.  I have spent my life living in and among the decision makers of this kingdom.  I not only know how things work, but I also know how things should work.  I know how to make this kingdom better to become the great nation that it once was.  Together, we can rebuild this kingdom from the ashes of the Dragons who tore it asunder.”
“Those Dragons now fight for us, you know.”
Lord Martin firmly shook his head.  “I was there when the Dragon attacked South Karmon.  I saw the devastation and death that the devil creatures wrought.  They may appear to be an ally, but they are not.  They will eventually turn on us.”
Rufus raised an eyebrow.  “Oh?  And how do you know this?  I saw the queen riding on its back.  I’m not a fan of the queen’s, but if they are here to fight against the Deceiver’s army, then I am all for them.”
“I have been in politics my entire life.  No one or nothing can be trusted.  Just when it seems that something can be trusted, it’ll bite you in the back.  You were a Royal Guard for many years.  You saw this, right?  Of course, you did.  For too many years this kingdom has been run by royals who had only their own interests in mind.  Not the little people like you or me.”
Rufus’ lips slowly upturned into a smirk.  He knew when he was trying to be played, but he went along with it anyway.  Lord Martin had his angle, but he had his as well.
“I want you to find more about this woman that you saw,” Lord Martin said.
“I am not your personal servant.  You go find her.”
Lord Martin took in a deep breath and let it out slowly.  “I am well known in the castle.  If I start sneaking around asking questions, Queen Elissa may be suspicious.  This must be done in secret and without anyone knowing what you are doing.  Can you do that?”
“What do you want to know about her?”
“Everything.  Especially why she shimmered.  Is she magical?  I know most of the Elves can use magic, and the only Human that I know that can use magic is Hargon, and he is clearly on the Queen’s side.  If we had someone on our side that can use magic, then maybe we’d be able to gain control of the kingdom quicker and without any sort of nastiness.”
“I’ll do my best.”
“Well, do better than you did finding the Deceiver’s army!  Now begone!  I need to clean up.”
Rufus said nothing and turned and left.  The wall of blankets billowed out briefly after Rufus passed through, exposing the main part of the large cavern.  For a brief moment, he could see it filled with Karmons who had survived through the loss of two cities, a major assault on this castle, and a cold, bitter winter.  He knew it was those people that made up the kingdom, and if they did not survive, there would be no kingdom for him to lead.  It had been essential for him to know where the Deceiver’s army was, for if it were still far enough away, there was a chance that they could escape through the mountains and head north through Thell.  Now that winter was on its way out, they could hide out in the Great Mountains north of Thell through the summer.  There was not a castle like Neffenmark Castle where they could hide, but there were plenty of caves and other places to hide.  If the Karmon Knights stayed here to fight, the Deceiver might never know that the people of Karmon had fled.  He would lead them north to safety if only he could get an audience with the queen.  Once she heard his plan, he was sure that she would agree to it, for it was the only way to save her people.  If the walls failed, the helpless survivors would be slaughtered, and the kingdom would be no more.
The mysterious woman did give him a hopeful backup plan, though.  If this woman was someone who could use magic, maybe she could be useful to him.  Much of the Queen’s power now came because of what Hargon could do.  The former Taran emperor had proved his worth by single-handedly defeating the first goblin attack on the castle.  If he had his own magic user, then he could pull that power away from the queen and make it his.
Lord Martin remained staring at the blankets well after they had closed shut.  He was tired of living in such squalor, missing the large fires that burned in the hearths of his estate, the grand feasts, and an unlimited supply of sweet wine.  He was sure that the queen still indulged in such luxury in the main part of the castle and it made him uncontrollably jealous.  Soon enough, he would be in her place, living the life that he deserved.
***
Marila looked at herself in the mirror, and she didn’t recognize who, or what, she saw.  Queen Elissa had been overly gracious with her time, chatting incessantly while they walked from the main gate to the castle interior.  It was idle, pleasant chatter, which eased Marila’s mind.  She was worn out from running through the night, and she would never remember any of the stories that she made up to cover the fact that she was not Human but a being from the realm of the Deceiver.
What she saw in the mirror was not what the Human saw, but what she actually was.  She had an innate ability to cast an illusion on the beings around her.  She had chosen her current illusion because it represented what she thought a typical Human looked like.  She could not be sure exactly what she looked like, as she was immune to her own illusion.  But she imagined it was as she envisioned in her mind.  She imagined herself to be young, but not too young.  Definitely, she did not want to be old and look feeble.  She had no concept of Human ages, so she tried to base her appearance on what the women around her looked like.  Most of them had brown hair, so she envisioned her hair to be long and brown.  To complete the appearance, she made her eyes large and brown.
“The dress fits you well,” a young girl said from behind her.
Marila looked at the lithe chambermaid who stood holding an imaginary pile of dirty clothes.  The moment Marila realized that she was going to be provided with fresh clothes, she suddenly panicked.  Her entire wardrobe was a part of her illusion.  The clothes that she had chosen for herself came across as worn and tattered, to give the appearance of being in the wild for several days.  It was a part of the sophisticated story that she had put together for herself.  The story began to quickly unravel in that panicky moment.
“Thank you,” Marila replied with a smile.  The young girl smiled back and turned away to attend to her other duties.  In that instant, she quickly forgot about the pile of dirty clothes that had been in her hands and left the room with a hop and a skip.  Young minds were more impressionable.  Not only did the illusions work, but impressions and memories could be adjusted as well.  As the mind grew older, it was still just as susceptible to illusions, but it developed the ability to repel simple suggestions.  She knew of more powerful beings that could manipulate even the strongest minds, but she had never come across them and hoped she never did.  There were horror stories from her home realm of these beings being able to conquer entire civilizations just with their minds.  She shivered at the thought of such power.
Still looking at herself in the mirror, Marila turned her head left and right.  Because she did not see her illusion, all she saw was her gray, hairless, formless body.  Human females had shapes and features that she did not have.  In her mind, she had given herself those features and gave what she thought was a feminine figure to herself, but she could only imagine it, and not see it.  The dress was a simple gown that hung loosely on her shoulders and would take some effort to keep up.  She would have to ensure that her illusion included the new dress fitting properly.  Fortunately, making illusions was such a natural part of her that she didn’t have to think about it.  Once she envisioned the illusion, it became a part of her, so she didn’t have to concentrate on keeping it going.  Even while sleeping, her illusions would remain in effect.  The only time the illusion would go away would be her death, or if she chose to stop it on her own.
There was a light knock on the door.
“Yes?” Marila called out.  “Come in.”
The door opened, and Queen Elissa stuck her head in.  She saw Marila and smiled brightly.
“You are beautiful,” Elissa said.
“Thank you,” Marila replied.  She felt her cheeks heat up, and an odd sensation swept through her. She glanced at the mirror, and she could see that her cheeks had turned a soft shade of red.  Tears begin to fill her eyes as she realized that her body was responding to emotions that she thought she never had.  For her entire life, she had been trained and taught to be an emotionless being, but once she allowed herself to feel them, her emotions were becoming overwhelming.  She turned her head away from the sight of herself in the mirror and sniffled while wiping her eyes.  Too much more of the emotions and she would simply break down, and she couldn’t let that happen around Queen Elissa.
With a deep breath, Marila collection herself and said, “You are too kind.”
Elissa stepped into the room and gently closed the door.  “The meal is almost ready.  It is not much, as there are many mouths to feed.  But, it should satisfy your hunger.”
“Any bit of food will do, even if it is cold gruel.”
Elissa smiled and laughed.  She never had cold gruel so she couldn’t relate, but she laughed anyway to be friendly.
Marila smiled and laughed as well.  She never had gruel, either, but she heard it mentioned several times while she was staying in the caverns underneath the mountain.  She had learned quickly that she didn’t need to be knowledgeable about everything but only needed to know just enough.  Her quick mind easily picked up on details, so she was able to make her illusions complete by adding little tidbits to the ruse.
Their laughter faded to an uncomfortable silence.  Marila could tell that Elissa was thinking about asking her a question.  It was clearly in her eyes, and even though she was not Human, she was beginning to understand their non-verbal communication.
“What is it?” Marila asked.
Elissa let out a quick breath and said, “Before we go down to dinner, we have to talk.”
“Okay,” Marila replied when Elissa took a long hesitation.
“Glaerion has some questions that he wanted to ask you, and I thought it best that I ask them rather than him.  He can get a bit, well, testy.  He’s not always grumpy, but he comes across like it all the time.”
“It’s okay.  Ask your questions.”
“I really hate to,” Elissa said again.  Her hands absently went to her belly.
Marila had overheard the chambermaids talking about the queen being with child.  It seemed that the reproductive organs of her race were just like Humans.  It was a very painful experience giving birth, and she was glad that she had never experienced it.  It required male fertilization of her eggs, which also was known to be a harrowing experience.  She tried not to think about it, but she couldn’t help wonder how the queen would handle such pain.
“Glaerion, the Elf that came back from the mountains with you, wants to know how you could run so fast.  He has never known a Human to be able to run as fast as any of them.  He says he’s been around Humans for thousands of years, so he knows what he’s talking about.”
She had not known that there was much of a difference between Human and Elves, other than the Elf’s pointed ears.  After quickly setting those thoughts aside for further consideration, she did her best to hesitate while she considered what to say.
With a shrug and smile, Marila replied, “I don’t know.  I could always run fast.  Faster than any boy, which always worked out well for me.”
Elissa let a short laugh burst out.  “Of course!  Until you want to be caught.”
“I guess I’ll have to figure out how to slow down, then.  I don’t know how I run so fast.  I just do.  I hope that’s good enough of an answer.”
“It’s good enough for me, and that’s all that matters.”  Elissa walked forward and straightened the dress on Marila’s shoulder.
For the briefest of moments, the illusion had slipped, and the true looseness of the dress was exposed.  Marila’s heart seemed to skip a beat until she realized that Elissa had not noticed anything else other than the dress had slipped.
“How long were you out there?”
“A couple days.”
Elissa’s eyes widened.  “Days?  Dressed as you were?  Were you not cold?”
Marila was one step ahead of Elissa.  She had already created the story in her mind, so now she only needed to tell it so it would be believed.
“I lived the last few years in the city, but I grew up in a small village in the forest.  My parents moved to the city to find their fortune, but all they ever found was hunger and despair.  Because I grew up in the forest, I knew how to survive in the cold.  I built a fire to keep warm, and I had brought some food with me to last a couple of days.  If I needed to, I could have captured a rabbit and cooked it.”
“Well, that’s something I could never do.  I know Conner could.  If I were out in the forest or the mountains, he’d be able to take care of us.”
“Conner was the other one that found me?”
“Yes.  He’s my husband, too,” Elissa beamed.  She reached over to Marila and adjusted her hair so that it flowed down her shoulders.
Marila forced herself to smile, wishing that Elissa was actually adjusting her hair, rather than the illusion of her hair.  Sensing an opportunity to end the questioning before she revealed something that she would regret, she said, “I am hungry.”
“Let’s go eat, then!”
***
Elissa and Marila were greeted outside the room by two lightly armed men.  They were young Karmon Knights clad in light leather shirts banded with metal plates.  Each had their longswords strapped to their hips and fierce looks on their faces.  Marila flashed a smile at them, but neither responded with anything other than a curt nod.  Elissa began walking swiftly down the corridor, and Marila fell into step.  Their escorts silently followed.
They passed many people on their way through the castle.  Elissa either greeted or was greeted by each and every one.  Many smiles and kind words were returned along with quick curtsies.  There was an overall sense of friendliness in the castle, something that Marila never would have considered.  They were preparing for war, yet they still had the time to be courteous and kind.  The mood clearly started with Queen Elissa, and Marila began to understand why this small group of Karmons were so defiant against the Deceiver and his overwhelming army.  In her realm, kindness was not a thought that was even considered.  They were ruled by the iron hand of the Deceiver’s generals.  Their lives were solely about training to fight a war that had been promised since the beginning of time.  Death was an everyday occurrence, as only the strong were chosen to survive.  The weak and kindhearted were eliminated.  Kindness, though, was apparently not a weakness of the Karmons.  It was a strength that gave them the will to fight, but more importantly, the will to stand up and fight after being knocked down.
The first time she had been in the castle, it had been to scout out the location of the Ark of Life.  Using her ability to cast an illusion on those who saw her, she was able to make herself appear as if she were a Karmon.  It had gotten her close enough to actually touch the Ark of Life.  Unfortunately, she had underestimated its power and the effect that it had on her.  Rather than risk her original mission, she abandoned the idea of stealing the Ark of Life and quickly left to report to the Deceiver its location.  Even though her orders had only been to scout out the location of the Ark of Life, she had the opportunity to steal it and had failed.  At least, that was how the Deceiver and his chief general Roddan saw it.  Because of that failure and perceived weakness, they attempted to kill her.  Fortunately for her, her power of illusion was stronger than Roddan’s ability to see through it, and she was able to escape certain death.  She had nowhere else to go, so she returned here to the Human’s castle.
She knew she had other options.  She could have run south, away from the army, and gone into hiding.  Using her ability to hide her true self, she could easily avoid detection and live the rest of her life among the Humans, or whoever ruled the world after the war was over.  Yet, that wasn’t her instinctual response.  She had run east, without thought, towards the castle that she had infiltrated with nefarious intentions.  There was a pull from the castle that was strong and one that she could not understand.  For some reason, she knew she needed to be here, and now that she was, for the first time in her life, she felt at home.  The feeling scared her and left her with emotions that were nearly so overwhelming that she could barely think.  If left on her own, she wouldn’t have known what to do or how to act.  Fortunately, she was with the queen, who had oddly taken to her and now guided her through the corridors and stairwells of the castle.
It didn’t take them long to reach the main hall.  The large, cavernous chamber was busy and loud with boisterous talk and laughter.  Marila continued to find it refreshing to be around people who actually enjoyed their lives and were willing to share that joy with those around them.  An appealing scent of meats and spices filled the hall.  A line had formed at the back of the hall where men, women, and children of the castle were being served from a large pot filled with fresh stew.  The cooks were just as friendly as everyone else, chatting with those that they served.  It continued to astonish Marila that many of these, if not all of these people could soon be dead or dying.  The war would be brutal and relentless.  The Deceiver would not stop until the entire Human resistance was wiped out.  Yet, there were no signs of despair or dread.  They might all be facing a horrible demise, but you could never tell from the boisterous activity of the hall.
Elissa tried to join the end of the line, but everyone kindly stepped aside to let her to the front.  Marila trailed the queen, trying to remain inconspicuous.  The overwhelming rush of people around her felt oppressive.
Once Elissa stepped into the line, Marila leaned forward and asked, “You do not have your own chamber for feasting?”
“I enjoy seeing and talking to everyone,” Elissa replied.  “Growing up, I spent all my time away from people and only had friends that were just like me, or tried to be just like me.  They were friendly enough, but when I looked down upon the city from the top of my castle, I could see there was so much more to life and my kingdom than what was behind the castle walls.  I started sneaking out into the city to meet the real people that my father ruled.  It didn’t take long before I understood who they were and what they needed.  They didn’t need to be ruled and served as subjects to a throne.  They needed to be governed with love and kindness.  I thought everyone lived like me, comfortable and well-fed, but that was not the case.  Many went hungry and sick, and I started doing what I could to help them.”
“And that is why each and every one of these people will fight to the death for this kingdom,” a voice said from behind them.
They turned both turned at the low, powerful voice.
Elissa replied with tenderness, “Good evening, Sir Marik.  They fight for more than just me.”
“They have fight left in them because of you,” Marik countered.
Ilasha, who was standing next to Marik, looked over Marila closely and exclaimed, “Marila?  Is that you?  You are so beautiful in that gown!”
Once again, Marila blushed.  She was beginning to feel uncomfortable with her appearance because it was garnering too much attention.  The whole purpose of her original illusion was to blend into the populace, but with Elissa’s help, she was now sticking out.  Her eyes subconsciously glanced around, looking for the closest doorway.  If something happened, she would need to make a quick exit.
Their turn in line came up, and they shuffled into position.  Elissa took a bowl and handed it to Marila.
“The line is not a place for the queen,” Marik said softly.  “At least not for every meal.”
Elissa simply smiled back, as she did not want to have this argument again.  She grabbed a bowl and extended it out to Marik.  He lifted a hand and shook his head.
“Are you not eating today?”
“We have already eaten, but will join you, if you permit.”
“Of course,” Elissa replied.  “You and Ilasha are always welcome.” 
She held the bowl for the cook to pour a ladle of stew into.  Another cook handed her a large chunk of bread.
Marila, watching Elissa, followed behind.  The stew was light in meat and vegetables, but it would certainly satisfy her hunger.  Once through the line, their original two escorts joined them and guided them to a long table in the corner of the hall.  Although she went through the food line with the rest of her people, she sat at a table set aside from everyone else.  Marik had insisted that she at least eat in peace, as the first few times she ate with everyone else, she never had an opportunity to take a bite of food.  After letting her food go cold too many times, she finally agreed to Marik’s insistence and gave herself some time to eat where she wouldn’t constantly be interrupted.
There was one other person at the table.  His back was to them, and he wore a black cloak.  The hood was pulled down, showing the dark, curly locks that Marila suddenly recognized.  When Hargon turned to face them, her heart stopped for what seemed an eternity.  The last time that she had seen him was in his chambers when he had tried to seduce her, and she had tried to steal the Ark of Life that hung from his neck.  She even glanced around, looking for an opening to run away.
“Who’s this?” Hargon asked while standing up.  His steely eyes glistened, and his bright white teeth were exposed with a smile.  When Marila hesitated, he tipped his head.  “Do I know you?”
Marila could not find her voice and just shrugged her shoulders.
“You do look familiar.  I never forget a face.”  His wide smile grew even wide.  “Especially such a pretty face!”
Marila, her heart now pounding so hard that she thought everyone around her could hear it, croaked out a weak reply.  “I don’t think so.”
“Well, we may not have ever met, but I know I’ve seen you around.”  He waved a hand to the table.  “Welcome to the royal table.  It’s not much, but it’s the best table in the hall.”
Marila gave him as friendly a smile as she could and took a seat several seats down from him.  She didn’t want him to continue to look at her and be reminded of when they had last met.  Fortunately for her, he had drunk so much wine that his mind had been clouded.  If he had been sober, maybe he would have recognized her, and her true self would have been exposed.  It would not have taken them long to execute her for being a spy.  She began to formulate a plan to quickly leave the hall and find a safe and quiet place to hide.
Elissa took her place directly across from Marila.  Marik and Ilasha sat between Marila and Hargon.  With two people between herself and Hargon, Marila let out a breath and allowed herself to relax.  She was safe.  For the first time since she had stepped foot in this world, she felt safe.  Even though Hargon was only a few feet away, and he could expose her as she truly was, the comfort of Elissa across from her was all she needed.  As she had trudged across the mountains running from the Deceiver and Roddan, she had thought about surviving without them.  She was one of them in appearance, but no longer truly one of them.  Her only wish now was to become one of the Humans.  It had not been too difficult to keep her illusion going.  She wondered if she could make it permanent.  Her stomach grumbled as her mind churned through her thoughts, and the soup grew cold in front of her.  Quickly forgetting about all else, she picked up her chunk of bread and began using it to scoop the soup into her mouth. 




Chapter Four

Lord Martin saw the queen enter the main hall and let out a sigh of relief.  He had been standing for almost an hour in the wide central corridor that led into the hall, patiently waiting for the right time to approach her.  Time was running short, and if he didn’t do something soon, then it would be too late.  Any day now, the Deceiver’s army would be marching on the castle, and any chance of trying to escape would be lost.  They needed to act now if they were going to survive, and this time Queen Elissa needed to listen to him.
Mealtime was the only that time he could approach her without having to go through someone else.  Whether it was Conner, Marik, King Illichian, or one of her handmaidens, someone was always standing in his way, deflecting his approach, claiming she was too busy or too tired.  Typically during mealtime, he was rebuffed similarly, but by her directly.  Whenever he had tried to approach her and start a discussion, she would dismiss him, for she wanted her mealtimes to be as private as they could be.  Yet, she always had time for someone else, whether it was doting on a young child, or chatting with an elderly lady.  What made it worse, though, was that she was always so pleasant about it.  She’d smile and flash her large green eyes.  It churned his stomach to think that such a woman was ruling this kingdom.  He had never been real fond of her father, the famous King Thorndale, but at least he was a man who could rule with steel in his hand when needed and go out onto the battlefield to defend his people.
He let out an audible snort as he watched her disappear from view.  She wore a long, flowing wool robe that did its best to conceal her pregnant belly, but she was so far along that it was impossible to hide.  Having the leader of this kingdom handicapped in such a way was against all moral principles he held.  It took all conscious effort to not laugh in her face when she gave orders.  He held his tongue only because of the two men that had escorted her into the hall.  They were Karmon Knights and were as devoted to her as they were to the kingdom.  The moment she had dismissed the Karmon Knights from existence, he had been relieved, for he had always been wary of their power.  They outwardly served the kingdom first, and the King secondarily.  They respected the power of the king but knew that his power only came from the Knights who protected the kingdom.  When war came, rather than bringing them under the command of the Royal Guard, she allowed them to come back together, and now it seemed they were more powerful than ever.  Sir Marik had her ear, and that was not good for the kingdom.  He was a military man and not a politician, and even though it was wartime, they needed leaders who could bring them peace and not more war.
He took in a deep breath to help give himself the confidence he needed to confront her.  Just as he was about to take a step forward, a large hulking man stepped in front of him.  He was about to growl and curse at the man until he saw his face.
Lord Martin was no less angry, and he angrily hissed out his words between clenched teeth.  “Rufus!  What are you doing!  Begone, for I have to meet with the queen.”
“I thought you wanted to know more information about this mysterious lady of yours.”  He glanced over his shoulder.  The queen was back in their view, standing in line being served her portion of today’s stew.  Next to her was Marila, being handed a small wooden bowl from the queen.  “It seems she and the queen have become best friends.”
Lord Martin leaned forward and snapped back in a harsh whisper, “I have been trying for days to get time with the queen.  Whatever you have to say can wait.”
Rufus shrugged and backed away.  “If you insist.”
Lord Martin spun on his heels, not wanting to waste another moment.
With short, quick strides, he marched into the packed hall and towards the back corner where the Queen had her personal table.  She was making her way through the crowded hall, pausing to greet nearly everyone she encountered.  He wanted to be in a position to pounce on her the moment she sat down, and her deliberate journey made sure he was there before she was.  As he stood panting from exertion, he took a second look at what he thought was her empty table.  He let out an audible grumble when he saw that Hargon, the former Taran Emperor, was sitting alone at the end of the table.  He almost approached to offer a friendly greeting, but there was something about Hargon that disturbed Lord Martin.  His smile was too white, and his eyes sparkled too much.  Everyone liked him, and he seemed to like everyone.  It made Lord Martin sick to see how he schmoozed everyone he saw and wondered why no one else could see through it.  If he were to investigate his own feelings more deeply, he would have realized it was pure jealousy.  Hargon was the person Lord Martin wanted to be.  He was someone who could move mountains with a smile and had a natural leadership power, which allowed him to rule the greatest empire the world had ever known.  More than anything, it was that jealousy that kept him from approaching the table.  Instead, he turned his attention to the crowded hall, and he saw Elissa and her entourage strolling towards the table.  She and the woman each carried a bowl of the stew.  Sir Marik and his lady friend trailed behind.  He had already committed to approaching her, so even though Sir Marik was with her, he would not let his presence deter him.
He let them take their seats before he approached.
“Your Majesty!” Lord Martin announced.  “May I join you?”
For a moment, Elissa’s eyes flashed what she really thought, but before Lord Martin could recognize the true meaning of her look, her eyes softened, and a gentle smile fell upon her lips.  “Of course, Lord Martin.”
“Greetings, Sir Marik,” Lord Martin said as he stepped closer to the table.
“Lord Martin,” Marik greeted with a short, firm tone.  He gave Lord Martin a long look as he waited for Ilasha to take her seat before he took his.
“And to you, Hargon,” Lord Martin said, using his best politician voice that hid his true feelings.
Hargon had a large book sitting on the table in front of him. With his eyes focused on the strange lettering on the pages, he lifted his right hand to acknowledge the greeting, but otherwise ignored Lord Martin.
Lord Martin took a seat next to Marila.  His massive girth caused the bench to shift slightly.  Turning to Marila, he asked as pleasantly as he could, “Queen Elissa, who is this lovely lady at your table?”
“Lord Martin,” Elissa announced. “This is Marila.”
“Greetings to you, Marila,” Lord Martin said, doing his best to be friendly and appealing.  “What do we owe the pleasure of your presence at the royal table?”
“She is a friend of the queen’s,” Marik replied dryly.  “Why are you here?”
Lord Martin laughed.  “Sir Marik!  I, too, am a friend of the queen, and I thought I would simply come for a friendly conversation.”
Marik let out a sharp snort.  “Lord Martin, you have been pestering the queen with your trivial requests since we got here.  We are quite busy preparing for an upcoming battle and do not need to be bothered by your conversation.”
“Sir Marik,” Elissa chastised with a motherly tone.  “Lord Martin is now a guest at my table.”
Marik straightened and glanced away.  Like nearly everyone else, he did not like Lord Martin, and it was difficult for him to hide his feelings.  It was one reason why he would never be Knight Captain like Brace Hawkden had been.  Brace had not only a great warrior, but he had been a solid politician, able to carefully navigate political waters.  Marik was a soldier through and through, which made him a great warrior in battle, but a lousy politician.  It didn’t bother him right now, for Karmon needed warriors more than they needed politicians.
From the far end of the table, Hargon spoke with a powerful, commanding voice.  “Speak your mind, Lord Martin.”  His eyes were still focused on the book in front of him, but his words were carried loud and strong across the table.  “You have been trying to gain an audience with the queen for some time.  So, let’s hear it.  What do you have to say?”
Elissa cleared her throat.  “You do all realize that I am the queen of this kingdom.  I can speak for myself.”
Hargon glanced over at Elissa and lifted an eyebrow.  “Of course, Your Majesty.”  To Lord Martin, she said, “What say you, Lord Martin?”
Lord Martin cleared his throat.  “Well, Your Majesty.  As you very well know, I have been quartered in the main cavern with the rest of the populace of the kingdom.”
“We all know your disdain for living with the riffraff,” Marik said under his breath, but loud enough for everyone to hear.
Lord Martin ignored the comment and continued, “There are so many women, children, and elderly who will never be able to join in any sort of battle.  We, they, are housed in what amounts to a dungeon.  They see little daylight, and their living conditions are, let’s just say, less than stellar.”
Marik began to respond, but Elissa replied with a louder, stronger, voice.  “Lord Martin, are you saying that my people are not being fed?  Not being kept warm and safe?”
“They are being fed, and they are warm and safe.  However, the conditions in which they live are not the best.”
“And just where would you have me quarter them?  Every chamber in the castle is filled with Knights and those who would need to respond at a moment’s notice when the army approaches.  The courtyard is open but is used for training not only our Knights but also every man and boy who chooses to lift a sword to fight for the kingdom.”
“I have not seen you out there training,” Marik said sharply to Lord Martin, interrupting the queen when she paused to take a breath.
“I am more than capable of lifting a blade to defend the kingdom,” Lord Martin said with a lift of his chin.  “We all have our roles in this battle, and I believe mine is to protect the people of the kingdom so that when the battle is over, regardless of the outcome, there is a kingdom to continue to fight for.”
“How noble of you,” Marik replied dryly.
“You doubt my loyalty?”
“No, I doubt your courage.”
Lord Martin’s plump cheeks turned red.  “You would be surprised what people can do when backed into a corner.”
Marik glared back, and with slow, deliberate words, he said, “I know exactly what people can do.  I have seen courage from the young, from the weak, from the old, from the infirm.  I have seen leaders give their lives for the kingdom.  I have seen brave, strong men fall and fail.  And I have seen them rise up and redeem themselves.  You, however, I have only seen you run from battle.”
Lord Martin pounded a fist on the table.  “I have never been so insulted in my life!”
“Calm down, you two!” Elissa cried out.  “We are all Karmon.  We all fight for the same thing.  Lord Martin, what are you asking of me?”
Lord Martin glanced down the table at Marik and then looked at the queen.  “Your Majesty, before the army of the Deceiver arrives, we must take our people to safety.”
“There is no safer place than this castle,” Marik growled with restraint.
“If the castle is laid siege to, then what will our people do for food?”
“There are streams that run through the caverns to give us an unlimited supply of water,” Marik replied.  “We have stores of food that will get us through many months of a siege.  There are secret exits from the caverns that will allow hunting parties to go out into the mountains.”
“You underestimate the needs of the people,” Lord Martin replied.
“It is my job to know this.  It has been discussed among the military leaders, and we are all in agreement.”
“Military leaders?” Lord Martin asked.  “Just who are these leaders?”
Before Marik could interject an insulting comment, Elissa quickly answered, “Me, Sir Marik, Sir Gosmire, Hallendrielle, and King Illichian.”
Lord Martin let out a huff and rolled his eyes.  “The Elves.”
“The Elves have been an invaluable asset to us,” Elissa said.  “Without them, we might not have the means to survive.  They are excellent hunters, and since they arrived, they have allowed us to double our store of fresh meat.  Once spring comes, the entire courtyard can be tilled up and planted with vegetables and wheat.”
“Oh, really?”
“The Elves have a knowledge of agriculture that surpasses ours.  King Illichian has assured me that we have space and soil to provide a continual supply of food.”
“Continual?  Starting when?  In the fall?  Many will have starved by then.”  Lord Martin leaned forward and lowered his voice.  “I am no soldier or army commander, but I know there can only be three outcomes to a battle with the Deceiver’s army.  If we lose the battle, then we will all be dead, and we will have no need for Elven agriculture.  The kingdom will no longer exist, and the world as we know it will end.”
“That is not an outcome we expect,” Marik growled.
“But, it is a possible outcome.  At least admit that.”
“Fine.  For the purpose of this conversation.”
“Secondly, we are victorious.  We defeat the Deceiver’s army, and our kingdom is restored.  However, those two are actually the least likely outcomes, even to a non-military person like myself.”
“You have no confidence in our Knights?”
“I have all the confidence in your Knights.  I do believe that we have a better chance of winning than of losing this battle, but there is a third, more likely option.”
“Which is?”
“The most obvious option for the outcome of this battle will be a stalemate.  We do not know the strength of the army, for we have not seen it.  We do not know what siege engines they might bring against us, for our scouts have yet to see the army.  We have limited resources, theirs might be unlimited.  So, the most likely option is that we will fight to a stalemate and we will retreat to the castle, and they will begin a siege.  And with the strength and resolve of our soldiers and the castle walls, it will be a long siege.”
“There will be no siege,” Hargon said from the end of the table.  “I will ensure that.”
“You hold but half this Ark of Life, right?  Does the Deceiver not hold the other half?  You two cancel each other out.  The armies cancel each other out.  That only leaves one thing.  A stalemate.”
“What you are saying is not new to us,” Elissa said.  “We have talked about this among ourselves and with the Elves.  We know it is a possibility.”
“Then you must know there is only one thing that we must do to save the kingdom.  We must get our people out.  Sneak them out in the middle of the night and go north to the Great Mountains.  We can go through Thell and scavenge any food and supplies they left behind.  We hide out in the mountains until the war is over, and then return to the kingdom.”
Elissa leaned back.  It was an idea that had not been broached, and it did have some appeal to it.
Marik, however, let out a snort.  “You are not seriously considering this idea?”
“Sir Marik,” Elissa said softly.  “We must consider all ideas.  I am not saying it is a good idea or a bad idea, but one that we should consider.”
Marila listened to the back and forth quietly, taking in their words and thinking about what they were saying.  She knew the power of the Deceiver as well as the pure evil that he was, and it scared her.  Even when she had been a devoted follower of the Deceiver, she had been afraid of the Deceiver’s relentless might.  She knew without a doubt that he would continue the fight until the last soldier was alive, whether it was his or theirs.  There would be no stalemate.  There would be no siege.  That was not how the Deceiver worked, and none of them really understood that.  If they continued to think of the Deceiver as just another king leading an army to war, they would all be decimated regardless of their strength.
“Hargon?” The queen asked.  “What do you think?”
Hargon lifted his eyes from his book.  “As it is, our army has two objectives.  One is to defend the people of the kingdom and secondly to fight the battle.  If we didn’t have to worry about defending those who cannot fight, then it would allow more resources to be put towards fighting the battle.  We could be a little riskier in our tactics.”
They all began talking at once, each trying to out-argue the other.  Marila shook her head in disgust.  She could not believe that they were actually considering taking the people of the kingdom out into the open and exposing them to the wrath of the Deceiver’s army.  They were all safely tucked away in caverns, protected by walls and an army.  There was nowhere else they could be any safer.
Before Marila realized what she was doing, she blurted out, “They will be slaughtered!”
The table became silent, and all eyes turned towards her.  When she realized what she had done, she crouched low to try and disappear.
“There is that possibility,” Hargon said after a moment.  “But the idea would be to sneak them out in the middle of the night under cover of darkness.  We wouldn’t just leave in a single mass, but slowly over several nights.  With Elven magic, maybe we could completely hide the escape.”
Marila clamped her lips shut, even though she wanted to say more.  She knew the depravity of the Deceiver and his generals.  They would inflict not only death but slow torture on any Human that they found out in the open.  Goblins would be an easy death for them, for it would be quick.  The Deceiver would do his best to make sure their deaths were as slow and painful as possible.  Yet, if she told them what she knew, they would know who she was, and they would undoubtedly imprison her. More likely, though, her head would fall as Roddan had tried to do to her.
“Marila may not be a soldier, but she knows what she’s talking about,” Marik said.  “How can we know that they are not watching us now and will pounce on us the moment we start to try and escape.”
“The Elven scouts have been out for days searching for the army,” Hargon said.  “They have found no trace of the main army or forward scouts.  It could be days before they make an appearance and then it will be too late to get the people out of the castle.  If we are going to do this, it needs to be soon.  Maybe even as soon as tonight.”
Marila bit her lip.  They were placing too much trust in the Elves’ ability to find the Deceiver’s scouts.  They had no idea how powerful the Deceiver was and what he could do to protect the scouts and keep them from being discovered.
“What will we need to do to get started?” Elissa said.
Marik let out a long, slow breath and put both palms on the table in front of him.  “Your Majesty,” he said, not caring that his frustration was clear in his voice.  “We cannot make this decision now.  This is such an important one that it must be brought to the other military leaders.”
“I will inform King Illichian of our decision,” Elissa said.  “The safety of the people of Karmon is my responsibility and anything I can do to keep them safe, I will do.”
“The king should…” Marik started.
“I am still Queen of Karmon,” Elissa exclaimed.  She didn’t yell or even raise her voice that loudly, but the force of her tone was clear.  “The Elves are our friend and ally, but when it comes to my people, I will make the final decision.  Is that clear?”
“Then you have made your decision?” Marik asked.
Elissa looked directly at Marik, giving him the same look her father had given many times when he had been alive and ruled Karmon.  Marik got his answer through that look.
Marila could not contain herself any longer, and the words blurted past her lips before she could contain them.  “You cannot do this!  They will all die!”
All conversation instantly ceased, and all eyes focused on her.
Despite a pounding heart, her voice was cold and steady as she continued, “They will be killed.  Each and every one of them.  You may not think you are being watched, but I assure you, you are.”  She could not believe what she was doing, but there was no stopping now.  True tears fell down her cheeks, and she could feel them tickle her skin.  She wanted to wipe them away, but her illusion had not picked them up, so her instincts kept her from acting on tears that the others could not see.  Her steady voice left, leaving it cracking and shaking with emotion as she continued, “If they tried to leave, the moment they are clear of the defenses of the castle, the goblins will attack.  Some would be ripped to shreds right away, but many would be left to die a slow and horrible death.”
She could not contain her new-found emotions.  She didn’t know how the Humans could handle all the conflicting feelings and thoughts that were swimming through her head.  Even though she knew that she was not one of them, she could not just let them get slaughtered.  They had to be saved, and if she had said nothing, they would all die a horrible death.  They will surely know who she is, and she was now prepared for the consequences.  It was worth sacrificing herself to save these innocent people.
Everyone at the table was still and silent.  The sounds of nearby diners suddenly became loud and oppressive.
It took several moments before Queen Elissa broke the silence.  “Marila, you speak like you know something more than the rest of us.”
Marila sniffled.  Part of her wanted to completely drop the illusion to show them who she really was.  These were compassionate people.  Maybe they would have mercy on her.
“I have seen them.  Out there.  When I was alone.”  She had not meant to lie or try and deceive, but it seemed to come naturally to her.  Tension seemed to be lifted, and everyone at the table took a breath at once.
“Oh, my dear!” Elissa exclaimed, quickly moving to her side.  She put an arm around Marila’s shoulders.  “You saw them?  Out there, when you were alone in the mountains?”
Marila let her tears flow into her illusion, and they streamed down her cheeks.  She bit her lower lip and nodded her head.  With a gentle pull, Elissa pulled Marila’s head down onto her shoulders.
“Maybe Marila is right,” Elissa said with tenderness.  “We have all seen what those creatures can do, and if they are close enough, they would surely pounce on any who would try and get away.”
Marik cautiously countered.  “None of the Elven scouts or our scouts have detected any sign of the Deceiver’s army.  If they were close, then we would surely know.”
Hargon looked long and hard at Marila and said, “We know little about their capabilities.  They are beings from another realm and could be able to hide their advance.”
Lord Martin cleared his throat.  “I, for one, do not believe this!  Sir Marik admits that our scouts and our superior-sighted friends have seen neither hide nor hair of our enemy.”  He glanced around the table and saw a flash of indecisiveness in Marik and Hargon’s eyes.  “If she were truly this distraught at seeing the goblin army, why tell us now?”  He leaned forward and put both hands on the table.  With a low, dramatic voice, he repeated, “Why now?  Why not when she was first found?  We all have been looking for signs of the Deceiver’s army.  The best Elven scouts could not find it, but a young, innocent woman could?”
Elissa glared back at Lord Martin and snapped, “How dare you!  She is distraught and in tears, and this is how you treat her?”
Lord Martin stiffened and let out a haughty snort.  “Tears?  Tears can be faked.  She was found wandering out alone in the forest.  Alone.  A lady such as her could never survive but a night alone and she claims to have been out there for days?  And now she is trying to convince us to stay in the castle?”  He looked down at her and sneered.  “She is a liar at best.  At worst, she is a spy for the Deceiver!”
Queen Elissa slowly stood up and faced Lord Martin.  Her face was full of rage, and she clenched her hands into tight fists to keep from letting her hanger explode.  “I’ve heard quite enough from you.”
“I am only concerned with the safety of our people,” Lord Martin.  “We have an opportunity to save most of the rest of our kingdom, and you are now going to take counsel from someone that you hardly even know?”
With an even and controlled tone, Elissa replied, “It is my duty as the leader of this kingdom to take advice from all sources and come up with decisions that are in the best interest of the kingdom.  We know the Deceiver’s army is out there, but we don’t know where it is.  If Marila has seen it, then it is close, closer than would be safe for us to leave.”
Lord Martin leaned back and crossed his arms.  “Two heartbeats ago you were willing to let our people escape to safety.”
Queen Elissa straightened up.  “This is the dinner table, not a council table.  I was making no formal decision.”
“But,” Lord Martin continued to press the issue.
Elissa’s calm, even tone rose an octave as she cut off his words.  “I changed my mind!  Hearing Marila reminded me that we cannot take risks that will jeopardize the kingdom.”
Marik quickly spoke up before the argument could continue.  “Martin, this was supposed to be a peaceful dinner and not a place where you can step in and make trouble.  If you have anything more to say, then request an audience with the military leaders.”
Lord Martin’s face turned red mostly because of Marik’s insult at not addressing him as a lord.  “I have tried many times and have yet to be called into the meetings.”
The arguing and childish name calling continued while Hargon watched with rapt attention, but mostly he kept his eyes on Marila.  From the moment that he laid eyes on her, she had seemed familiar.  As he watched her and tried to figure out where he remembered her, he realized that there was something just slightly off with her.  Just like her familiarity, he couldn’t quite place what it was.
He reached out with his mind and touched the Web of Magic, as he had been practicing for many days now.  He could feel the Elves around him, and he could feel a sense of dark dread that he assumed was the Deceiver, but nothing was coming from Marila.  If she were somehow a spy of the Deceiver, then certainly she would touch the Web of Magic just like the Deceiver, and his generals did.  However, there was still much more to her story of being out in the mountains than what she had told.  He had spent decades living among the greatest liars, and he could see through a lie the moment it was spoken.  His instincts were telling him that she was not who she said she was, but without any sort of proof, he would keep his mouth shut.  Given enough time, all lies would eventually be revealed.
A slight smile crossed his lips as he figured that a personal visit to her chambers would help to reveal the truth.  Then his heart skipped a beat, and his right hand subconsciously gripped the empty pendant that housed the other half of the Ark of Life.  The shock of electricity that had exploded through him several days ago came back to him with searing pain.  He cringed at the memory of the pain that he had endured when the woman had attacked him and touched the necklace half of the Ark of Life.  His last fuzzy memory of that evening was of a face that he now recognized.
He sprang to his feet to expose her as she truly was.  All eyes went to him as their arguing instantly ceased.  Just as the words of revelation were about to come out, he clamped his mouth shut.  He closed his eyes, still touching the empty pendant and reached out to try and find the black gem that would one day fit perfectly in its spot and around his neck.  The feeling of the Ark of Life eluded him, but the thought of having the full power of the Ark of Life did not.  He knew he was at a crossroads, and the wrong decision could change the course of the world.
“Hargon?” Marik asked.  “You were going to say something?”
Hargon looked around at the table, his eyes quickly scanning past Marila.  He could not give her a reason to fear him, at least until he was able to get her alone.
“We are at a point in history where the world’s greatest warriors have gathered in one spot.  The Karmon Knights.  Elves.  Dwarves.  The One God has put magic back into our hands not to make war, but to defend and protect our world from a great evil.  We cannot run.  We cannot hide.  We must bring the fight to them.  My power has grown greatly from the moment I started studying the power of my book.  I am ready for this fight, but I cannot go it alone.  It will take all of us standing together as one to defeat the Deceiver.  If we run, he will chase us down, dividing our forces in two.  No army could survive such circumstances.  We must stay here and fight as one.”
Before Hargon sat down, he let his eyes linger from Marik to Queen Elissa, and then finally on Lord Martin.
“That is a fine speech,” Lord Martin croaked out.  “But you are Taran.  Not Karmon.  How could you know how we feel?”
“You’re right,” Hargon snapped back sharply.  “I am not Karmon.  I am Taran, but I no longer have an empire to call my own.  The Deceiver has already brought Taran to its knees, and it will soon do so with your puny kingdom if you don’t stand up like a man and fight.”
Lord Martin’s face turned bright red.  “You insult me!”
Elissa stood up and said, “This is neither the time nor the place for such discussions.  The war council will convene soon enough, and representatives of all of us will discuss how we will defend the kingdom.”  She turned to Hargon and said, “Hargon, what you said was powerful.  I hope you share your words with the war council as well.  They trust and respect your thoughts.”
Hargon gave a sharp nod.  “Of course, Your Majesty.”
She turned to Lord Martin and said, “Lord Martin, your point is well taken, but ultimately, the decision will fall on my shoulders.  Now, if you will excuse us, I think we have food to finish.”
Elissa sat down unceremoniously and grabbed a piece of fresh bread.  Forcing herself to keep her eyes off of Lord Martin, she stuffed the bread into her mouth and began chewing.
Before Lord Martin could say another word, Marik said, “Lord Martin, you have been dismissed.”
With a huff and an angry grunt, he spun on his heels and marched out of the room.
***
Lord Martin, seething with anger and embarrassment rushed out of the hall and marched swiftly down the corridor.  His long strides faltered when he saw a familiar face leaning against the wall, an apple in hand.  As Lord Martin approached, the man, Rufus, ripped a large chunk from the apple and smiled.
“Are you still here?” Lord Martin growled.
Still chewing, Rufus replied, “Didn’t go quite as well as expected, huh?”
Lord Martin glanced back into the hall and let out an angry sigh.
“You want that information, now?”
“Fine.  What is it?”
“Seems that no one knows this lady that you call Marila.  I mean, they’ve seen her around for the past few days, but no one knows her.”
Lord Martin returned a blank stare.  “What does that mean?”
“Everyone knows someone,” Rufus said.  “These survivors, they all came from South Karmon, then to Tyre, then fled here with a goblin horde nipping at their heels.  Strangers became companions.  Companions became friends.  Death and destruction have brought our people together like they’ve never been before.  Everyone knows everyone, except no one knows Marila.  I find that…”
“Interesting,” Lord Martin finished, rubbing his chin thoughtfully.
“If I didn’t know better, I’d think she’s a spy or something.”
“Of course she is!” Lord Martin growled.  “She convinced the queen that we have to stay in the castle, which means that the safest place to be is outside the castle and on the way north to the safety of the Great Mountains!”
It was Rufus’ turn to rub his chin.  “These walls are pretty strong, and we have a pretty large army.  I don’t think I’d want to be caught out in the open where all those goblins are.”
Lord Martin let out a stream of curses under his breath.  “Don’t you get it?  I’ve been right all along.  This spy wants us to stay here because she knows that the Deceiver can breach these walls.  But, if we can get our people out quickly, then we can save the kingdom, and I can be its savior!  The army will stay behind as a diversion, and I will lead the people away.”
“What about this spy, should we not tell Queen Elissa?”
Lord Martin grabbed the front of Rufus’ tunic.  “No!  You will speak of this to no one.  I will reveal Marila as a spy, but it must be done at the right time.  It must be done in a way that gets me to be the one who leads our people north.  Sir Marik, the Elves, the Dwarves, all of them will stay behind to defend our escape.  They will die in a blaze of glory, and their names will be the legends of our children and our children’s children.”
Rufus nodded his head.  “While you lead our kingdom to safety?  How honorable of you.”
Lord Martin squeezed Rufus’ tunic.  “Which side of the walls do you want to be on when this happens?  You can be at my side, or you can be standing atop the walls facing an insurmountable army.”
Rufus looked down at the shorter man.  He didn’t like being told what to do, but he also knew the power that Lord Martin had, and would have, once they made it out of the castle and to safety.
“When do we leave?” Rufus replied.
Lord Martin released Rufus’ tunic and took a step back.  “Good answer.  We will leave the moment that the Queen makes her declaration to head to the Great Mountains, which will be in the morning just after I reveal this woman as a spy.  The first step, though, is for you to return to the caverns and start spreading a few little rumors.”
Lord Martin continued to explain for several more minutes, and as each minute passed, Rufus’ smile grew wider.




Chapter Five

Nikki stood next to General Aeneas at the top of the long, sloping hill that overlooked the muddy field that would be the site of the next battle.  A stiff, biting wind blew into her face, flowing her long, black hair behind her.  When it came time to draw her swords for battle, the hair would be wound into a single braid.  She glanced over at the general, seeing him for the first time.  He stood straight and tall, as a soldier should.  With a firm jaw and chiseled cheeks, he was handsome enough for a second glance.  His face was weathered from many years in the northern cold and sun, making it difficult to tell how old he was.  With dark eyes, thoughts and emotions were easily hidden.  Yet, there was a softness about him that transcended his soldiering nature.  It intrigued her.
“When will they come?” Nikki asked.  She had been given a fur-lined cloak to help keep her body warm, but she let it hang open in front of her, just as General Aeneas did with his.  She was a warrior and did not care about the elements in which she fought.  Hot.  Cold.  Rain.  Sun.  It did not matter.  Her training and discipline allowed her to ignore pain.  Plus, she did not want to show any weakness to the Taran General.
“In their own time, when they are ready,” he replied.  “They do not fight conventionally and do not fight with honor.  They fight to the death and give no quarter to their enemies, either.”
“Have you not tried to parlay with them and come to some sort of treaty?”  Nikki was not only a warrior, but she was also royalty and had been raised to consider more than just warfare.  As her father continually preached, war was sometimes a necessity, but there was also a practical aspect of peace.  Only in times of peace could a nation grow and prosper.  Even an empire such as the Taran Empire could not sustain a war forever, even if they had a seemingly limitless supply of men and resources.
General Aeneas let out a sigh, and his voice betrayed his weariness.  “Many times we have tried to resolve the conflict with a treaty.  Last fall we sent a delegation to meet them, and our men were slaughtered before a single word could be said.  The barbarians have decided that there would be no more talking.  Only war.  That is why they now mass for a final battle.  In some ways, it will be good for this campaign to be over, one way or another.  Either I will be dead, or I’ll be able to go back home.  Either way, I’ll be free of this dreadful place.”
He glanced back behind him to see the mass of Taran soldiers preparing for war.  Food had been consumed, and what rest could be managed was had.  Legions were being gathered together, which took much time and patience.  Maneuvering thousands of men into place was no easy task, even though the Taran Centurions made it look easy. 
He spied General Lucius, who could be seen from a great distance in his gaudy bright red cape and plumed helm.  Before he let treacherous thoughts enter his mind, he continued in a low, monotone voice.  “They will rush out from the forest in a frenzy, running across the open field to engage us quickly, before our crossbows can slow them down.  That has been their tactic of late, and as we have run low on crossbow bolts, it has been a way that has worked.  General Lucius has been out here for too long, and he has been outwitted by them, yet he will not admit to it.  No Taran would admit to being outsmarted by a barbarian.”
“Outwitted?” Nikki asked.  “How so?”
“After they slaughtered our delegation, we attacked them, and we had several victorious battles in a row, which emboldened General Lucius.  Putting the entire army of the move, we chased them across the wilderness, over hills and mountains, until we reached this spot.  We took the hill to gain the high ground and made them come to us.  They attacked us several times but retreated after taking heavy losses.  The valley behind us is perfect for winter camping as it is sheltered from the bitterest of winds and there is plenty of water for drinking, wood for fires, and game for hunting.  We had the high ground, which is always something that General Lucius looks for.  It wasn’t until a couple weeks ago that we discovered that we were trapped, and we realized they had led us to this location.  As the snows melted and the river rose, General Lucius ignored his advisors and stayed in our sheltered valley rather than retreating across the river when it was still passable.  Now, the river runs swift and deep, and there is no place to cross so that we could retreat to safety and regroup.  We have our backs against the wall and a vicious enemy at our doorstep.  Like I said, there will be no more battles after this one.  If we do not win this battle, we have nowhere to escape to, and we will be slaughtered.”
“This might be your last battle here,” Nikki said.  “But, there are still more battles to be fought.  To the east, in the Kingdom of Karmon, there is another war going on, one that is more important than what you are fighting here.  It is why we must escape this trap and get moving east before we are too late.  My friends are waiting for us.  I just hope we are not too late.”
General Aeneas looked over at Nikki and studied her face.  “You truly believe that the Deceiver has an army, and he has invaded this world?”
“I have no doubt.”
“But, you have not seen the army?”
“The One God has spoken to me and told me that it is true.”
General Aeneas laughed.  “The One God speaks to you, now?”
Nikki returned a slight smile.  “Not in words.  If you believed, you would understand.”
“I do believe,” General Aeneas replied with his own friendly smile.  He looked up at the sky and then around him.  “Being out here for so long wears on the soul and causes questions to be asked.  But, I still believe.”
The silence of the cold day was broken by the swift beating of drums.
General Aeneas pulled his cloak tightly around his body.  “I hope our God does more than talk to you, for we will need His help to get through the day.  Our armies are backed up against a river that cannot be crossed, and the barbarians have closed any path of retreat.  They are not as skilled as we are, but they fight with a brutal rage.  Those drums tell me their warriors are all in place, and it is time for them to gather for their initial charge.  It will take some time for their attack to begin, though.  They may be vicious, but they are patient.  I’ve had them wait a week to begin a battle before.  It drove our Centurions nearly insane, and by the time the battle started, we were mentally weak and physically drained.”
“We have not talked about how my Sak’Hurai will fight with your Centurions.”
“No, we have not.  General Lucius has a plan.  We must consult with him.”
“He does not care for my soldiers or me.”
“No, he does not.”  General Aeneas let his lips slip into a smile again.  “He cares little for anything other than victory.  If there were another way for you to escape, I would let you go.  Our fate is tied to this battle, but yours is not.  You should head east as quickly as you can.”
“Even if we can help win your battle today?”
“If what you say is true, that the Deceiver has an army ready to take over the world, then we should risk trying to break through their lines and march east.  There would be terrible losses.  At least half the Centurions would die, but we would be able to offer a few thousand of our Centurions to add to the Karmon’s army.”  He saw the question to begin to form in her eyes, so he quickly shook his head.  “As good an idea as it is, General Lucius would never agree to that.  He believes we will win this battle with only minimal losses.  He is a fool, and he will get all of us killed.”
General Aeneas turned and began walking down the back side of the hill towards his army.  Nikki fell into step beside him.
“It is what you should do, though.  Whatever he has you do, you should do what you need to do to break through the barbarian lines and run for the horizon.  Maybe some of the barbarians will chase after you, but the bulk of their army will be trying to slaughter ours.  It will be the perfect time for you to escape.”
“We can help you win this battle.”
“Our fate is sealed, yours is not.  You must do what you can to survive.”
They walked through the slowly forming echelons of soldiers and headed straight for the center of the army where General Lucius was shouting out orders.  What had once been a chaotic mass of soldiers was now forming into large groups of organized ranks.  Once the echelons were formed, they moved as one towards the top of the hill.  It impressed Nikki to see the discipline of the lowest soldier able to march in step with those around them.  Their faces showed stoic determination and bravery.  The youngest of eyes showed no fear, nor the hint of cowardice.  Most knew that they were going to fight their last fight, but this is what they were trained for.  Nikki felt proud to be in their presence, for they were truly great warriors, trained and disciplined just as her Sak’Hurai were.
“Your warriors will be placed in the middle of the formation,” General Aeneas said.  “That will keep your men away from our troops, else you will get in the way of our maneuvers.”
She turned to the general and asked with a raised eyebrow, “Maneuvers?”
“Taran warfare is complicated.  We do not just run forward into a chaotic melee as the barbarians do.  There is order and discipline to the battle.  This is what gives us our strength and power.”
“And it has worked for you?”
“Some places better than others.  Up here, not so much.”
“Your soldiers are better trained than the barbarians, and yet, you have been fighting to a stalemate for twenty years?  Have you not changed your tactics at all?”
In an unconvincing tone, the general replied, “Our tactics are tried and true for centuries.  We have dominated the continent with our fighting style.”
“Except for the barbarians.”
“Yes,” General Aeneas agreed.  “Except for the barbarians.”
“Then it is time to change tactics.”
General Aeneas stopped.  He pointed towards General Lucius, who stood a hundred yards away screaming orders to his other generals, commanders, and junior officers.  “Battlefield tactics and strategies come from the battlefield commander.  If you wish to question him, there he is.”
Nikki was not sure if the general was being serious or not, but she did not care.  She spun on her heels and began striding toward General Lucius.  In near disbelief, General Aeneas trotted after her.
Nikki strode right up to the general of the Taran army and said, “General, we need to talk.”
General Lucius turned towards her, his eyes blazing with fury.  His commanders were not doing exactly as he wanted, and he felt the louder his voice, the better they would hear him.
His tone did not change when he looked down at Nikki and said, “What?  You?  I have no time for you.  Do you not see that there is a battle about to be fought and my commanders are idiots!  General Aeneas, get this woman away from me!”
Nikki was not used to anyone speaking to her in such a manner.  She took a breath and paused for a heartbeat to collect herself and to be sure that she wasn’t going to respond in a rash manner. 
“General,” she repeated, her voice smooth and calm.  “We need to talk about how my warriors are going to fight alongside your Centurions.”
General Lucius had started to turn away, thinking he had dismissed Nikki, but then he looked at her as if she were a small bug that needed to be squashed.  “Alongside?  Hardly.  Your men will be positioned in the center of the lines out of the way of the echelon legions so that you do not get in our way.  You will attack upon our command.  Not a moment sooner and certainly not a moment later.”
“Sak’Hurai are mobile and quicker than your soldiers.  If we split into two groups, we can each join up with your forces protecting the flanks.  That will allow us to move about where needed without getting caught in the middle.”
“Are you questioning me?”  General Lucius looked at General Aeneas.  “Why is she talking to me?  I have a battle to prepare for.  Your hundred or so warriors are insignificant in this battle.  I don’t care where your warriors are, as long as they are in the center of the formation, away from the echelons.  I won’t have you interfering with our tactics.  Get her out of here, Aeneas.”
Nikki stepped in front of General Lucius as he started to turn away.  “Do you know who I am?” Nikki snapped, dropping her calm and controlled voice.  “I am Princess Nikki of the Hurai.  Not only am I of royal blood, but I am also Sak’Hurai.”
“Woman!” General Lucius screamed back, spittle flying from his lips.  “I don’t care who you are or who you think you are.”  He thrust his hand out, pointing to the north.  “Those barbarian infidels are going to be running over that hill at any moment.  Your puny force isn’t going to matter.  You might think you are something special and your warriors something special, but it will be the overwhelming might of my Centurions that will make a difference.  Now step aside.”
Nikki was not backing down.  “Your Centurions have done nothing in twenty years.  What makes you think that anything will be different with this battle?  Your tactics have failed, and you need to try something different.  My Sak’Hurai might only number in the hundreds, but I assure you that they are worth ten of your men.”
General Lucius’ face turned red, and a thick vein appeared on his forehead.  His hand dropped subconsciously to his hip, but he was the overall commander of the army and did not bother with arming himself.  He had soldiers for that.
With his head sticking out from his body, he shouted, “You dare talk to me in such a manner?  I can have you hauled away in chains, or I could have my men strike you down now.”  The Centurions that were standing nearby took a tentative step forward, their eyes on Nikki, and their hands on the handles of their shortswords.  But, none of them drew their weapons.
“I would like to see you try and strike me down.”
“You and your people are under my command, and I will not have insubordination from anyone under my command.  From the moment I saw your kind, I knew you would be trouble.  This is your last warning.  Step to and muster at the front of the army or stand aside so that a real army can do its job.”
General Aeneas put a hand on Nikki’s shoulder.  He caught her gaze and just shook his head.  General Lucius strode away, barking out orders.
“It is no use arguing,” the general said softly.
Nikki shook General Aeneas’ hand off her shoulder.  “Your army will be slaughtered because you are being led by a fool.”
General Aeneas did not respond.  He let Nikki step away.
“I will take my warriors, and we will gather at the center of your army, but we will punch our way out and continue east.  We will not fight for your General Lucius.  You seem like a reasonable and competent soldier.  It is a shame you are not in charge of the army.”
General Aeneas shrugged humbly.  “I’m not sure I could do much better.”  A single trumpet blared nearby, followed a moment later by a dozen others.  “That is our call to begin the march up the hill.  I must be at General Lucius side.  It was good to meet you, Princess Nikki.  I hope that when this battle is over, our army can march east with yours and help you out.”
“You really think General Lucius would do that?”
“Probably not, but if the barbarians are defeated, what else is there for an army to do, but to march to the next battle?”
***
Kile was one of the larger Sak’Hurai.  He stood taller than Princess Nikki, who was also taller than most.  Bulky with muscles, Kile did not have the typical Sak’Hurai body style, either.  His shoulders were broad, and his chest filled his thick leather shirt to capacity.  Skilled as any Sak’Hurai, his bulk kept him from being the quickest with his blades, but it made him one of the strongest Sak’Hurai that had ever lived.  It wasn’t his imposing size that put him in a position of authority within the Sak’Hurai, it was because he worked so hard to overcome his size.
He walked among the Sak’Hurai warriors to ensure they were ready for the inevitable battle.  Blades needed to be sharpened, food and water needed to be ingested, and their minds needed to be focused on using their skill in battle.  They could not let their minds wander to thoughts about killing or being killed.  They could not humanize their opponents, else they might be a touch slow or pull back when they should push forward.  They did not need to be killing machines, for they were still human, even if the result of their actions were like killing machines.  Their years of training had brought them all to this one point in time, and they only needed to rely on that training to survive.
Kile didn’t really need to babysit the other warriors, but he didn’t know what else to do.  His swords were sharp and ready, as was his mind.  He needed something to keep himself occupied until the battle began and making sure the other Sak’Hurai were equally prepared was that something he needed to do.
When he saw Princess Nikki come walking towards him, he stepped away from the other Sak’Hurai to greet her.  The sour look on her face was unmistakable.
“It did not go well?”
“We will be at the center of their army,” Nikki said.
“We fight their battle, then?” Tys said from behind them.
Nikki and Kile turned to see the smaller Sak’Hurai stride up to them.  His eyes showed as much anger as his voice.  “In the center, we will be trapped among the Centurions.  Have you ever seen them fight?  They are immobile and rely on brute force.  There are no tactics involved with their type of warfare.  March forward and beat the enemy to death.”
“We can still fight our own fight,” Nikki replied.  Tys was one of the smartest Sak’Hurai that she knew, and she relied heavily on his knowledge of battle tactics and strategies. She needed Tys to be able to figure out a way for them to not be stuck in the middle of the fight, where they would be most vulnerable.  She could not lose him to his anger but keep him thinking about how their next move.  “The Tarans are led by a fool and will get his entire army destroyed.  I want no part of that.  We need to find a way out of this.”
“Of course, there is only one way,” Tys responded.  The look on his face told them that they should already know the answer, but neither Nikki nor Kile knew what he was talking about. 
After waiting for several heartbeats, Tys realized they were waiting for him to answer.  He shook his head in arrogant frustration.  It wasn’t that they should have known what he was thinking, but the answer was so apparent, he should not have had to answer.  “Diamond, of course.”
“Right!” Nikki responded, immediately understanding where Tys was going with his tactics.  “We don’t stick around for the fight, we just race forward and punch through their lines.”
“If they notice what we are doing, they will direct reserves after us,” Kile said.
Tys rolled his eyes and let out a sigh.  “We are but a hundred warriors in an army of ten thousand.  Do you think they will even care about us?  They will not even notice us.  Even if we were trying to outflank them, they have so many more soldiers than us, it would be a slaughter.  Both sides would be slaughtered, but there would be none left of us in the end.  Diamond is the only way to go.”
Kile nodded his agreement, as did Nikki.
Tys glanced over their shoulders at the Taran army that was mustering behind them.  “I don’t like it, though.  We should just start running now before the fighting starts.”
“It is the only way,” Nikki said.  “If we left on our own, we would be easily chased down by the barbarians.  They will see us leaving from a mile away and easily cut us off.”
“We could always build a boat to cross the river,” Kile offered with a smile.
“Did you bring your ax, or do you intend to chop down trees with your Sak’Turana?”
Kile grimaced, and Tys snickered.
“Tys,” Nikki said.  “Spread the word to the rest of the Sak’Hurai.  Line them up, so the fastest are in the rear.”  She saw the look on Tys’ face and said, “If the fastest are in the front, they might push the pace too fast and spread the line out too far.  We need to keep a tight formation.”
Tys dropped his shoulders forward in a stiff bow and stepped away to prepare the Sak’Hurai for the upcoming battle.
Nikki started to walk away, too, but Kile said in a near whisper, “You spent quite some time talking with the one who calls himself Aeneas.  He is a handsome man.”
Nikki crossed her arms.  “We were discussing tactics for the upcoming battle.  His appearance does not matter to me.”
Kile’s lips turned up into a smile.  “I was watching you.  After he left, your eyes followed him for some time.”
“Enough!” Nikki snapped back.  “You have been trying to marry me away since we were children.  I am Sak’Hurai, and the last thing I need in my life is a man to slow me down.  These barbarians have never seen the likes of us, so we will strike fast and hard and drive straight through them and make our way east.”
Tys was still only a few feet away from them.  He turned away from a small group of Sak’Hurai as Nikki delivered her sharp retort.  Whispers were shared among them, and each looked past Tys towards Nikki.
Nikki noticed it right away.  Their body language told her that it was not just a casual conversation.  She would never have imagined that her Sak’Hurai would go against her, for they were committed and disciplined warriors and subjects.  However, she never would have guessed that the Hurai villagers on the mainland would align against her father, but they had.  A realization swept over her that anything could happen, especially in war.  She almost let it go, but something inside of her told her that she shouldn’t.  It would be worth standing up and fighting to ensure that her Sak’Hurai stayed together as one.
“What is it, Tys?” Nikki asked in a tone that was more command than a question.
“Nothing,” Tys responded, but the looks on the faces of the other Sak’Hurai confirmed her fears.
She marched forward and put her hands on her hips.  “Speak!” She barked.
“Our fight is not with these barbarians. Bargoroth?  Is that what they are called.  Perhaps we should avoid the battle altogether and slip away once the fighting has started.”
“What?” Kile exclaimed.  “That is the coward’s way out!  We are Sak’Hurai!”
“You’re right,” Nikki replied calmly, which surprised everyone in earshot.  “Our fight is not with the Bargoroth.  Our fight is with the Deceiver.”
“If he exists,” Tys snapped back quickly.  “This great army you talk about?  I have not seen it.  You only know of it because some strangers came and told you a tale that piqued the interest of our king, who lives and breathes the myths and legends of our past.  I see no amazing creatures.  I only see two armies trying to kill one another, and we are standing right in the middle of them!”
“Those myths and legends of which you speak are our histories.  They are not stories for our children, but they are events of our past.”
“They mean nothing for our future.  Our nation is being torn apart by the mainland factions who tire of the oppressive leadership of your father.”
“Tys, that is enough,” Kile said.  He stepped forward and stood between Tys and Nikki, hoping his size would deter further arguing.
“No!” Tys said, taking a step forward to meet Kile’s challenge.  “My family is from the mainland, and I know the struggles they go through while the palace thrives.”
Nikki’s anger suddenly cooled.  It had been slowly building to a crescendo, but instead of bursting over in an uncontrolled outburst, it slowly dissipated as her discipline took over.  She did not have to force her voice to be calm, it came out that way.  Barely loud enough for everyone to ear, she replied, “Tys, you have crossed the line from which you cannot come back.  Your words are treasonous.  I will not have any Hurai, much less a Sak’Hurai speak about the king as you have done.  In years past, anyone who spoke as you have would have their head on the ground.  Even one such as you.  I brought you into my inner circle because of your knowledge, but you must show loyalty, too.”
“I am not alone in my feelings,” Tys said, standing his ground.  “Many others feel as I do. All the Sak’Hurai are given privilege and comfort while our families suffer.  It is not fair that we should be granted such privilege just because we are good killers.”
Nikki shook her head.  The rage was starting to build up again.  She was their leader and needed to show it.  Soon enough, she would have to show it on the battlefield, but first, she needed to show leadership right here in front of the rest of the Sak’Hurai.  If she did not, then she would lose not only the handful that were openly defiant, but she would lose all her warriors.
“We have sacrificed our lives to prepare ourselves to defend our nation.  The comforts that you speak of are nothing more than a bed at night and solid food throughout the day.  That is a proper payment for giving our lives for the people of Hurai.”
Kile added, “If it were not for us, there would be nothing left of our nation.  We are the binds that hold it together.”
Tys glared at Kile with derision.  “Your words are meaningless.  You have followed Nikki like a hungry dog since you were children.”
Kile jumped forward, but Nikki was ready and grabbed him.  She could feel the hundreds of Sak’Hurai watching her and the scene that was being made.  At this moment, she knew that she would either have the Sak’Hurai forever, or she would lose them.
Drumbeats from a distance began to pound in a loud, rhythmic manner.  There were loud shouts from all around them, and the ground started to rumble as the Taran army started to march forward.
“This is neither the time nor place for this,” Nikki said.  “Yes, we are all Sak’Hurai, but we are also people of the Hurai.  We have trained all our lives for moments like this, and we argue about politics?”
“This is not politics,” Tys countered.  “This is about the lives of our people.”
Nikki stepped forward so that she was inches from Tys.  “It is you who have gotten soft.  You are Sak’Hurai.  Your commitment is to the king and nothing else.  Your mind has been polluted by the influence of the world, and you have lost your focus.  I cannot trust you to lead your company anymore.  I cannot trust you to fight by my side.  As of this moment, you are no more a Sak’Hurai.  Relinquish your swords.”
“You do not have the authority,” Tys growled.  “That is something only a king can do.”
Nikki’s voice remained even.  “You insult the king, and yet you call upon his authority?  You cannot have it both ways.  Relinquish your swords, or I will take them from you.  Yes, I do have the authority.  On the battlefield, in his absence, I am him.”
“You now claim the throne of king?” Tys growled.
“Princess Nikki,” Kile said softly behind her.  “The battle has begun.  We do not have the time for this.  If we are to escape to the east, we must join in the battle with the Tarans.  If we are too late, there may be too many Bargoroth to fight through.”
“There can be no battle with a traitor among us.”
“Maybe it is your father who is the traitor,” Tys retorted sharply.  “It is he who has abandoned his people.  You want us to fight for you, then disavow all that your father has done and commit to change.  Change is coming, whether it is with you or not with you.  You can either be a part of the solution, or you are the problem.”
Nikki’s rage returned in full.  “You do not only speak of treason, but you also speak of revolution.  You do not need to relinquish your swords, for I will take them from your dead body.”  Her swords were drawn before the next heartbeat finished pounding in her chest.
She had never killed her own kind before.  Pushing aside all feelings and emotion, she let controlled rage dictate her actions.  If she were to even hesitate to think about what she was doing, then she wouldn’t be able to do what she needed to do.  If she weren’t able to do what she needed to do, then she would lose control of all the Sak’Hurai.  They needed her to be a leader, and now it was time to be one.
Tys anticipated Nikki’s move, and his swords were in his hands to parry her first attack.  However, he misjudged her speed and power and almost paid for it with his life.  Their swords met just inches from his face, causing him to flinch and take an off-balance step backward.  She pressed the attack, pushing him further back on his heels.  Slowly, he retreated as he could not stand up to her impressive assault.  The other Sak’Hurai stepped aside and encircled them.  None drew their swords or even thought about interfering.  The victor would be their leader, and they needed to let the victor win on his or her own accord.  Anyone who tried to help would be cut down by the rest.
There was no cheering or calling for one or another to win.  Sak’Hurai were great warriors, but they were also disciplined followers.  Their devotion was complete to the one who was in power, but since that power was being challenged, ancient custom forced the Sa’Hurai to stand back and wait for the power struggle to be resolved.  Even if some favored one side or the other, they could not interfere, for the fight was only between the challenger and the current leader.  If anyone did choose to help either side, the rest of the Sak’Hurai were obligated to step in and ensure the fight was only between the two Hurai.
Although the custom was firmly established, there had been times in the past when the Sak’Hurai went through civil wars between competing factions.  Such a war was bloody and purged many good warriors.  During those times, the factions were split down ideological lines that had been brewing for many years.  Even though there had been rumblings throughout the Hurai people against King Loshin, the Sak’Hurai had not yet been involved.  Nikki knew that if left to simmer, Tys’ presence would cause a festering infection that would eventually lead to another civil war and potentially a revolt against her father.  Every ounce of her being hated what she must do, but as leader of the Sak’Hurai, she must assert her will and her power to ensure that they stood together to fight the Deceiver.
Tys had risen through the ranks of the Sak’Hurai not only because of his battlefield tactical skills but also because of his one-on-one fighting skills.  Nikki was in her place because of her royal blood, and not necessarily because of her ability to fight.  She knew that Tys was better than she was, but not by much.  She relied upon her initial barrage to try and force the melee to go her way.  If Tys were somehow to gain the advantage, she would be hard-pressed to fend him off.  Dipping deep into her training and skill, she was able to keep him off-balance by constantly countering her attacks.
As she furiously attacked, he retreated, and the circle of Sak’Hurai moved with them.  What had once been solid ground was now a muddy mess from where the Taran Centurions had mustered and began their march to battle.  Nikki, with her advantageous position, was able to maintain her footing.  Tys, however, did not see the slippery mud until he backed over it and one of his feet slipped, causing him to miss a parry.
Nikki jumped at the opening, slicing one of her swords down and across his right forearm.  He was quick enough to pull away and keep the sword from severing his limb, but the tip still caught his upper forearm and cut a deep slice into it.  His hand went numb, and he lost strength in it.  Recognizing this, Nikki slapped her other sword across his sword, sending it tumbling across the ground.  Blood poured down his arm, which he held limply.  He tried vainly to defend himself, but with only one sword against her two, he knew he had no chance to survive.
He took two quick steps back to be sure he was out of her immediate reach.  Defeat was clearly in his eyes and on his face, so Nikki hesitated.  He turned his sword down and buried it point-first into the ground.  Nikki relaxed, as the fight was over.  No Sak’Hurai would dare defile their weapon by putting it into the ground in such a disrespectful manner unless they were relinquishing their position.
Tys dropped to a knee and held out his good hand.  He chest heaved, and his eyes were heavy as he said, “I yield.”
Nikki still burned with anger.  The adrenaline that pumped through her body during their fight continued to course through her veins and fueled her rage.  “You have chosen to revolt against my authority.  That is your right, but your failure does not allow you to yield, or for me to give you mercy!”
She replaced one of her swords in the scabbard that hung from her back and took her other sword in a two-handed grip.  She stepped forward.
“Hold!” Kile cried out from behind her.  “Princess Nikki!  We will need all the swords we can get.  This does not need to end this way!”
Nikki did not need to look around at the Sak’Hurai to know that it needed to end this way.  If the infection was left to survive, it would permeate her warriors, eating it from the inside out.  She would lose all power and ability to lead.  If she chose any other option, she might just as well put her swords down and walk away from her life.  But, it was not just the Sak’Hurai that needed her, it was Conner and Glaerion that needed her and her army.  It made her sick to her stomach to do what she must do, but there was no other option.  She was their leader, and she must do what they needed her to do, and that was to ensure that she maintained her rank and position.  Anything less, and another Tys would step forward and try and take her position.
With both hands on the sword, she leaped forward and swung the sword at the same time.  Using the force of her jump, coupled with the speed of her swing, she drove her blade through the air and between Tys’ head and shoulders.  His eyes were closed as the blade struck true, and the head tumbled to the ground.
She took one deep breath to keep herself from being sick.  She had killed many times before, but none had ever torn her soul like this one did.  She hated being the leader, the one who needed to do what needed to be done.  There was no one else to do it.  Her father was hundreds of miles away, and even he might not have been able to do what needed to be done.
The Sak’Hurai who remained all drew their swords and took a step forward.  As one, they let out a cry of support with a low, guttural chant.  She had proven her leadership on the battlefield, and there would be no more challenging of her role. Her heart pounded, and she sucked in deep gulps of air to get her wind back.  She had made a nearly critical error in not breathing while she fought.  Fortunately, the fight was quick.
“To arms, your highness,” Kile said.  “The battle awaits.”
The emotion of the moment had drained her energy, but she knew she did not have time for such weakness.  With a raise of her bloody sword, she cried out, “To arms!  Death to the Bargoroth!”




Chapter Six

Nikki walked to the front of her Sak’Hurai warriors, stepping over the body of Tys.  He was just the first casualty in the battle, but she knew he would not be the last.  Not one of her Sak’Hurai looked at the body.  Their eyes were solely focused on her.  He had been defeated in an honorable way and would be quickly forgotten.  The battle was about to begin, and it was time to focus on fighting the enemy instead of one another.
A shout from behind caused heads to turn.  Atop his horse, General Lucius was charging at them, screaming for them to get into position.  Before she could respond, he rode past, his horse churning up big clods of mud.  His voice carried for some distance as he yelled and screamed at anything that moved too slow or moved too fast.
Nikki seethed with anger and could not move while she watched General Lucius ride away.  For a handful of heartbeats, the moment was becoming too big for her.  First, she had to put down one of her best warriors because he had tried to usurp her authority.  Now, she had to listen to General Lucius berate anything that moved.  Yelling at professional soldiers was not motivating.  It only made them angry and frustrated.  Chances are, they would fight poorly.
“I’ll take point,” Kile said, recognizing Nikki’s mood.  He needed to get her out of her funk, so he volunteered for the most dangerous position in their formation knowing that she would never allow it.
Nikki shook her head and said, “That is for me.” 
Kile relinquished with a sharp nod and held back a smirk.  She had not realized what he had done.  With her emotions back in check, she stalked to the front of their formation, swords firmly in hand and ready to be put to use.  A legion of Tarans marched past, their boots crunching and stomping on the cold, muddy ground.  They made enough noise that she had to shout as loud as she could.
“Diamond formation,” Nikki cried out.
As one, the Sak’Hurai tightened their formation into the shape of a diamond.  She did not turn around to face towards the battlefield.  She stood still, her eyes moving across her warriors, gauging them for how they returned her gaze.  She liked what she saw.
Still shouting, she said to them, “This is not our fight, but it is one that we have chosen to engage in.  We give no quarter, nor expect any.  We push forward as fast as we can, but we stay in tight formation.  No one leaves or steps out.  If the enemy does not engage us, we do not engage them.  We are not here to win anything.  We only must punch through their lines and survive.”  She looked around to be sure there were no questions.  All eyes were clear and showed they were ready.  “If you fall, you are on your own.   We will not wait, so keep moving forward.  Are we clear?”
The Sak’Hurai lifted their swords as one and gave out a deep, guttural battle cry.
“On me!” She shouted.  Then she turned and began striding towards the center of the Taran army.
None of her warriors hesitated.  They all immediately marched together in the formation of a diamond with her at the point.   Each Sak’Hurai were close enough to one another to cover any gaps between them, but far enough apart where their swords wouldn’t interfere with one another.  Her mind drifted for a moment to the death of Tys.  There might come a time when she would have to answer for her actions, even though she knew that what she did was right and within her right as the leader of the Sak’Hurai.  With a visible shake of her head, the thoughts of Tys left as quickly as they came.  Her mind was cleared of any distractions and was focused solely on the battle at hand.
As they neared their appointed spot, General Aeneas approached riding atop a muscular roan mare.  He wore a bronze helmet with a single red plume sticking out from the top.  It was not as audacious as General Lucius’, but it marked him as a general for his troops to quickly spot.  He turned his horse to match their pace.
“Your place is past the Third Legion, right there,” Aeneas said, pointing to an empty spot in between two masses of centurions.
Nikki gave a sharp nod even though she already knew where her warriors were supposed to be.  Her eyes were focused straight ahead, and her breathing was deep and controlled.  The swords in her hands felt light as feathers, and she knew she was ready. 
General Aeneas continued to match her pace.  She glanced up, surprised that he was still there.  Their eyes caught for a moment, and something more profound than the admiration of fellow warriors passed between them.  For a moment, her heart fluttered, and her mind drifted.  The instant she sensed her feelings bubbling up, she pushed them down.  She was a warrior and could not afford to think any thoughts other than killing her enemy.  She snapped her head back forward.
“Good luck to you, Princess Nikki,” Aeneas said with a soft and friendly tone.
Keeping her eyes straight ahead, she replied in a firm and cold tone, “And to you, General Aeneas.  “I pray the One God looks down upon you favorably.”
“You will head east?” he asked, with some hesitation.
“As soon as we break through their lines,” she replied sharply.  Out of the corner of her eye should see that the General was sitting uncomfortably atop his horse.  It was almost like he was nervous.
“Your swords will be missed, but I understand that your loyalties are elsewhere.”
“There is room for one more sword,” Nikki said.  The moment the words crossed her lips, she regretted saying them.  She meant what she said, but she still could not believe that she let her feelings slip into her words.
Aeneas laughed.  “That would certainly be an adventure!  My loyalties are to my empire, and my duties are to stand with my Centurions.  Once this battle is finished, maybe I will find my way east.”
Nikki gave a curt nod and increased her pace so that Aeneas would no longer distract her.  There was something both heroic and tragic about the general.  He was a handsome, strong man, unlike anyone she had ever met.  In some ways, he reminded her of Conner, but he was a professional soldier, something that Conner would never be.  Conner might be a great warrior, but he would always have a little of his peasant upbringing inside of him.  It was an enduring trait, but not necessarily attractive to her.  She also knew they both would fight to the end for what they believed in, which is what made Aenea’s life tragic.  Despite the strength of the Taran army, her instincts told her that there would be little left of the army after the day was done.  It wouldn’t matter, though, for she would be long gone before the sun was down under the horizon.  Their single goal was to punch through the Bargoroth lines, and they would do it with swift viciousness. 
The guilt at leaving the Tarans to their fate was fleeting, for she needed to focus on leading her Sak’Hurai to their designated spot.  From the middle of the army, it was difficult to see the organization of the army’s movements.  It seemed as if there were large masses of soldiers marching in every direction.  To her, they were marching in random directions, but there was order to the marching as the Centurions moved to their assigned locations.  She stopped in an open area, sandwiched between two large masses of silent and focused soldiers.  They were lined as neatly as they could in rows.  Many had shields in one hand and their sword in the other.  Just as many, though, carried a spear, or a spiked mace, or whatever they could carry.  As she looked closer, many were wounded.  Bandages and blood-stained tunics were common.  This was an army that had fought more than once and was ready to march forward for what everyone hoped would be the final battle.  Despite the battered, bloody bodies, all their faces were prepared for war.
A shrill whistle sounded from behind them, and the entire Taran army started to move forward, sending vibrations through the ground.  Nikki did not need to signal her Sak’Hurai.  They all started moving forward as well, and that was when Nikki realized that they were not only in the center of the formation but also at its front.  The Taran Centurions mass split in front of them and began marching to the left and right, stretching the battlefront for as far as she could see.  Nikki recognized the move was to try and prevent the Bargoroth from outflanking them.  Given that they had nowhere to retreat to, it was a wise move.  But, it was also a desperate move as that prevented General Lucius from holding back any reserve forces to fill in weak points in his front lines.  He was fully committing his entire army to the battle. 
Nikki just hoped the lines would hold long enough for them to escape.  She needed the battle to be in full swing when they made their escape, else the barbarians might chase after her.
When they crested the hill, Nikki allowed herself to make an audible gasp at the Bargoroth army.  They were lined up from horizon to horizon and as deep as the eye could see.  For the briefest of moments, she let her mind consider how many of the barbarians stood between them and freedom.  She knew there was no chance the Taran army could survive this battle.  As General Lucius had declared this to be the last and final battle, the leader of the Bargoroth felt the same.  It likely was the entire nation of barbarians that stood before them.  With those numbers, it did not matter if half of them were not warriors.  At some point, pure numbers would always conquer skill.
Expecting to see the Tarans falter, she watched with fascination as the Taran troops marched into position with precise discipline.  Having them all stay in formation while maneuvering and making their way across the battlefield impressed her more then she could have expected.  Maybe it was possible that the skill and discipline of the Centurions could bring victory, but as she looked across the sea of Bargorth, she was again convinced not many would survive the day.
Nikki glanced back behind her, hoping to see a sea of Taran Centurions ready to back up the front lines, but all she saw was a small group of Centurions surrounding General Lucius.  She could clearly see him in his plumed helm.  She wondered if he would engage in the battle or would he try and escape across the river after his Centurions were slaughtered.  Far enough away that she could not hear him, she could still see his boisterous motions with his hands and the clear anger that he was exuding.  He seemed to have no clue that his army was doomed.
The guilty feelings of leaving the Tarans to their fate lasted only a few heartbeats.  Seeing the Bargoroth army, she was even more convinced that running from this battle was the right thing to do.  There was no honor or code to uphold.  She was a stranger in a foreign land, forced to fight a battle for which she did not care.  Not to mention, she was already days behind schedule, and Nikki simply could not afford to lose any more time.  For a brief moment, she wondered what kind of army the Humans could put together if the Centurions and Bargoroth could set aside their differences, but the thought didn’t last long.  Even with the world on the brink of collapse, enemies were still enemies.
Forcing her eyes to the front, she focused on the immediate threat of the Bargoroth that stood between them and freedom.  Her heart was pounding hard in her ears, and the anticipation of the coming battle was making her palms sweaty.  The leather wrap of her sword’s handles would absorb the sweat and make it tacky enough that it would stick to her hands, helping her grip.  As the blood flowed and the battle became chaotic, it would be death to lose her swords.  Some of her Sak’Hurai actually strapped their swords to their hands, to ensure that their weapons would not be lost.  With no shields and little armor, it was only their swords that they could use for protection.
The Bargoroth were about a quarter of a mile away when the first ranks of Taran Centurions dropped their shields and pulled out their crossbows.  The Centurion crossbowmen did not need instruction.  They lifted their weapons and fired them.  While the deadly bolts were still in the air, they began reloading.  The second rank of crossbowmen stepped forward and fired their weapons.  By this time, the front row of Bargoroth were struck, sending many hundreds of barbarians to a quick death, but hardly making a dent in the size of their army.  There were still too many Bargoroth and not enough crossbow bolts.
After the third flight of crossbow bolts flew, the Bargoroth charged forward with a high-pitched cry.  Even from their distance, she could feel the echoes of their pounding boots trampling across the open field.  Screaming and shouting, banging swords on shields, thumping chests, they did their best to make as much noise as possible to try and intimidate their adversaries.  Although the Sak’Hurai were too well trained to be bullied, even Nikki was impressed by the power and force of their attack.  It did not take long for them to get close enough where she could pick out individual faces and see their blazing berserker eyes.
As long as they could, Centurions continued to let loose their crossbow bolts.  More Bargoroth fell, only to be trampled underfoot of their fellow warriors.  The barbarians would not be intimidated by the ranged weapon.  There were too many of them to care about a few hundred falling before the real fighting began.
Princess Nikki and her warriors had prepared for this moment.  They had practiced and trained until no one needed to be told what to do.  Just like breathing, they moved and acted without thought.  With a sharp one-syllable battle cry, the Sak’Hurai lowered into defensive crouches to gain leverage against the force of the onslaught.  Just before the screaming barbarians reached them, the Sak’Hurai each took a half step outward, to open up space between them.  This allowed some of the attackers to slide through their defenses and right into the waiting swords of the rear rank of Sak’Hurai.  Instead of hammering against a solid wall of warriors, they found the wall bending, but not breaking.
The Sak’Hurai’s diamond formation kept the Sak’Hurai from being outflanked, even though they were being surrounded.  Bargoroth fell by the dozens, but as each one fell, there were five more to take its place.  Nikki screamed for their formation to push forward, for she knew if they stayed still, they would eventually be overrun.  Their goal was to escape and not to claim victory.  They didn’t need to kill every Bargoroth in their way, they just needed to be able to keep attacking until they found a weakness in the barbarian’s lines.  Then, with a desperate sprint, they would charge through that weakness and run out the other side.  So far, though, there seemed to be no weakness in the Bargoroth’s army.
While each of the Sak’Hurai fought with the same style sword, the Bargoroth warriors fought with whatever weapon they happened to be carrying.  Some had simple wood clubs spiked with long nails, others had rusty wide-bladed broadswords, and quite a few had Taran shortswords but swung them as if they were slashing weapons instead of the stabbing weapons they were designed to be.  They were all strong, courageous, and fearless, but they didn’t have near the skills that the Sak’Hurai possessed.  Although a handful of the Sak’Hurai took minor wounds, none had fallen while hundreds of the Bargoroth were left dead in their wake.
Nikki swung her blades as quickly as her hand and arms could wield them.  She did not care to see the faces of those she killed, nor hear the screams of the dying.  Her training and discipline took over, allowing her to push out the sights and sounds that would make any reasonable person cringe with fear.  Blood and body parts flew, covering the ground and making for treacherous footing.  This too, they had trained for.  They kept their movements short and their feet under their bodies to maintain balance.  She did not wait for her Sak’Hurai to follow her as she pushed forward, nor did she think they would falter.  She had every confidence that they would be right behind her, watching her back and killing as many of them as she could.
Time seemed to stand still.  She had no idea how long she and been fighting, or how many Bargoroth had fallen.  Her shoulders and arms were sore.  Her chest heaved with exertion, but there was plenty of fight left in her body.  She and her Sak’Hurai trained for their whole lives and knew how to push their bodies past their limits.  They were nowhere near those limits.  Then suddenly, the skies opened up in front of them.  There were no more Bargoroth charging at them.  Her mind didn’t comprehend right away what that meant.  With adrenaline pumping through her veins, she only wanted to continue the fight.  The bloodlust of the battle still filled her soul, and she needed to release her fierce energy on someone.  All she saw were the backs of Bargoroth running away from them but towards the main battle with the Taran Centurions.  On the ground, buried in mud and blood was a path of dead and dying bodies.
Lowering her swords, she took a moment to breathe and collect her thoughts.  She quickly scanned the Sak’Hurai to evaluate the wounded.  Most had some sort of cut, slice, or broken bone, but only a handful of her warriors were seriously hurt.  There had just been too many Bargoroth to be able to get out of the battle without injuries.  It didn’t appear that any of her warriors had fallen, and none acted as if they were incapacitated.  Despite all their running and fighting, most of them looked fresh and ready to continue to fight.
Then, she turned away from her warriors to see the chaos of the battle that was half a mile away.  The neat and orderly Taran rows and columns were in disarray and were being pushed back up the hill.  Thousands of Bargoroth were massing behind the battle, waiting to join in the melee.  The entire Taran force was committed to the battle.  Although they had stretched their lines of soldiers from one end of the battlefield to the other to prevent the barbarians from outflanking them, it had made their force weak, and it would not be long before the Bargoroth would break through their lines and completely surround the Centurions.  She felt sad for General Aeneas, as he seemed an honorable and worthy man.  At least he would die a soldier’s death.
With a quick and sharp command, she instructed her warriors to begin a double-time run straight east.
In no time, Nikki and her warriors added distance between themselves and the battle.  She hoped the Bargoroth would just let them go, but it didn’t take long for the Bargoroth to notice their escape.  With a wild cry, a large group of barbarians broke away from the back of their army and began chasing her and her warriors.  Quickly, she gauged their distance and realized they should be able to outdistance them and get away without further fighting.  She did not want to shirk from extending the battle, but this fight was not theirs, and they needed to get to the battle that meant something.
After only a couple heartbeats of thinking, Nikki let out a sharp shout to tell her soldiers to run.  In two strides, she was in a near flat-out run.  The formation of Sak’Hurai began to spread out as the faster runners moved forward, and the slower runners started to lag.  Unfortunately, the Bargoroth were undeterred by the speed of the Sak’Hurai and kept chasing, screaming and shouting as they did so.  Her hope that the Bargoroth would let them escape disappeared quickly.  She tried to push harder, but it didn’t take long for Nikki to feel their formation faltering as the pace took its toll on herself and her warriors.  With furious intensity, she pushed forward, but she knew that neither she nor any of her warriors could keep the pace for much longer.
With her lungs screaming for air and her legs rubbery, she raised a sword over her head and called out the command to slow.  There was no chance of escape, and they needed to preserve enough energy to be able to fight their way to freedom.  It took several strides before everyone’s pace slowed to a walk.  Without further orders, the formation closed ranks.  Gasping for fresh air, she tried to not show her fatigue.  Blood pounded through her ears, keeping her from hearing her warrior’s gasps and groans.  The Sak’Hurai had over-extended themselves and were trying to draw as much air into the bodies as quickly as they could.  While they did their best to recover swiftly from their sprint, swords remained drawn and eyes focused on the enemy.  No one talked.  No one complained.  They were too disciplined for that.
Nikki shouted out a command for the Sak’Hurai to spread out and prepare to counter-attack.  Their sprint had allowed them to separate themselves from the main Bargoroth force, and only a small contingent had chased after them.  Sak’Hurai do not wait for the enemy to attack.  They take the fight directly to their enemy.  While the Bargoroth continued to race towards them, screaming and shouting in a berserker rage, the Sak’Hurai waited long enough to regain their breath and recover their full energy.  When the Bargoroth were about a hundred yards away, all the Sak’Hurai sprinted forward.
But only half of the Hurai warriors engaged the Bargoroth right away.  The rest quickly encircled the small force of two hundred dirty and smelly barbarians.
None of the Sak’Hurai enjoyed killing, especially Princess Nikki, but they all knew that it was necessary in war.  They also didn’t like merciless killing, but the Bargoroth gave them little choice.  Even as the slaughter became apparent, none of the barbarians dropped a sword or asked for mercy.  They all continued to fight to the last man.  Even fatally wounded, they crawled and scratched and tried to fight back, which forced the Sak’Hurai to deliver finishing blows.
It did not take long before there were no more barbarians moving.
Nikki was concerned that more Bargoroth would be sent after them.  If several thousand were sent, they would be hard-pressed to successfully fight back.  Even if they sent groups of a hundred or two hundred, the Sak’Hurai would be able to defeat them, but eventually, arms would get tired, and mistakes would be made.  Nikki knew that her warriors needed a rest and would not be able to be effective fighters for too much longer.  Fortunately, all the rest of the Bargoroth warriors were still engaged in the main battle.
The Sak’Hurai broke ranks to observe the battle.  Even Nikki was drawn into watching what looked to be a massacre.  The Taran army had been pushed to the top of the hill, and soon they would be retreating down the backside.  Their problem was that they had nowhere else to go.  They were now caught between the Bargoroth army and the freezing cold, swiftly flowing river.
“Look how fiercely they fight,” Kile said.  “No regard for their own lives.  They just push forward, trading life for life.”
Nikki turned her head slightly to look at Kile.  She was not sure if he was in awe of the Bargoroth or ridiculing them.  “An inefficient way to fight,” Nikki replied.  She was impressed at their tenacity and sacrifice, but not so much at the waste of life.  Sak’Hurai fought not only to win the battle but to survive it as well.  It did no good to slaughter the enemy if you could not survive the fighting.
“Do not be so hasty to judge,” Kile said.  “They have been at war for a generation, and they smell victory, which means they would do anything they can to finally bring this to an end.  We would do the same if our lands were being invaded.”
Nikki turned away from the battle.  Such a massacre was not something she cared to watch any longer.  “We should keep moving before they send more to attack us.  We left many of them dead behind us, and they may wish to seek vengeance.”
“We should cut the heads off their dead.”
“What?”
“The Bargoroth are a superstitious people, and they take warnings seriously.  If we cut off the heads of their warriors and line them up in front of their bodies, they will heed our warning and not chase after us.”
Nikki raised a questioning eyebrow.
“Remember, I visited them several times, and I took that time to learn their culture.  I had to, else they would have killed me.  Trust me, I know what I am talking about.”
Nikki gave Kile one last questioning look before giving the order for her Sak’Hurai to do as she asked.  They did so efficiently and without question.
Watching the furious way they fought, and the resolute way they chased her warriors down, a thought popped into Nikki’s head.  She almost dismissed the thought but decided there could be no harm in at least bringing it up.
“Could they be trusted?” Nikki asked.
“Trusted?” Kile asked.  “How do you mean?”
“To fight with us.  At our side.”  She saw the odd expression on Kile’s face, so she added, “against the Deceiver.”
Kile looked at Nikki long and hard, then he turned to look at the row of heads that were lined up in front of the headless bodies.  “After killing so many of our kind, you think they will take up arms with us and go into battle as allies?”
“You befriended them, right?  We are not Taran Centurions, so we have no reason to be at war with them.  Just look at them.  Can you imagine that ferocity against the Deceiver’s army?  We would be unstoppable!”
Kile shook his head.  “I think you’re crazy.  We’ve wasted too much time standing and talking.  We need to get moving before they send their whole army at us.”
Nikki planted her feet with a wide stance and crossed her arms.  “You go.  Lead the Sak’Hurai to Karmon and find Conner.  I will follow behind, hopefully with an army of hungry barbarians.”
“You know nothing of the Bargoroth or their protocols.  They are not fond of powerful women, especially those that wield steel.”
“I have faced such men all my life.”
“Out here, with them, you are nothing but a woman with swords, and that is not something they respect.”
“I will make them respect me!” Nikki said confidently.
“And if you try, they will simply kill you. I know them well enough that if you were to just show up in the midst of their army, they would have their way with you before they kill you.  They are who they are, and they are barbarians who would rather kill you than befriend you.”
“I need to at least try.  The Tarans have been overrun, and soon this battle will be over.  They will be celebrating their victory, and hopefully, they will be in a good mood.”  She uncrossed her arms and stepped forward.  With a softer voice, she continued, “I have to try.  The bigger the army we put up against the Deceiver, the better.”
Kile looked at her for a moment and then looked at the massacre that was happening to the Tarans.  “Of the two of us,” he said. “I know them the best.  I know their protocols, and maybe they might even remember me.  I will go with you.”
Nikki gave a sharp nod of agreement.  She had hoped that he would volunteer.  It would have been her right to ask him and force him if necessary, but this could easily be a one-way trip to the tip of a sword.  You don’t demand soldiers go on suicide missions, but you do hope they volunteer for them.
Nikki pointed to a Sak’Hurai named Denn and waved him over to them.
“Denn, you will lead the Sak’Hurai to Karmon.  Kile and I will be visiting with the Bargoroth to get them to join us in our fight against the Deceiver.”
Denn raised an eyebrow and asked, “How will I find Karmon?”
“Travel east,” Nikki said.  “If you are too far south, you will come to the Gulf of Taran, and you will simply follow its northern banks around to the east.  Karmon lies on the eastern shores.  If you are too far north, you will come upon two mountain ranges.  One to the north, one to the south.  Both ranges run east and west.  Karmon lies to the south of the southern mountain range.”  Denn gave a nod of understanding.  “However, you may simply listen for the sounds of war, and go towards it.  We may already be too late.  You go, now.  Hopefully, we will be following right behind with another army.”
All the Sak’Hurai had heard the exchange and didn’t need to be told that Denn was now in charge.  He was a capable warrior and as loyal as any.  Without another word, he led the Sak’Hurai east, leaving Kile and Nikki standing alone.




Chapter Seven

“Does it still hurt?” Elissa asked.  She and Conner were in their royal apartment, and Elissa had just stepped out from behind a three-panel room divider.  Two young chambermaids who had helped her dress trailed behind.  With their duties complete, they quietly slipped out the door.
“No, not at all,” he replied with a smile, but the look she gave him was telling.  Clearly, she did not believe him.
“You rub it like it does.”
“It really does not hurt.”  Conner patted his shoulder, to show that there was no pain. 
He had been wounded when the ancient Elven creature Malkalith and driven the Spear of Salvation through his shoulder.  Even though Hargon’s healing power completely healed the wound and left no visible mark, the memory of carrying the pain for their two-week trek from the land of the Dwarves was something he would not soon forget.  During the journey back home, he could not sleep at night for there was no comfortable position that would not cause further pain.  This only made the trip more arduous as he never could get fully rested.  By the time he and the Dwarves had been met by Elissa and the dragon Myllia, he was barely able to walk.  Fortunately, Hargon’s healing touch not only fixed his shoulder but quickly restored his strength.  With a fresh body and a healed shoulder, he was able to fully recover and properly prepare for the coming war.  Occasionally, though, the memory of the pain that had been a part of his life for so many days came back to haunt him.  He felt the need to rub it, to remind himself that he was fully healed.  During those times, he had to force himself to drop his hand away from his shoulder, just like he did now.
“Don’t worry about me.”  Conner walked over to her and put his hand on her belly.  Her flowing gown was loose, hiding the bump that was their child.  “You just take care of our little child.”
She wrapped her arms around his neck and pulled him close.  “I am so glad we are together again.  I never want to be anywhere without you.  Promise you will never leave my side again!”
He hugged her close, knowing he could not make such a promise.  Even if he did, the words would be meaningless.  There was a battle to be fought, and there had been too many deaths around them to make promises that could not be kept.  Instead, he tried to pretend she had not asked for a promise and said, “Glaerion and I are going to do another training session.”
Elissa frowned and said, “I have a meeting with King Illichian and the rest of the war council to plan the defense of the castle.  You should be there, too.  Plus,” she added with a stern gaze.  “You should be resting that arm.”
“I’ve been at those meetings, and it will take you two hours before you actually start talking about anything meaningful.  Maybe Glaerion and I will show up late so we won’t have to sit around grumbling about the waste of time.”
Elissa pushed herself away from him and held him at arm’s length.  “Are you making fun of our royal protocols?”
Conner laughed.  “Yes, I am!”
“Well, I will miss you not being there.”
There was a knock on the door of their apartment, saving Conner from having to respond.  He did not want to be in that room at all, and he did not want to have to lie to Elissa about wanting to miss it.
“Come!” Elissa called out.
Glaerion stepped through, his face all business.  “Are we ready?”
“I’m still sore from yesterday, but it feels good to get back at the training.”  He grabbed his swords and walked briskly to the door.
“Be careful,” Elissa called out.  “Don’t hurt him.”
Conner glanced back and said, “I’ll do my best to take it easy on him.”
They could hear her laughter as they left the apartment and started walking down the corridor.
***
“She was talking to me, you know,” Glaerion said in his steady and serious tone.
Conner grinned and replied, “Yes, I know.  But, I definitely won’t take it easy on you.”
Glaerion just shook his head without responding.
Conner did not have his swords strapped to his back, as he usually carried them.  Instead, he held one in each hand.  Soon enough, they would be back in action, defending against the onslaught of the Deceiver’s army.  When he took the time to think about his adventures, he realized how lucky he was to still be alive.  He glanced at Glaerion and realized that it wasn’t just luck.  It seemed like it had been an eternity ago since he had been shot with crossbow bolts in the gladiator ring in Tara City.  Left for dead and cast aside with all the other dead bodies, Hargon had healed him.  Whether he had been dead or not, he never figured out.  But the dream that he had was still clear as if it had happened yesterday.  The man named Michael had told him that he was chosen to lead this fight, but he would not be alone.  Along the way, he was given friends and companions who would help him.  Some of those had not survived, but they had all contributed to him being here at this moment and able to meet the Deceiver in one last decisive battle.  It made him guilty to think that he survived when so many hadn’t.  That guilt made him push himself in training so that he would be fully prepared for the battle.
Although no one knew when the Deceiver’s army would arrive, he was sure it would be soon, if not within the next day or two.  They were all ready to fight.  The Elves and Karmon soldiers had been training together, so they each knew how to work together.  It would still be up to the leaders, King Illichian and Queen Elissa, to be sure that they fought with a united front.  They were meeting now with a handful of Karmon Knights to ensure that they had a plan for victory.  He was not a soldier or tactician, so he knew he would likely not be able to offer much in the manner of planning.  He would much rather turn his mind off and train.
They reached the wide entryway that opened up to the bright spring sunlight.  Although there was still going to be some cold weather ahead of them, today, the sun brought a summer-like warmth to the mountains.  They bounded down the five steps that led from the castle to the hard-packed courtyard.  Glaerion stopped, closed his eyes, and turned his face to the sun.
“This place reminds me of home,” Glaerion said. His voice was unusually soft and gentle.
“I remember your home being hot and humid.”
Glaerion gave a slight shake of his head.  “No, not our land of exile.  Our true home.  The Elven homeland.”
“Was it in the mountains?”
“It was.  The name in Commoner is the Pirannie Mountains.  Bigger than these mountains, and rockier, too.  Our entire city was built into the side of the mountains.  Imagine South Karmon, as big as it is, built among the mountains.  Rocks were quarried and used for tall towers and castles and homes.  The winters were harsh and cold, but springtime brought a warmth and beauty that I thought was unmatched.”  He turned away from the sun and looked at Conner.  “Your Karmon is much like our homeland.  The land is similar.  The climate is similar.  In some ways, I feel like I’m once again fighting for my homeland.”
“You are.”
Glaerion nodded his head sharply.  “Indeed, we are.  This war must end here.”
Conner drew his swords and tossed his scabbards against a nearby wall.  Using slow, deliberate strokes, he practiced the moves that Master Goshin had taught him what seemed a lifetime ago.  He turned to face Glaerion, but the Elf was standing still, gazing off into the distance.
“Are we not going to practice?” Conner asked.
Glaerion let out a long sigh.  “Your shoulder is fully healed?”
Conner forced himself to not rub the shoulder.  “Hargon’s healing powers are extraordinary.  My arms are sore from yesterday’s training and not because of the wound.”
“Hargon is indeed powerful, but his power of healing is but a fraction of his potential.”
Glaerion walked forward so that he stood next to Conner and could talk in a whisper.  “It is not his power to heal that concerns me, though.  It is the ability to cast spells of power that causes alarm.”
Conner raised an eyebrow.
“Left unchecked, Human mages were able to attain great power, enough so that they were able to drive us to exile.”
“The world is a different place today,” Conner countered.
It was Glaerion’s turn to raise an eyebrow.  “Are you sure?  Humans and Elves were not always enemies.  At one time, when I was an Elfling, we were allies, just as we are today.”
“Hargon is but one mage.  Weren’t there many of them back then?”
“Yes.  Thousands.  But, it all started with just one.  And none of them had the power of the Ark of Life.  What the Ark does for him is almost unnatural.  He only seems to have it under control, and there is no telling what will happen after this war is over.”
“What are you saying?  That we should be afraid of what Hargon will become?”
“We will need his power to defeat the Deceiver and his forces, but when the war is over, we will need to take the Ark of Life from him, and he will not like that.  He will be addicted to its power, and he will resist us taking it.  Strongly resist.”
“You assume he will be addicted to power, you mean.  Our world has changed since you had your war with Humans.  Just because we were that way once does not mean we will be that way again.”
Glaerion nodded thoughtfully.  “You may be right, but can we be sure?  Can you tell me with certainty that the person who was once emperor of the Taran Empire would not strive to regain that power?   If we fight to remove one evil from the world, should we not also strive to remove all evil, too?  I do not know Hargon well, but I have seen his kind many times over.”
“Maybe you see what you want to see,” Conner countered.
“Maybe I do, but it is only because of my personal experience with Human mages.  Not one mage, or two, or even a dozen mages.  I have encountered hundreds of Human mages throughout my life, and I am not alone in my concern.  All of us Elves are fully aware of the situation, but we have kept our concerns to ourselves.  King Illichian thinks that if this is brought out too soon, it could cause a rift between Elves and Humans.  He understands the politics of our alliance and will not do anything to cause a rift.”
“And he is probably right.  If it becomes known that you Elves were going to try and take away the Ark of Life from Hargon without his consent, then I could see more than just a rift.”
“There has already been one war between Humans and Elves.  There cannot be another.  We must stand as one.  And not just for this fight against the Deceiver, but also for after the war is over.  Elves will not go into hiding again.  We will be a part of this world like we haven’t been in thousands of years.  There is plenty of room in this world for all of us.  When the time is right, and the Ark of Life is no longer necessary, we will take it and bring it to a place of hiding.  Remember, Elves cannot use the Ark of Life, so having it in our possession will ensure that it will never be used.”
“That would require Hargon to freely give it up.”
“It does.  That is why I tell you this now.  King Illichian wanted me to keep our concern a secret from all Humans, but I need to have you on our side.  If Hargon resists us taking it from him, we will need as many of your kind to stand up to him and convince him that it is the right thing to do. He and you have some sort of bond or connection.  I think you can convince him that it is the right thing to do.”
Conner glanced back at the castle, in the general direction of where Elissa was getting ready for her meeting.  “I think the war council should know.  Not just me, but Queen Elissa.  Sir Marik.  Hemli.  Everyone.  If Hargon is a danger, then we should be fully prepared for it.”
Glaerion shook his head.  “The more people who know, the more chance that Hargon will overhear a whispered rumor and we cannot let him know that we are concerned for him.  We need his power to fight the Deceiver, and as long as we can have him on our side, the better chance we have of winning this war.  If he were to get wind of our concern, then it would be possible he would take the Ark of Life and leave the castle.  We are still a formidable army without him, but with him, I am confident we will surely win.”
Conner stretched his arms and moved into an offensive position.  With a smile and quick slashes with his swords, Conner asked, “Are you sure you don’t want to be in the war council?”
“The war council is not for soldiers, it is for generals.  In this battle, I am to be a soldier, and I must spend my time training like one.  King Illichian is a wise man and will get counsel from many other wise men.  Your Karmon Knights know military tactics as well as any.  I trust their judgment.”
“All right, then,” Conner said with his swords up in a defensive position.  “Ready?”
Glaerion did not respond but leaped forward, and their training began.
***
The castle’s main hall had been cleared out, allowing the members of the war council to meet in private.  Teams of Elves and Knights guarded the entrances not to protect those inside, but to ensure secrecy and privacy.  In the center of the room, four tables were pushed together to make one large square table.  Although seating arrangements had not been set, the various races had grouped themselves along the same sides of the table.  King Illichian, Hallendrielle, and three of the king’s top Elven generals took seats facing the open hearth.  Directly across from them were the Karmon Knights, represented by Sir Marik and Sir Gossmire.  They flanked their queen, who sat straight and tall, looking as regal as she could, although her heart was pounding hard.  Her mind swam with too many thoughts and fears, the biggest of them feeling responsible for trying to figure out how to win the war.
Hemli the Dwarf sat alone to the queen’s left and said nothing at all.  He was overwhelmed with the idea of sitting in a room full of Elves and Karmon Knights.  The greatest of the legends of his childhood were in this room, and it took his breath away and clouded his mind.  With little to offer in the way of tactics or strategies, he sat and listened.  His small force of Dwarven men and women would be told where to go, and they would fight until the very end.  He knew as well as any of them what this war meant.  If they lost, there would be no point in surviving.  They had endured years of suffering under the might of the evil ancient Elf, and they would not spend another day subjecting themselves to oppression.  Death was not something that he feared.
One of the Elven generals spent a long time elaborately laying out a proposed plan of attack.  For some time, it was only his voice that was heard, as everyone else listened.  Many nodded their heads in agreement, but not everyone.
As the Elven general continued to carefully and slowly tell his plan, Marik began to absently shake his head slowly, but clearly.
When the Elven general paused to take a breath, King Illichian interrupted him. “Sir Marik, I see doubt on your face, and you shake your head.”
Marik hesitated, letting his eyes drift from one council member to another.  He had been listening carefully, trying to keep his mind open, but he could not take their arrogant confidence any longer.  He knew his tone was strong, and his voice was too loud, but he needed to get his point across. 
“You have not seen them in battle,” Marik said.  “I have.  Sir Gossmire has.  But, none of you has.”  He let his gaze drift down the line of Elven generals and then back to King Illichian.  “I fought them from the first moment of this war, and I know how they fight and how dangerous they are.  You may think them to be small and easy to kill, but they are vicious and deadly.  Their strength comes in overwhelming numbers, which is what we should expect to see.”
“The eyes of an Elven archer match those of an eagle.  Our arrows will strike them down even before they could get close enough to us,” King Illichian argued confidently.  “Our bowmen will decimate their numbers so that when we counterattack on foot, they will turn and run, and we will slaughter them before they reach the safety of the forests.”
“It will take more than a single arrow,” Marik countered with a knowing smile and slight chuckle.  “Unless your aim is perfect.  They will continue to fight even when gravely wounded.  As long as they have breath in their lungs, they will fight.  In fact, they will be even more brutal when hurt.  They have been bred to kill and to be killed.  It is all they know, and they are very good at it.”
“You underestimate the skill of the Elvenkind.  Our aim will be perfect.”
“You overestimate your skill,” Marik growled angrily while he stood up.
Calmly, King Illichian replied, “You have never seen our warriors in battle.  It is nothing like you’ve ever seen before.”
Before Marik could reply, Elissa jumped up and slapped the table with palms of her hands.  “This arguing must stop!  We will get nowhere if we cannot get along.”
Everyone became silent at the unexpected outburst. 
“Your Majesty,” Marik said with a calmer tone.  “You must control your anger, else you might cause harm to your unborn child.”
“Sir Marik, do not patronize me.”
“Queen Elissa, in this, Sir Marik is right,” King Illichian said.  “These are difficult times and difficult issues that we must discuss.  You cannot risk your child, or yourself, for that matter.  Maybe this council is not for you.”
Hellendrielle turned to her king, her face showing anger as well.  “King Illichian, we are on her land, protected by her walls.  She will not be leaving this chamber.  If anything must change, then it is you who cannot get over your own arrogance.  Do not raise your finger to me!  I will speak my mind, and I don’t care that you have the title of king.  We are about to fight a war that could determine whether or not anyone – Human, Elf, or Dwarf – will continue to exist.  If we lose, then our world is done.  Those that survive will be slaves of the Deceiver, held to serve his purpose, whatever that may be.  Death would probably be a better outcome than being held as a slave.  Sir Marik has already fought these creatures in three major battles.  Rather than arrogantly responding with a condescending remark of how great our archers are, maybe you should close your mouth and listen to him.”  She turned to Marik, who had started to turn his lips into a grin.  “And don’t you dare think that you aren’t a part of the problem!  I know you are born and bred to be soldiers, but that does not mean that everything needs to be a fight.”
Marik clenched his jaw.  He knew when it was time to retreat, so he sat back down in his seat.  There were many aspects to leadership that he had taken to, but being responsible for planning what might be the final battle to save the world was not one of them.  He missed being able to spend days on end out in the woods, hunting and scavenging for food.  To the core, he would always be a Knight Ranger, protecting the kingdom alone in the forests.  It was naïve of him to even think about the days before the world had turned upside down.  Each day might have been predictable, but he always knew that there would be a day after today.  Right now, he was not sure if there would ever be a tomorrow.
Marik eased back down onto the bench.  “My apologies, Your Majesty.”
Elissa touched her hands to her belly.  “My child is the love of my life, even before I see her eyes.”  A slight smile came to her face.  “Or his eyes.  When I feel movement, I am reminded that the world is full of life.  But, if we do not win this war, then there will be no life or a place for my child to live.  Every one of us and everyone left in this castle may not survive this next battle.  Without victory, there is no future for any of us.  If my child must be sacrificed for our survival, then so be it.  If I must be sacrificed for our survival, then so be it.  We all must be willing to sacrifice so that all creatures of the One God will survive.  If we’re not willing, then we might as well just give up now.”
Marik let a smile creep across his face.  This was the leader that he could follow to the ends of the Earth.  Even more so than her father, Elissa brought a fiery confidence that was infectious.  He could see it on the faces over everyone in the room, including the king of the Elves.
One the Elven generals, caught up in the moment, stood up and exclaimed, “Our arrows will rain down on them so thick, it will be as if a wall of thorns fell upon them!”
Not to be outdone, Marik let out a loud warrior’s cry and said, “Our Knights will trample any who survive!  The day will be ours!”
Hemli stood up and shouted, “And our axes will cleave them in two!  Now let’s go fight!”
The tension of the room lifted.  Everyone was smiling and laughing.
King Illichian leaned forward towards Elissa so he could be heard over the shouting and laughter.  “I think your army is ready to fight for you.  The other Human.  Hargon.  I thought he was to be with us, for was he not once ruler of an empire?”
“I have not seen him today, but yesterday I spoke with him, and he said he would be here.  I know much of his time is spent with his head buried in that book of his.”
“He holds much power in the necklace,” the king said, referring to the necklace piece of the Ark of Life artifact.  “We will need him to coordinate with us if we are to be successful.  A Human mage with his power will be able to do much damage, and if we are not coordinating our attacks, he could accidentally direct his power over our forces.”
“Do not worry about Hargon,” Elissa said with a smile.  “He is with us, and he will fight as we need him to fight.”
King Illichian showed on his face that he believed her with a wide smile and sharp nod, but in his heart, he still had doubts.




Chapter Eight

Hargon knew he should have attended the war council, but he had a more important matter to attend do.  It didn’t really matter what decisions they came up with, anyway.  They knew what he was capable of and he would be ready to start casting his fireballs when the time came.  There were plenty of other newer and better spells that he learned, and he would make sure that he was prepared to use those as well.  The fireballs, though, were most effective against the small goblins.  Sometimes it took them a few steps to die, but they were highly flammable.  Plus, seeing them writhe in pain from a slow and painful death had a certain appeal to him.
He wasted most of his day hunting through the castle looking for Marila, but she was nowhere to be found.  He scared several young chambermaids into sneaking into the Queen’s chamber just in case she had taken up residence in the royal apartments.  With all his options exhausted, he had only one place to go, and it was a place he did not want to be.
Stepping into the large cavern that housed the Karmon survivors, his nose instantly wrinkled from a pungent aroma that hung in the air like a thick fog, and Hargon wondered how anyone could live in such conditions.  He knew that Elissa had soldiers dig latrines outside the caverns, as the last thing they needed was for them to be decimated by disease.  It seemed that not everyone took it upon themselves to leave the cavern to do their business, plus there were just too many soiled bodies in one place.  Now, he could see why there was reason for the survivors to be moved out of the caverns.  Once disease took hold, it would spread through the castle like a wildfire.  Soon, tough decisions would need to be made, which would make Lord Martin a very happy person.  He wrinkled his nose more at the thought of Lord Martin getting his way than the stench from the cavern.
Doing his best to ignore the smell, Hargon aimlessly walked through the cavern, his eyes darting around, trying to catch a glimpse of any young lady that might look like Marila.  With his tall stature and long, flowing robes, he felt out of place walking among them.  He also got the feeling that his reputation preceded him, as he got many side-ways glances and cold stares.
“You seem lost.”
Hargon flinched, not expecting anyone to approach him.  He turned to see a large, burly man standing behind him.  If Hargon didn’t know any better, he might have thought that the man had snuck up behind him.
“No,” Hargon replied stiffly, doing his best to not show that he had been startled.  “Not lost.  Just looking for someone.”
Rufus had been following Hargon, and for a lot longer than Hargon could have imagined.  With a raised eyebrow, Rufus asked, “Oh?  Who?”
“Not really any of your business,” Hargon shot back as dismissively as he could.
Rufus laughed, which surprised Hargon. “I don’t care why you want to find this person, but I could probably help you find him.”
Hargon continued to look around the large cavern as if Marila would merely appear out of the blue and he wouldn’t have to deal with this large oaf.  Finally, Hargon said, “A woman.”
“That’s a start.  There are many women here.  Old.  Young.”
“She’s a young lady.  Goes by the name Marila.”
“Ah!  Marila,” Rufus replied.  “I know of such a lady.  The queen has taken a liking to her lately, at least that’s the gossip that’s being spread around.”
“Then you will take me to her?”
Rufus shrugged.  “I said I know of her, but not where she is.”
Hargon let out a grunt of frustration.  “Then you are useless to me.  Go back to the hole you came from.”
Rufus held his anger in check.  Because he had orders to follow, he was forced to swallow his pride and take whatever words Hargon through at him.  He didn’t like it, nor would he ever get used to it.  Fear was a big motivator and drove him to do many things he didn’t really want to do.  Since he valued his life above all else, he knew he would have to continue to take verbal abuse from arrogant egomaniacs like Hargon for just a little while longer.
Taking a deep breath to calm his frustrations, Rufus said, “I hope you find Marila.  I think that something’s not quite right about her.”
This caught Hargon’s attention, and he turned back to face Rufus.  “Why would you say that?  What do you know?”
“A feeling, I guess.  Because she’s a friend of the Queen’s, she’s a bit of a celebrity.  Everyone knows her, and I’ve seen her a few times myself, and there is just something off about her.”
Hargon crossed his arms and tilted his head to look at Rufus down his nose.  “If you can take me to her now, I’ll make it worth your while.”
Rufus forced himself to hold in a smile.  “I told you I don’t know where she is.”
Hargon inched closer.  “I think you know this place, and I think you know where she could be.  So, why don’t you take her to me.”
There was something more than just a forceful tone emanating from the former Taran Emperor, which caused Rufus to think twice about what he was about to say.  A twinge of electricity touched the back of his neck, which reminded him that Hargon cast spells that could cause instant death.  Self-preservation took over as the threat he faced now was much more imminent than any of his other fears.
Rufus cleared his throat and straightened, trying to not show any distress.  “Maybe I could try to find out where she lays her head.”
“You do that.”
Rufus turned and began walking deeper into the chamber. 
They zig-zagged through the chamber, moving around families that had made the best of their situation.  Hargon began to doubt that they would even find Marila, but before long, he saw her leaning up against a small outcropping of rocks.  She was sitting with her knees pulled up to her chest, eyes open and staring straight ahead.
As they approached, Hargon put a hand on Rufus’ shoulder and brought him to a stop.  “You may leave, now.”
For a moment, Rufus was going to protest, for he was supposed to stay with them both.  Hargon’s tone was clear and firm and left no doubt that Rufus should listen.  Rufus turned and walked away.  Hargon stepped towards Marila, not giving Rufus another thought.
“You are Marila?” Hargon asked.
Marila looked up and was about to answer when she realized who was standing over her.  Her heart began pounding, and fear gripped her soul.  Hargon’s eyes were blazing with anger, and she knew that she had been found out.  She was paralyzed with fear as Hargon squatted down in front of her.  His handsome features had been replaced with something more powerful than anger.  It was rage, and she knew it was directed at her.
“Marila,” he said in a low voice.  “We both know that you are more than you seem, and you will tell me all that you know.”  Hargon lifted a hand, and a small flame suddenly appeared and morphed into a rotating ball.  “Days ago, you came into my chamber to seduce me.  I remember your face and what you did.  You tried to touch my necklace, and the moment you did so, we were both knocked unconscious.  When I awoke, I had a nasty headache, but I still had the necklace.  Fortunately, for you.  You want to tell me why you tried to steal my necklace?”
She bit her lip to hold in the scream that wanted to come out.  She had lived under the rule of the Deceiver, and with all his evil, she had never realized true fear until now.  Maybe because she now knew what evil was, she could discern it from good.  Knowing what goodness was had opened her eyes to a new way of thinking.  She began to shake with the realization that she had been evil, and that she no longer wanted to be that person.  Feeling herself lose control of her illusion, Marila knew that if she were exposed for who she was, Hargon would have no mercy on her.  If she could maintain her illusion, then maybe she would find a way to survive the day.  And if she survived the day, maybe she could permanently hide in her illusion and live the rest of her days as a Human.
Her mind turned and spun as she desperately tried to find words that could save her life.  Telling the truth was not an option, for that meant instant death.  Despite her life of servitude to the Deceiver and his generals, lying did not come easy.  Lies were punished by a fate worse than death, but only when caught.
“I saw you,” she croaked out.  “In the halls.  I saw the necklace and thought it was pretty.”
He smiled, and his handsomeness came back.  However, he shook his head and said, “No, I know that’s not it.  My necklace stays under my robes like it is now.  Can you see it?  No, you can’t.  It is hidden from spying eyes just so it couldn’t be coveted.  You will need to find a better lie if you don’t want this little ball of fire to ruin your day.”
“I’m not…”  Her reply ended in a croak.
Suddenly she couldn’t breathe.  The air around her was just gone, and she tried to take a breath, but there was nothing to breathe in.  Her eyes got wide, and her mouth flopped open and closed as she tried desperately to get that next breath.
Hargon winked, and then the air was back.
She leaned over, coughing and gasping to take in as much air as she could.  Her heart pounded even harder than before, and her whole body seemed like it was on fire from a flash of fear and adrenaline that had exploded through her.  She felt her illusion begin to slip away.  If he had not returned the air when he did, she would have lost it all and exposed herself as who she truly was.
He felt his hot breath in her ear, and she turned her head slightly to look into his eyes.
“I saw you flicker,” he whispered.
She believed her heart stopped beating for several seconds as she thought it fell out of her body.  Tears fell from her eyes, real and illusionary.  Her lower lip fluttered as she was about to let out a cry of despair.  She despised the emotions that she had learned from the Humans.  She was glad that her life would soon be over so that she wouldn’t have to suffer through them for much longer.
His hot breath stung her ears as he continued, “I don’t know what you are, or what I saw.  You are not Human, that is for sure.  I don’t know how you hold your illusion, as I cannot feel how you touch the Web of Magic.  That probably makes you one of the Deceiver’s vile creatures.  One that is not worthy of existence in this world.  So now, I give you the opportunity to make a choice to live or die.  Right now.  Live, or die.  Your choice.”
Marila knew that she had no choice but to give up on her idea of leaving the realm of the Deceiver and living out her days hiding among the Humans.  The tears now flowed in a stream as she knew that she had deceived herself.  She was evil and vile, just as Hargon had said.  She was a creature of the Deceiver and deserved to die.  With the tears cutting a dirty path down her cheeks, she slowly shook her head back and forth.
The word came out barely audible.  “Die.”
Hargon leaned in and touched his lips to her cheek, tasting the illusion of her salty tears.  “No, I don’t think so,” he whispered.  “I cannot use you if you are dead.”
***
Rufus watched from a distance.  At one point, it looked like Marila was suffocating, as she was clearly gasping for breath.  Then once she started breathing again, Hargon leaned in and began whispering to her. He strained to hear what was being said, but they were too far away, and there was too much other noise around them.  He would have little to tell Lord Martin, other than that Hargon had made contact with Marila.  Most likely, he would be berated for not knowing what was being said between them, but there was nothing that he could have done to get closer.
Hargon took Marila firmly by the shoulder and pulled her to her feet.  An instant before Hargon started looking around to see if anyone was paying attention to him, he ducked out of sight behind a make-shift wall.  When he risked peeking out from behind it, Hargon and Marila were gone.  Cautiously, Rufus left his hiding spot and walked briskly towards Lord Martin’s living place wondering if he should tell the fat lord that he saw her shimmer again.  This time, though, he was sure what he saw behind the shimmer, and it sent a chill up his spine.
***
Conner walked up the stone steps that led to the top of the wall that had protected Neffenmark Castle for generations.  He counted thirty steps to reach the top.  It then took four long strides to reach the edge.  The wall was massive, yet he knew it was likely not massive enough.  The Elves and Karmon Knights talked about siege engines that could send rocks through the air from the distant forest or battering rams that could pound at the wall to crush it to dust.  Those did not concern him.  It was the Stone Ogres that the Deceiver had under his control that made him wonder how safe they were.  Their skin was as tough as the stone he stood on, turning away any blade that could be made.  Their only weakness was their eyes, which he was able to exploit on one occasion with a little skill and a lot of luck.  An army of them would be unstoppable.  Unless Hargon had some special spell tucked away in the pages of his spellbook that could help them, their end might just be inevitable.
Those were thoughts that he tried not to think about.  He couldn’t let himself dwell on the possibilities for failure.  The Deceiver’s army was powerful, but they had their own secret weapons, too.  The Spear of Salvation.  The Ark of Life.  The Dragons.
He looked up to see if he could see the two ancient creatures circling overhead.  When he and Glaerion had first arrived at the castle, they were seen daily.  Now, though, it had been days since he had last seen them.  Although they had proved themselves as an invaluable ally, there was still doubt at the back of everyone’s mind.  They had caused great devastation of Karmon, and that was hard to forget.  Elissa believed in them, and that was what mattered most.  
“Looking up to see if the One God has arrived to save us?”
Conner flinched at the words, not realizing that Marik had quietly approached while he was caught in his thoughts.  He took a step back from the edge of the wall and said, “No, I was actually looking to see if Myllia and Immerallis had returned.”
Marik looked up to see for himself.  “They around?”
“Not that I can see.  Do you still hate them?”
“In truth, I’m not sure,” Marik replied.  “When Ilasha saved my life by dunking me in the water where the Ark of Life was hidden, we were able to find the one weapon that could help defeat the Deceiver.  So, in one way, if not for the Dragon, we might not have had a chance against his army.”
“They killed a lot of our people.”
“Yes, and they helped to destroy South Karmon.”  His gaze dropped from the sky, and he looked across the open field towards the edge of the forest that stood across the shallow valley nearly a mile away.  “But, hearing their story and how Humans killed off their kind, I can understand how their anger could drive them to do what they did.  In truth, though, as long as they fight against the Deceiver, we don’t have the luxury of hating them.  Maybe when this war is over, and our world is safe from complete destruction, we can start to think about those sorts of things.  Until then, we fight alongside those who chose our side.  We have no other choice, do we?”
“No, we don’t,” Conner said.  “You look weary.”
“I think we all do.”
“When was the last time you rested?”
Marik shook his head.  “Rest is another luxury that we do not have time for.  When the battle is over, then we can rest.”  The edges of his lips curled up slightly, and he added, “Or we’ll be dead, and it won’t matter.”
“That won’t be the case.  We’ll survive this and build an even better world.”
The words hung in the air for a moment.  Each hoped that they were words of truth, but they both knew what they were up against.
“How was the war council meeting?” Conner asked after a long minute.
Marik shrugged.  “There was some arguing and bickering at first, but once we got that out our system, it was productive.  We all have the same goal in mind, but there are too many opinions on how that should be accomplished.  Sometimes we just have to get out of our own way.”
“So, we have a plan, then?”
“I think so, but I realized something else during that meeting.  We have too many voices.  We need one man to tell us all what to do, and we follow him.”
“Man?”
Marik realized his choice of words and quickly tried to back-track.  “I didn’t mean any disrespect for Queen Elissa.  She is a fine ruler, but in times of war, we need an experienced leader.”
“I know what you meant.  She is not knowledgeable in the ways of military tactics.  She was raised as a princess to be married off at some point to a man who would be king.”
“Well, in truth, her father wasn’t a great military mind, either.  He was a man of peace, not of war.  The only major battle King Thorndale led was against the Thellians, and he led us straight into an ambush.  Don’t get me wrong.  He was a great leader, just not when it came to the battlefield.”
“Queen Elissa should not have to be taught those things.”
“You don’t need to defend her to me, Conner.  She has turned into a great queen and leader of our people.  Maybe once this war is over, we can become a kingdom that never has to think about wars or fighting one another.  Maybe having a common enemy to fight will bring peace to the entire world.”
Conner let out a long sigh.  “Humanity has been fighting every other race on this planet for thousands of years.  Do you really think that is going to stop?”
“We can hope, can we not?”
“That we can.  Hope is something we haven’t run out of, yet.”
Marik looked at Conner for several moments.
When Conner realized that Marik was staring at him, he gave a nervous chuckle and asked, “What?”
“You could be that leader, you know.  You know how to fight.  You know how to lead.  There is not a man, Elf, or Dwarf in this castle that wouldn’t fight at your side.  We are all here because of you.”
Conner let his chuckle turn into a laugh and shook his head.  “I am no leader.  I’ll leave that to you noble types.  You are much more qualified than me.  You were raised since a young boy to be a knight!”
“I could never be a leader like Queen Elissa or King Illichian.  For one, I do not have the patience to sit and listen to everyone’s complaints.  If something needs to get done, just do it!  Why sit and talk about it for hours on end?  Karmon Knights have a hierarchy of leaders, but there still needs to be soldiers to fight the battles.  That is me.  No talk and all action!”
“So, is that what’s happening in the war council?  Too many hands trying to steer the same cart?”
Marik smiled.  “Pretty much.  Leaders still can be fighters, but they lead first.  Knights like me, we just do what we’re told and fight when we need to fight.”
“And yet, it is you who represents the Karmon Knights on the war council?”
“The curse of knighthood.  Responsibility.  We can’t all be soldiers, some of us need to be leaders.  It seems that I’m not going to be allowed to just be a soldier, but that doesn’t make me someone who can lead this army.”
“I could never be that leader, for I am like you.  I am a soldier who just wants to fight.”  He had turned to face inward, towards the courtyard, and two figures walking quickly from the caverns to the castle caught his attention.
Marik noticed Conner’s eyes focus on something.  His instincts kicked in and he turned to see what Conner was looking at.  “Is that Hargon and Marila together?”
“It seems so.  I did not know they knew one another.”
“They met at yesterday’s meal, but I didn’t think that they were getting that friendly.”
Conner looked closer at how they were walking.  “I don’t think they are still that friendly.  Look how he has her by the arm and is practically dragging her across the courtyard.  Should we check it out?”
“We probably should,” Marik replied.
Before they had a chance to make a move, a shout from beyond the wall caught their attention.  They turned to see a party of armed riders come charging toward the gates.  Marik touched his hand to his sword, even though he was high above them and a sword would have done nothing if the riders were a threat.  Conner noticed Marik’s motion and laughed.
“It is Sir Olynn and five Elves,” Conner said, clearly seeing who it was.
Marik squinted, trying to focus in on the riders.  He shook his head at his poor vision and released his grip on his sword.  “They are still some distance away,” Marik explained.  He then gave Conner a sideways glance.  “My eyes are not what they used to be.  Tell no one.  A Knight Ranger with poor eyesight will soon no longer be a Knight Ranger.”
“Your secret is safe with me.”
A couple minutes later, the riders reached the gate and came to a halt below Conner and Marik.
“What say you, Sir Olynn?” Marik called out.
Sir Olynn shook his head.  “We rode straight west along the mountain range for two days, and there is still no sign of the enemy.  Maybe they’re not coming.”
“Do not worry.  They will come, and we will be ready when they do.  Your horses look as weary as you.  We must be careful not to ride them too hard, for we may need them when the time comes for battle.”
“Yes, Sir Marik!”  With a yank of his reigns, Sir Olynn directed his horse towards the main gate, which was being pushed open for them.
“Should we find Hargon, now?” Conner asked.
Marik glanced back at the courtyard, but Hargon could no longer be seen.  “That will have to wait.  Those horses were dead tired.  The scouts have been pushing the horses too hard for too long.  When the battle comes, they need to be fresh.  The strength of a Knight is only as good as the strength of his steed.”
“Now it’s you who’s sounding like a leader.”
Marik let out a grunt and left to trot down the stairs and head towards the stables leaving Conner alone atop the wall.
For a brief moment, Conner thought about going after Hargon, but the solitude of the wall drew him to stay.  He could still hear typical castle noises, but he easily tuned them out.  Looking upon the open valley that led to the forest, he could not believe that there would soon be a battle waging in the peace and tranquility of the mountains.  Much blood would be shed, and the fate of the world would hinge upon the outcome of the battle.
He shivered, feeling the weight of the world on his shoulders.
***
“It wouldn’t hurt if you wouldn’t fight me,” Hargon said between clenched teeth.
Hargon had a firm hold on Marila’s upper arm and was not going to let go.  She tried to squirm away several times, but his grip was too strong.  If she really wanted to, she could attack him with her sharp nails, but that would also expose herself to the rest of the castle.
“Where are you taking me?” she asked.
He had marched her quickly across the courtyard.  Although it exposed them to being seen, it was the only way to get from the caverns to his chamber in the main part of the castle.  Besides, the courtyard was bustling with activity, and no one would notice, or even care what he was doing.  Soldiers were training for the coming battle.  Many of them were teaching unskilled men and boys to help in the fight.  Those who weren’t training were doing the menial work to keep the castle going and everyone fed.
After pushing her through the double doors that led to the main hall, he directed her to a stairwell that led to a lower level where his apartment was located.  With a mumble of the words of a spell, the door opened just as they arrived.
“Remember this place?” Hargon asked.  “This is where you tried to steal my necklace.”
Marila tried to force tears to come, but her eyes remained dry.  For some reason, she also couldn’t get her illusion to cry, either.  The emotion of terror had initially caused her to cry, but now, she didn’t feel the same fear.  A feeling of acceptance of her fate had fallen over her, making her somber and quiet.
Hargon let her go, and he marched over to a large pitcher of sweet wine.  He filled a large goblet and drank it deeply.
As soon as he put the goblet to his lips, Marila bolted for the door.  She gripped the door handle and gave it a hank, but it didn’t budge.  She took the handle with both hands and began desperately pulling on it.
When Hargon finished the goblet, he poured himself another.  To Marila, he said, “The door is sealed by a spell.  It cannot be opened unless the spell is canceled or countered.  So, unless you can touch the Web of Magic and cast a spell to cancel mine, I think you are stuck here.”
She turned and leaned her back against the solid door.  She still wanted to cry, and tears still did not come.
“Are you ready to answer my questions?” Hargon asked.
“Are you going to kill me?” She replied.
Now that his initial thirst was quenched, and the effects of the sweet wine were tingling his senses, Hargon only took a small sip from the goblet.  “That is a good question.  If you answer all my questions honestly, then, no, I will not kill you.  You have my word on the that.”
“What does your word mean?”
Hargon laughed.  “That is an even better question!  I was once the ruler of the greatest nation this world had ever known.  The Taran Empire spread from one side of the continent to the other, and I was its sole ruler.  I had all the power and luxury that an emperor could have.  I had more to give that could ever be given.  And with all that, I still had my word.  It is how I kept my power, at least until my brother poisoned me and stole it.  To you, my word may mean nothing, but to me, it means everything.”  He lifted his hands to show his comfortable chamber.  “Other than this simple room with simple furnishings, it is truly all that I have left.”
He took a step towards her.  “So, I give you my word.  You tell me honestly who, or what, you are, and I promise you that I will not kill you.”
“Will you let me go?”
Hargon’s smile widened to show his white teeth.  “That is a promise I will not make.  I am not a monster or a murderer, but I am not stupid.  I will not have you running away to give all our secrets to your Deceiver.”
She shook her head violently.  “He is not my Deceiver.  He tried to kill me.  I will never go back to him!”
“Come, sit on my couch, and you will tell me all you know.  Tell me the story of how the Deceiver tried to kill you.”
Marila did not move.
“I am not going to hurt you.  Unless you lie to me.  Then you will regret every lying word that comes out of your mouth.”
She still did not budge.
“As emperor, I had privy to all the most hideous ways to torture a person.  I’d seen men put in so much pain that they screamed for two days straight.  I know the value of such methods, and I also know that they do not always work.  The problem with torture, of course, is that it can get messy and I would rather not mess up my apartment.  So, we can go the messy route, or we can go the easy route.  That is up to you.”
Her eyes fell onto the couch.  A moment later, while he patiently waited, she stepped forward and sat on the far end of the couch.  The cushions were soft and comfortable, something she did not expect.  She ran her hand across the top of the cushions, feeling a softness that she had never felt before.
He took a deep drink from his goblet.  “This couch is my one luxury.  It was actually taken from Lord Neffenmark’s chambers when we arrived.  Fortunately, Queen Elissa was too busy with all her activities to notice the couch went missing.  Her apartment was filled with plenty of fine furniture, so I figured I deserved it, so I took it.”
“It is comfortable.”
Hargon sat down on the other end of the couch.  “Are you sure you don’t want some wine.”
Marila shook her head.  She had seen what it did to people, and she didn’t care for that to happen to her.  She wanted to be able to think clearly and straight.
“Suit yourself!”  With one final gulp, he finished the rest of the wine from the goblet.  “Is your name really Marila?”
The question caught her off-guard.  She was expecting him to ask her who she really was, and she had not yet decided how she was going to answer.  It was an easy question, so she went ahead and answered.
“It is what my name sounds like when spoken in Commoner.  Marila is close enough.”
“So, Commoner is not your native language?  What is?”
She shrugged.  “It has no name, I guess.  It is what all of us speak.  When we are young, we are also taught to speak Commoner.”
“Why?”
“Why are we taught to speak Commoner?”
“Yes.”
She shrugged.
He smiled.  “All my emissaries are taught three languages.  Taran, obviously, since that is their native language.  Commoner, because that is a language that most everyone can speak.  And the third is the native language of the land they will be going to.  Do you know what an emissary does?”
“No.”
“Well, in most cases, an emissary is sent to another kingdom, or nation, or empire, to start a trade route, or to negotiate peace, or to simply say hi.  But, in some cases, these emissaries have another mission, and that is to spy on the nation for me.  I want to know how powerful they are, their strengths, weaknesses, and anything else that can help me win a war against them.  That is why you are taught Commoner, Marila.  It is because you are a spy.  Is that right?”
She kept her gaze on him, trying to tell herself, and him, that she was not a spy.
“It’s okay,” he said.  “You can admit it.  I already know the truth.”
Her gaze dropped.
“Now we’re getting somewhere.”  He stood and refilled his goblet.
“Where are you from?  You look Karmon, but I don’t think you are from Karmon.  There is a small nation called Daggog that I conquered many years ago that you could be from.  Are you a Daggogian?”
She shook her head.  “I’ve never heard of it.”
“When did the Deceiver recruit you?  Before or after he attacked South Karmon?”
Marila realized that for as bright as Hargon seemed, he missed who she really was.  He clearly picked up on the fact that she was a spy, but not that she was actually from his realm.  She considered whether or not she should tell him that much, but she feared that if she held it back, he would figure it out and then begin to hurt her.  She regretted not telling Queen Elissa right away.  If she had done so, she was sure that she would have been unharmed.  Maybe the Queen would have imprisoned her, but at least she wouldn’t have been tortured.  That was something that she was sure Queen Elissa would have opposed to.
“Well?” His calmness went away when Hargon was forced to press for an answer.  The force of his voice brought an immediate response.
“After,” she replied as truthfully as she could.
“What was your mission?”
“I was sent here to locate your necklace,” she replied, again doing her best to stick to the truth as much as possible.
Hargon touched it through his thick robes.  “You did locate it.  But that could not have been your only mission, for you came back.”
She tried to keep her newly found emotions in check, but she let a loud sob escape.  “I failed.  I failed to steal the necklace, and the Deceiver tried to kill me.  I left him and had nowhere to go.”
Hargon shook his head slowly and clicked his tongue.  “Oh, you poor thing.”
He moved across the couch and put an arm around her shoulders as her single sob turned in a series of uncontrolled sobbing. 
“So, you failed as a spy, and you felt the best place to go was to go back to the place that you spied on?”
“The Deceiver is pure evil!  I see that now, and I needed to get as far away from him as I could.  This castle has defenses that might actually stop him, and it’s the safest place I could be!”
His hand moved to the back of her neck, and he squeezed it with sudden and angry force.  She let out a screech, which only caused his anger to burn stronger.  Before she could react or fight back, he pushed her from the neck, sending her tumbling across the room.
She looked up at him from the floor and no longer saw the handsome man that she had initially met.  His robes were swirling around him, and the air in front of him seemed to shimmer. 
“I told you that if you lied to me, you would regret it.”
Hargon’ lips moved, but she could not hear the spell that he was invoking.  She braced for the worse, expecting death to come.  She just hoped that it would come quickly.




Chapter Nine

“You imbecile!” Lord Martin growled and charged forward.
Rufus, unafraid of the fat lord, stood his ground.  He was, and always would be a soldier, which meant that part of his duty was to stand and let those over him yell, berate, curse, and do whatever they wanted.  He was okay with it for now, as he knew that those who stood taller fell the farthest and the hardest.
With a calm bearing, Rufus simply replied, “If I had gotten any closer, I would have been discovered.  Your orders were clear about that.”
“I needed to know what they were talking about!  I cannot make my plans without having all possible information!”
Lord Martin turned his back to Rufus and rubbed his chin.  With each passing hour, the start of the battle became closer.  With no sign of the Deceiver’s army, there was no way to know when it would start, but it was inevitable.  He needed to be out of the castle before the fighting began, else there would be no chance of getting out at all.  The walls of the castle were strong, but so were those of South Karmon.  The Taran army was strong, but they failed to hold back the Deceiver’s army.  The Karmon Knights were nearly unbeatable and proved it on the outskirts of Tyre.  But, they couldn’t save the city.  They could only hold the goblin horde off long enough to allow the people of Karmon to escape north to this castle.  Between the goblin horde and the other beasts that the Deceiver would throw at them, there was no defense that the Elves or Karmons could throw up that could stop them.
His desperation was causing his heart to pound hard in his chest.  He leaned against a plush chair that had been pilfered from one of Neffenmark’s many apartments.  Closing his eyes, he tried to calm his short and shallow breathing.  He needed to hold on to the chair to keep his balance.  At this moment, if he let go, he would fall to the ground.
“The key is this Marila lady,” Rufus said.  “I am sure of it.  There is something about her that doesn’t fit.  She just shows up after wandering the mountains for several days?  No one knows who she is.”
Lord Martin gripped the chair tightly and kept his eyes on the ground to keep from toppling over.  Between clenched teeth, he snapped, “Of course I know who she is.  I have been in politics for all my life, and I know a spy when I see one!”
“Then why don’t we go straight to Queen Elissa?”
“You are surely an imbecile!  That is precisely what we need to do, but with Marila in tow!  We cannot go to the Queen when Hargon has her, now can we?”  He turned his head to look at Rufus and saw a blank look staring back at him.  Risking falling over, Lord Martin stood.  “I have already gone to the Queen to address my plan for getting our people out of harm’s way, and she rebuffed me.  She clearly is not listening to logic or basic reasoning, so we must provide her with clear and obvious evidence that staying here is worse than heading north to the Great Mountains.  Marila is the key.  With a spy in our midst, the Queen will quickly realize that our safety has been compromised, and the only option for survival is to escape these walls.  But, first, we must get our hands on Marila.  That is where you failed and why you are an imbecile!”
Rufus crossed his arms and waited for Lord Martin to finish his rant.  He would have left Lord Martin a long time ago if there were any other options.  There was little that he despised more than the Karmon Knights and the nobles who ruled the kingdom.  He only tolerated Lord Martin because there was an end-game that saw him rising to power above those who once had ruled over him.
“What now?” Rufus asked.
Taking a deep breath, Lord Martin straightened up and turned towards Rufus.  His heart had slowed, and he was sure he wasn’t going to topple over.  “We appealed to the Queen, the first and most obvious person to bring our appeal to.  That has failed, so we go down one step.  We go to Hargon and convince him that it is time to let the people of this kingdom survive.  As a former emperor, he will surely understand the need to save the citizens of this kingdom.”
“He has Marila.”
“Yes, and he also probably knows by now that she is a spy, which means we don’t have to convince him of that.  With him on our side, we won’t even need the Queen.  He has more power than she does, so if she tries to stop him, then poof!”  He waved his hands in front of him as if he were casting a spell.  “He does some spell stuff.  We’ll need some muscle to show our own power and that we have a strong following.  That is how politics works.  It’s only through power and the show of force that things get done.”
Lord Martin stepped over to a small chest that was on the ground and fidgeted with the lock for a moment before he was able to open it.  He pulled out a handful of gold coins and showed them to Rufus.  “Take these and buy us our following.”
Rufus shook his head.  “Maybe once the war is over those will mean something.  Right now, though, they are meaningless.  The rations that are being given out are meager.  Double those for these men, and they will come willingly.”
Lord Martin smiled and closed his hand around the gold coins.  He would have to think about packing them in chests that could easily be transported because once the decision was made to leave the castle, it would be a mad rush to leave.
“You will need more than a handful of those when this is over, though,” Rufus added.  “Your mercenary army will not work for food alone.  You must promise them a chest-full each, and then they will have something to look forward to.”
“Fine.  Promise them whatever you want.”
Rufus raised an eyebrow.  “If you promise something that you cannot deliver, they will become quite angry.”
“In the end, either I will have the power of the Queen, or we will all be dead.  Whatever you promise, if we survive, I will deliver.”
“Give me about an hour and then meet me at the main hall.”
“Main Hall?  Why there?”
“That is where I saw him enter the castle.  His chamber is not far from there.”
“Oh?  How do you know where his chamber is?”
Rufus smiled and shrugged.  “It is what I do.”
***
Conner trudged down the steps watching Marik berate Sir Olynn for the condition of the horses.  It wasn’t Sir Olynn’s fault, and he knew it.  The young knight took the verbal thrashing with a professional, stoic demeanor.  Everyone was on edge, and even though it wasn’t right for Marik to place blame, he needed to blow off some steam.  He would regret it in about ten minutes and then humbly ask Sir Olynn to forgive him for his outburst.  Worse, though, Conner noticed the way the Elves looked at one another while Marik berated Sir Olynn.  They surely did not understand the pressure that everyone was under, and he could tell that the Elves were casting judgment on Marik.
His thoughts were confirmed when Glaerion came up to him and said, “Sir Marik is being quite rough on that poor Knight.”
“Marik is just letting his frustration show,” Conner replied.
“I thought you Karmon Knights were not supposed to show that kind of emotion?”
“I’m not a Knight so I wouldn’t know,” Conner retorted with some hidden bitterness.
Glaerion let the corners of his lips curve into a smile.
Conner realized that he had taken the bait that Glaerion had tossed out.  For as humorless as Glaerion had seemed when they first met, he had a dangerously dry sense of humor.
“Where are you heading, right now?” Conner asked, quickly changing the subject.
“I was going to talk with the Sir Olynn and his scouts, but I was waiting for Sir Marik to finish his temper tantrum.  They might have observed a clue without knowing what they saw.  A proper debrief would be much better than the tongue-lashing that Sir Marik is delivering.”
“He’s just anxious like we all are.  We all expected the battle to have started by now, and with each passing hour, it seems as if the weight on our shoulders increases.”
“I know.  I’m not sure what is worse.  The battle or waiting for it to start.”
“Can your chat with the scouts wait?  They already told me they didn’t find any sign of the army.”
Glaerion looked over at the group of Elven scouts who were already walking away with their horses towards the stables.  He could catch up with them later.  Turning back to Conner, Glaerion asked, “You need something?”
“Have you seen Hargon lately?”
Glaerion shook his head.
“I saw him and Marila walk by a few minutes ago.  He was acting strangely, though.”
“He’s Human.  He’s always acting strangely.”
“Not what I mean.  He was practically dragging her across the courtyard.”
“Marila?  You sure it was Marila and not some other pretty girl?  He seems to have an eye for them.”
“No, it was clearly Marila.  She did not look like she wanted to go with him.”
“You think he’s going to hurt her?”
Conner starting walking and Glaerion fell into step next to him.
“I don’t know,” Conner said.  “Whatever it is, we need his head focused on the coming battle.  And if it is a pretty girl that is going unwillingly, well, we need to stop that from happening, too.”
They walked briskly towards the castle, dodging men and boys training with swords, spears, and bows.  Conner knew where Hargon’s chamber was located, so it did not take them long to reach it.
Standing in the corridor, pounding furiously on the door, was Lord Martin.  Behind him stood four men.  Only one of them, a large man that he knew by the name of Rufus, looked the part of henchman.  He was big and strong and seemed to hold a military bearing.  The other three were scrawny and desperately tried to look rough and tough.
“What are you doing here?” Conner demanded.
Lord Martin stopped in mid-pound and looked at Conner.  He put his hands on his hips and replied, “I should ask the same of you.”
“Our business is none of yours,” Glaerion snapped back sharply.
Conner replied with some diplomacy.  “Hargon is a friend of mine, and I came to talk to him.”
“Well, Hargon and I have business,” Lord Martin said with an upturned nose.  “So why don’t you go back to where you came from.”
He turned and pounded on the door once more. “Hargon!  I know you are there!  Answer this door immediately.”
Glaerion stepped forward, nudging Lord Martin out of the way.  Rufus and the three ruffians gave Glaerion a menacing stare, but they did not move.
“It is a spell,” Glearion said.  “A powerful one, too.  There are many simply locking spells that Hargon could have chosen, but this is one of the most powerful.  It not only locks the door tight, but it also creates a barrier that sound cannot travel through.  You can bang on the door and scream all you want, but whoever is inside will not hear you.”  He turned his head towards Conner and added, “Hargon did not want to be disturbed.”
“Marila?”
Glaerion shrugged.  “There’s no way to know if she’s safe or not until we break through the door.”
“It’s too strong,” Lord Martin said.  “Nothing can bring that door down.”
Ignoring the lord, Glaerion said, “It’ll take magic to defeat magic.”
“You can do it?”
“Of course.  It’s what Elves do.”  Glaerion turned to Lord Martin and his henchmen.  “You might want to take a step back.”
Lord Martin, trying to act courageous, did not move, but the other four took several steps back.
Conner felt the familiar tingling sensation that started when magic was used around him.  Although it was familiar, he was still not quite used to the feeling.  He wanted to take a step back as well, even though he knew that his Hurai blood kept the Elven magic from directly affecting him.  His mind knew and understood, but his body wasn’t convinced that the magic would not harm him.
Glaerion touched the door as the words of the spell crossed his lips.  Sparks exploded in the netherworld that connected the Web of Magic to reality.  He could feel them, but they were not visible even to his eyes.  Tendrils of power connected to the door, binding the wood in a lock spell that sealed it shut tight.  To release the spell, he needed to either cast a counterspell that would reverse the results of the spell, or he needed to use up his anti-magic spell that he had memorized some time ago and saved for just the right time.  Since he had no way to reverse the locking spell, his only option was to use his anti-magic spell.  There was always a third option, to use a powerful offensive spell whose brute force would rip the spell to shreds, but the strength of such a spell would also bring down the castle.  Plus, he was not sure his mind and body were ready for such power.
The anti-magic spell used much of his strength, as it was a potent spell.  Once cast, thread-by-thread it separated the tendrils of the spell that connected the Web of Magic to the real world.  In his mind, it took a long time, but in the reality of the real world, it only took seconds.
When the last of the words crossed Glaerion’s lips, the locking spell was undone.  He put out a hand and touched the door not only to ensure that the spell worked, but also to steady himself.  He wasn’t completely drained of energy, but he would need a good night’s sleep to recover.  Then, he would need several hours to memorize the spell again.  It was a unique spell that was useful when needed, so he always wanted to keep it ready to be cast.
Feeling only the hardness of the wood, Glaerion said, “It is done.”
Then they heard the scream.  It was ear-shattering and drove Conner to immediate action.  He pushed on the door, but it was still locked by conventional means.  As the screams continued, he put his shoulder into the door, testing the wound that Hargon had healed.  Fortunately, the lock was weak and gave on the first collision.  He stumbled through the doorway and was stunned at what he saw.
They all thought it had been Marila that had been screaming, but it was Hargon.  He was on his knees, hands covered in blood, held up in front of him.  Standing over him was a hairless humanoid creature with gray skin stretched over a tall and lithe frame.  Both of its hands were outstretched, covered with blood.  It had piercing yellow eyes that were staring straight at Conner.  Streaks of dirt covered its cheeks.  At first, Conner thought they were tears, but he knew they couldn’t have been.  An evil creature such as this would have no feelings and certainly would never cry.
His thoughts passed in an instant and Conner drew his swords, thankful that he had taken to wearing them strapped to his back at all times.
The creature took a step backward and bared a mouthful of sharp teeth at Conner. 
With a guttural voice that cracked, it said, “He forced me!”
“Kill it!” Hargon screamed.  “Kill it now!  It is of the Deceiver!  It is one of its spies!”
Conner hesitated.  Glaerion was at his side an instant later, his long dagger out and ready.
“Use your power!” A voice called from behind them.  Lord Martin stood behind his four men, pointing at the creature.
Hargon snapped his head towards Lord Martin and cried out, “You think I didn’t try!”
To prove his words, he thrust a hand out at the creature and tossed a fireball directly at its chest.  The beast ducked away, holding up its arms, but the fireball simply exploded around it, as if it were protected by a shield.  The back of the room was charred from many fireballs, also proving that he had already tried to kill the creature with magic.
Conner took a step forward.
“There’s only enough room for one of us to attack it,” Glaerion said.
“I know,” Conner replied, taking another step forward.  “You better move back.”
Glaerion, knowing the reach of Conner’s swords was better than his dagger, took a couple steps back.  His mind churned through one of several spells that he could cast to help Conner.
Conner slowly stepped forward until he was in front of Hargon.  He expected the creature to attack, but it never did.  It kept its yellow eyes on Conner, following each slow step.
“Move,” Conner said to Hargon.
Hargon tried once to stand, but then with a cry of pain fell back onto his knees.
“What’s wrong!  Move!  Before it attacks again.”
“It cut me!” Hargon snapped back.
“Heal yourself and get out of here!”
“I can’t!” Hargon screamed back in a blubbery, tear-filled voice.  “I tried!  It cut me deep, and I’m bleeding.  It won’t heal.  I don’t know what to do!”
“Glaerion!  Get him out of here!”
“Already on it,” Glaerion replied.  Seeing that Hargon was having trouble moving, he was already moving towards Hargon.  Eyes on the creature and expecting it to launch an attack at any moment, Glaerion helped him to his feet and dragged him to a far corner of the room, out of harm’s way.
Conner twirled his swords in his hands.  It was a nervous habit that he always did before he prepared to attack.  The nails on the creature’s hands were long and sharp, which meant they needed to be the first to go.  In an instant, he developed his battle plan and was about to jump forward and attacked when Hargon called out from the far corner of the room.
“Wait!  Don’t kill her!”
Hargon’s words not only paused his attack but caused him to finally think through the situation.  He recognized those eyes, even if they were yellow.  The shape of the face was familiar, and its movements were athletic and feminine.  He had seen Hargon walk through the courtyard with Marila, and she was nowhere to be seen.  Either she was hiding in a dark corner, or she was hiding in plain sight.
“Marila?” Conner asked.
Marila blinked back more tears.  She didn’t know what to do now.  She was exposed for what she truly was, and although she hadn’t tried to kill Hargon, his anger had forced her into action.  At one point it was going to be either him or her.  It was fortunate that the other Humans and Elf had arrived when they did.  Hargon would have been dead by now.
She tried to turn her illusion back on, but it wasn’t staying.  Her emotions and mental anguish were keeping her from focusing on the illusion. 
Conner noticed the flicker and for an instant, saw the creature as they all had.  Marila, with her long hair and pretty looks, appeared and then the gray creature flashed back.
“You are a spy of the Deceiver?” Conner asked.
She turned her head slowly left, then right.  “Not anymore.”
“Is this your true form?”
She nodded, and more tears came down her cheeks.  It made her angry that her emotions were controlling her.  For a moment, she liked it much better when she was an emotionless servant of the Deceiver.
“If it is a spy, it must be executed!” Lord Martin called from the doorway.
“No!” Hargon countered desperately.
“A moment ago, you called for us to kill it!” Conner shouted back.  The thought of killing Marila kept him from immediately attacking.  He waited for Hargon to continue talking.
“I was in pain and desperate,” Hargon said.  “She has value.  What is the only weapon that we have that can kill the Deceiver?”
“The Spear of Salvation.”
Hargon opened his mouth to tell Conner his answer was wrong when his quick mind churned through a new idea.
“Yes!  The Spear of Salvation.”  Hargon’s mind swiftly switched gears from desperately trying to survive to trying to figure out how to accomplish his plans.  “We’ll need to get close to the Deceiver to use it, right?  Marila can do that.  She can help us get close.  In exchange for her life, she helps us.”
Marila shook her head.  “I won’t go back to him.  I would rather die.  If you send me to him, he will kill me.  Slowly, and with his own hands this time.”
Conner lifted his swords.  “If you don’t help us, you will die.  I guess it’s your choice.  Death by us now, or death by him later.  If you chose later, maybe you’ll be able to figure out a way for him not to kill you.  But that’s not my concern.”
She lowered her hands to her side and closed her eyes.  “I have no reason to keep living.  Kill me now.
“She is a spy!” Lord Martin shouted from behind them.  “In times of war, the punishment for being a spy is execution!”
“Not here,” Conner shouted back.  “And not by me.”
Conner felt despair coming from Marila.  She might look like a vile creature from the Deceiver’s realm, but he also knew her to be a pretty young lady.  Even with all that he had seen over the past couple of years, he had a hard time wrapping his head around this same creature being two different creatures.
Rufus leaned down to Lord Martin’s ear and said, “Why do you want to kill her?  I thought you wanted her alive?”
Lord Martin gave Rufus a harsh hush and stern look.  Fortunately, they were in the corridor, and no one else heard Rufus.
“Just keep your mouth shut,” Lord Martin added in a whisper.  “And keep your thoughts to yourself.  You will never understand politics and what it takes to rise to the top.”
Rufus took a step back and crossed his arms.  He was beginning to seriously consider whether hanging his rise to power on the back of Lord Martin was the best move.
Glaerion moved back to Conner’s side and said, “We have to do something with her.”
“Does this castle have a dungeon?” Conner asked.
“I have not seen any,” Glaerion replied.
“Deep under the mountain,” Rufus replied, to Lord Martin’s dismay.  “The cavern where our people are living has a well-hidden stairwell that leads deep into the mountain.  There are a handful of cells down there.”
Conner didn’t ask why Rufus knew that information, although it was on his mind.  “Lead us there,” Conner ordered.  “We’ll chain her up until we can figure out what we’re going to do with her.  She won’t be able to do any more spying locked up.”




Chapter Ten

Nikki jumped up, heart racing.  Moments ago, she was in a deep sleep, dreaming of sleeping in her warm and comfortable bed.  In that dream, something was nagging her senses, telling her that she was not where she thought she was, yet she was comfortably settled under warm blankets.  The door burst open, and four large men dressed in furs and bearing spiked clubs raced at her.  She watched them come at her, unable to move or defend herself.  She really wanted to, but the warmth of the blankets was so inviting that she didn’t want to get up.  In unison, all four spiked clubs crashed down on her.
That was when she woke up.  She was on her feet, swords in hand, fur pelts falling off her shoulders, ready to defend herself.  There was no one to defend against.
Kile was still asleep, wrapped up in fur pelts taken from dead Bargoroth warriors.  Between them was a shallow pit where a fire had burned most of the night.  It hadn’t done much good keeping them warm, but it had been hot enough to cook rabbit for dinner.  The sun was peaking above the eastern horizon, a small orange ball of fire set against clear skies.  Daylight would soon arrive, and then they would head towards the Bargoroth army, who had taken over the Taran’s camp.
Their camp was in a small grove of trees, about a mile away from the battle that had devastated the Taran army.  The battle had raged on through the afternoon and evening.  The Centurions fought valiantly, but their demise was inevitable.  From the safety of their camp, they had watched the end come.  They knew it when it happened, as the entire Bargoroth army suddenly started cheering and hollering.  Even from a mile away, they could hear the joyous celebration.  To ensure their safety, Nikki and Kile traded off standing watch, just in case a patrol came near, but the victorious Bargoroth did not send out any patrols.  After their fire died, they both pulled thick furs around their bodies and fell asleep.
Kile had sensed Nikki’s movements and awoke slowly, first observing his surroundings before standing up.  He stretched muscles sore from fighting and sleeping on hard ground.
“Let’s get this over with,” Nikki said.
Kile’s stomach grumbled.  “You think they’ll be in such a good mood they’d share breakfast with us?”
“Truthfully, I think we should be thankful not have them kill us on sight.”
“You think this is a bad idea?”
She shook her head.  “The screams of the dying Tarans lasted late into the night.  They are not merciful.  It seems that they enjoy listening to their enemies die.”
“In truth, don’t we all?”
Nikki looked back at him but didn’t respond. 
“We have no enemies like the Bargoroth have,” Kile explained.  “For generations, the Tarans have been trying to kill them for their gold and other treasures.  Can we really imagine what it would be like?  We are also trained and disciplined warriors.  It is in our creed to be merciful to our foes.  Clearly, it is not in theirs.  You don’t have to like it, or even respect it.  But, understand it when you come face-to-face with their chieftain.  You cannot push your warrior mentality on him.  You must accept who they are, else we will have wasted our time.  And our lives.”
Nikki said nothing and just gave a sharp nod.  Diplomacy had always been her father’s best trait and not hers.  She began walking toward the Bargoroth army encampment.  Kile quickly gathered his swords, shrugged off the fur pelt, and joined her.
They passed the line of headless Bargoroth bodies that they had left as a deterrent.  There were more muddy footprints leading up to the bodies, which meant a group of Bargoroth had indeed chased after them but went only so far as the dead bodies.  It made Nikki feel better that Kile was with her, as he did seem to understand their culture more than she did.  Hopefully, that meant they would be able to get out of this day alive.
Their walk was swift until they reached the main battlefield.  Dead bodies were everywhere.  Those that might have survived the initial fighting would not have survived exposure to the cold night.  There were no moans for mercy or cries for help.  Only deathly silence filled their ears.  Eventually, the buzzards and other scrounging animals would make their way to the battlefield to feast upon the dead bodies.  There were too many bodies to be naturally taken care of, and it was unlikely the Bargoroth would adequately take care of the dead.  A horrid stench would soon arise from the land as the bodies would be left to sit and decay on their own.
“They may be barbarians, but they are not stupid,” Nikki said.  They had reached the base of the hill where the fighting had been the fiercest, and the bodies had piled up the highest.  “We are being watched.”
“I am sure for some time, too,” Kile said.
They started up the hill, having to zig and zag their way around bodies.  When they were halfway up, a group of five Bargoroth crested the hill and started walking down towards them.  Nikki had also observed several groups of two or three hiding among the dead to act as lookouts.
The group of five met them before they could see over the hill.  They were all similar in appearance with big, bushy beards, dark, piercing eyes, dressed in furs, and carrying spiked clubs.
One of them spoke in their own tongue.
Kile responded in their language, then he added in Commoner, “It would be easier for us to speak in Commoner.  I know your tongue, but not well enough to speak it.”
The man let out a grunt and asked, “Who are you?”
“I am Kile.”
“I am Princess Nikki of the Hurai.”
The leader lifted his club and pointed it threatening at Nikki.  “You do not speak to me.”
Kile responded, “We are of the Hurai.  It is a land far from here.  We come in peace.”
“Hurai,” the man repeated as if the taste of the words was bitter.  “I know of your kind.”
“I have visited your villages before.  I know a little of your language and of your kind.  What is your name?”
“I am Barr, chieftain of the Korrok tribe.  You are trespassing on our land.”
“We are here to request an audience to speak with you,” Nikki said.
Barr swung his club at Nikki, letting it hit the ground at her feet.  “Silence!  You do not speak.”
Kile looked at Nikki, pleading with his eyes to stop talking.
She clamped her mouth shut, knowing that it was the right thing to do, but found it very difficult to not pull out her swords and separate the man’s head from his body.
“You fought with the Taran, did you not?  It is only our curiosity for your strange looks that is keeping your heads attached to your bodies.”
“We are not with the Tarans,” Kile replied. “If you saw us, you saw how we fought our way out of the battle.  If we could have avoided the battle, we would have.  But, we had no choice.  The Tarans forced us to fight with them.”
“Yes, we saw.  We sent some of our best warriors after you, and they did not return.”
“We needed to defend ourselves.”
“You killed many Bargoroth, many Korrok, many Hilekon.”
“What are Hilekon?”
“Three tribes joined together for this battle.  The Bargorth, Korrok, and Hilekon.  It was through our combined might that we finally defeated the evil that is Taran.”
“Taran is not the only evil in this world,” Kile said.  “There is another.  It was why we are here.”
Barr narrowed his eyes and let out a low growl as he snapped, “the vile soldiers of Taran have killed many thousands of our kind.  There is no other that could be eviler than them.”
“I wish that were true.”  Kile glanced around at the dead bodies from both armies.  “This is not a conversation for the middle of the battlefield.”  He let his eyes settle on Barr for a moment before adding, “or with a chieftain who is not in command.”
Barr stiffened as those last words rankled Barr’s feathers, which is what Kile intended to do.  Kile knew that it would only be a lesser chieftain who would be sent out to meet strangers who suddenly appeared on a battlefield.
After his own pause to silently gauge Kile, Barr let out a guttural grunt and said, “Olofar is the chieftain of the Balgoroth.  It is he who commands the army.”
“Olofar is chieftain of all of the tribes?”
“There is no chieftain of all the tribes.  Each tribe has their own.  Olofar of the Bargoroth, myself of the Korrok, and Ulg of the Hilekon.  There are seven tribes in all, spread far to the east and far to the west.  Olofar brought the tribes together by promising much more than he can deliver, but he did bring us victory.  It cost us many good men and women, but we may have finally been relieved of the Taran tyranny.  Follow.  Olofar is still celebrating his victory, which means he is in a good mood to listen to outsiders, such as yourself.  Either that, or he’ll kill you on the spot.  I can never tell what his mood will be after bloody battles and a night of drinking.”
Kile fell into step beside Barr.  The other barbarian warriors blocked Nikki from walking beside Barr, forcing her to walk behind him.  She held her anger in check as best she could.
“You say you have visited our villages,” Barr said while they walked.  “I have never seen your kind.  I would have remembered your eyes and skin.  No one would mistake you for one of us.”
“Hurai have been trading with your kind for many years.  It seems I have only visited the Bargoroth tribe.  Until now, I thought there was only one tribe, and you were all Bargoroth.”
Barr let out another grunt.  “Many generations ago our ancestors were of one tribe.  There are many stories as for why there are now seven.  I could spend the week of the full moon telling you all the stories, but none are probably close to the truth.  Our kind is a warring kind, and we bicker among ourselves.  It is no surprise that no one man could lead us all.  Olofar tries, but he could only unite three of the seven tribes.  A true leader would have united us long ago, and then we would have plenty of warriors to defend against the Taran invasion.”
“What did he promise you to fight at his side?”
Barr let out a boisterous laugh.  “You are insightful!  We are simple people, so there is little to offer us that we would desire.  However, Olofar has a very desirable daughter.  Plus taking her as my wife will ensure peace between our tribes.”
They continued to wind their way up the hill, avoiding piles of bodies.  When they crested the hill, Nikki saw that the barbarian army had finished their celebrating and to her surprise, had started a battlefield cleanup.  The army was slowly moving out from their central camp taking care of the bodies to fend off disease.  While the Taran bodies were being tossed about unceremoniously, the bodies of the barbarian tribes were being handled more carefully.  The sheer number of warriors that were working would make quick work of the cleanup.  By the end of the day, the piles of bodies would be burning, lighting the sky for those to see from many miles away.
Not all of the barbarian warriors were helping to take care of the dead.  A ring of tree trunks was laid out on the ground around the backside of the main encampment.  Two tree trunks were tied together in the middle forming a cross in the shape of an ‘X.’  While still on the ground, a Taran Centurion was dragged to the cross.  It took four barbarians to get the Centurion in place, so his arms and legs were lashed to the tree trunks.  Then a very large and burly Bargoroth stepped forward with four spikes and a hammer.  With quick ease, he drove the spikes through the wrists and ankles of the Centurion.  With each hammer stroke, the Centurion let out a bloodcurdling scream.
Nikki flinched with the first scream, but by the time the burly Bargoroth had finished his work and the cross was pushed up into place, she was numb to what was happening.  The Centurion hung his head low, knowing that death would be a long time coming.  Nikki felt sorry for the man, for it was no way for a soldier to die.  Whether it was on the battlefield or with a merciful stroke afterward, no soldier should be tortured to meet the One God in the afterlife.
As soon as the first Centurion was put in place, another Centurion was brought out, kicking and screaming, and fighting with all his might.  But the Bargoroth were too strong and easily forced him onto the next cross.  Quickly, the Centurion’s hands and feet were hammered into place, and the cross lifted up.  Other barbarians were hauling recently cut tree trunks from a nearby grove, quickly adding to the number of available crosses.  There were indeed survivors of the battle, but they would not be survivors much longer.
Nikki followed closely behind Barr and Kile, her anger at being treated poorly because she was a woman changed to anger at how they were treating the surviving Taran Centurions.  There was no doubt that soldiers knew it was possible to die upon the battlefield, but to survive the fight and then be humiliated upon a cross was not honoring to them.  A soldier, even the worst of enemies, should be at least respected for their effort and sacrifice.
“That is not a fitting end for soldiers,” Nikki said, loudly and with as much anger as she could muster without shouting.
Barr glanced back at her.  “It is not your place to make judgments.”
Nikki, finally unable to control her temper, grabbed Barr on his shoulder and pulled hard.  Barr spun around with a quickness that almost caught her off guard, but her instincts saved her life.  The dagger came at her side, which she deftly blocked with the back of one hand and then before Barr could counter, she grabbed his wrist with her other hand and twisted.  The dagger fell harmlessly to the ground, and she held onto his wrist, holding it with a strength that Barr could not break.
For an instant, no one moved.  The other barbarians that were trailing behind started to move to react, but they were waiting for a reaction from Barr.  His eyes blazed directly into Nikki, who held the gaze.  Then he laughed.  The barbarians behind her relaxed and took a step back.  Kile had turned and was prepared to defend Nikki, but relaxed when Barr did.
Nikki released her grip on his wrist and couldn’t help but smile at Barr’s deep belly laugh.
“No Korrok woman would dare touch me, but no Korrok woman would move so fast, either!”
“I am Sak’Hurai,” Nikki said with conviction as if the entire world knew and feared her kind.
“Hmm,” Barr said with a scratch of his shaggy beard.  “I do not know that word, but it must mean something to you.”
Kile replied, “The Sak’Hurai are the best warriors in the world.  We train from childhood to protect our lands, and we did so successfully for countless generations.  Any one Sak’Hurai is as good as ten of your kind.”
Barr’s laughter ended, and his tone became serious.  “I saw your warriors in action, slicing through the Bargoroth with ease.  Fortunately, none of my Korrok warriors were killed by your warriors, else I would have bashed in your heads myself.  When I saw you approach, I was curious to meet your kind and look into your eyes to see if you were the killers that I saw on the battlefield.”
“What do you see, now?” Nikki asked.
Barr turned to her and gave her a sharp look.  “I see defiance, courage, and fearlessness.”  He kept his gaze on her for a moment longer before adding, “But, I do not see killers.”
“It is what we do, not who we are,” Nikki said.
Barr let out a grunt that could have been agreement, or it could have been a dismissive sound.  He pointed to a large Taran tent that had survived the battle and said to Kile, “Olofar is there.  You are welcome to enter, but the woman is not.”
“I am not just Sak’Hurai,” Nikki said.  “I am Princess Nikki of the Hurai.  I represent all our people.”
“Women are not allowed in the tent of men,” Barr said calmly as if she should have known it.
“Then maybe the men should come outside,” Nikki growled
Barr shook his head.  “Inside the tent or outside, the presence of women will defile the sanctitude of our council.”
“I saw more than just men lying dead on the battlefield,” Nikki said, as loudly as she could.  “You let your women fight and die, but refuse them to be around this council of yours?”
“Tradition,” Barr replied.  “We are a people of honor and tradition.  Women serve but do not lead.  They know their place.”
“We are here on a mission of peace,” Kile said, moving to stand between the angry princess and the defiant barbarian.  “Princess Nikki is the leader of our people, and she speaks for all of us.  If she is not allowed in, then I humbly ask that your tribal leaders come to her.”
“I can make the request, but Olofar is a man very steeped in the tradition of our people.”
Barr disappeared into the tent for some time.  Nikki and Kile stood silently outside, feeling thousands of eyes on them.
When Barr finally appeared, he was not alone.  Behind him, a much larger man stepped through the tent flap.  He stood nearly a head taller and had a much wider girth.  His black beard was curly and scraggly and hung down to his belly.
“Who is this!” Olofar cried out, eyes narrowed and glaring at Nikki.
“I am Princess Nikki.”
“Do not speak, woman!” Olofar shouted.  “I will tolerate your presence, but your man will speak for you.”
Nikki crossed her arms, feeling the need to put this man in his place.  Unfortunately, she was outnumbered many thousands to two.  There was nothing else for her to do other than to play along.  They could use their warriors, but she wondered if it would be worth bringing them to Karmon where their kingdom’s leader was a queen.  She was sure Conner and Glaerion would not tolerate anyone speaking to Queen Elissa as he was speaking to her now.  Having gone this far with her plan, there was really no turning back.  She’d just have to see how far it would go.  Turning to Kile, she gave a quick nod.
Kile cleared his throat, uncomfortable at being in the position where he not only spoke for the Hurai but for all the peoples of the world.  It should be Princess Nikki, as she was not only the warrior but the diplomat by default.  Whether she liked it or not, as royalty, she was the voice that should be heard.  They had no choice, though, for the Bargoroth and the other tribes would not listen to her solely because she was a woman. It gave him doubts about whether these barbarians were not only going to help them but were worthy of joining them.
He looked directly into Olofar’s eyes and said, “We have come as emissaries of the armies of the world.  Humans, Elves, and Dwarves are banding together to fight an army that threatens the world.”
“Elves?” Olofar shouted out with a hearty laugh.  “You mean the little creatures of the night who steal and eat babies?”
The others around him joined in laughter.
Kile shook his head.  “We, too, have children’s stories of Elves, but they are not stories.  They are people just like us.  Look like us, act like us, but they are different than us.  They are great warriors who can use magic.  They come from lands far across the ocean, and they have come here to join us in our fight.”
Olofar’s demeanor changed when Kile mentioned magic.  His eyes narrowed, and all humor left.  “Magic is of the Gorigard, god of the underworld.”
Kile knew that they did not believe in the One God as the Hurai did.  During his time trading with them, he learned a little about the gods that they believed in.  They were not overly religious at all but did believe in their own retinue of gods.  “Your Gorigard uses magic, but magic is not only of the underworld.  Magic exists all around us.  I did not know this until recently when I was told of a great Elf named Glaerion.  He explained how magic is a part of this world just as the air in the sky and the water in the oceans is a part of this world.  Gorigard corrupted magic to use it for his own evil purposes.  The One God created magic to be used for good, and that is why we are fighting against him and his evil.”
Olofar turned and spat on the ground.  “The Tarans came to our lands proclaiming this One God.  This Creator of all things.”  He spat on the ground again.  “I have not seen this god of theirs and yours, and they only come to steal our land and kill our women and children.  Do you want to see what I think of the Tarans and their One God?”
Olofar let out a stream of words in his own language, and a warrior stepped forward with a long-handled ax.  He gave one last glare at Kile and began striding away from them.  Kile and Nikki fell into step behind.  Olofar led them away from the tent, south towards the river.  There was a flat piece of land near the river where the Bargoroth were putting up their crosses.  There were now nearly two dozen crosses set up with Tarans nailed to them.  One was in the midst of having his wrists nailed to a cross.  Nikki cringed at the scream that came out of the man.  Olofar changed direction to head towards the sound of the screams.
The cross was being put up just as they arrived, and Nikki let out a gasp.
“Aeneas,” she whispered.
Olofar turned to her and smirked.  “You know this Taran?”
Aeneas was covered in dirt and blood, but he didn’t seem to have any apparent wounds.  His face was bruised, as he had taken a beating after he was captured.  He looked down at Nikki with eyes that barely had any life.
“I only met him yesterday,” she said.
“He led the Tarans in battle.  He fought bravely, killing many of my Bargoroth warriors.  So many, in fact, that he will die the slow death of a traitor.  The Tarans slay their kind this way, letting them die of thirst and starvation.  It could take days, or even a week for them to finally succumb to Ravishaw.”
“The god of the dead,” Kile said softly.
“Ravishaw takes the souls of the dead and sends them to their afterlife.  Those who die a warrior’s death go to paradise.  Those who die as a traitor will be sent to the depths of the afterlife, where they will burn in eternal pain.”
“He is a soldier,” Nikki said, feeling an unusual amount of emotion welling up from deep inside.  “He does not deserve to die this way.”
“All Tarans deserve to die this way,” Olofar growled.
“No one deserves to die this way,” Nikki countered from behind them.
Olofar spun on her and got right into her face.  She could feel and smell his acrid breath.  “Thousands of my warriors were killed in this fashion.  The Tarans thought they could intimidate us by putting my warriors up on stakes, letting them die in sight of their wives and children.  It did not work.  It only made us more resilient and motivated.”
Olofar swung the ax so that it rested on his shoulder and he walked up to the base of Aeneas’ cross.  “This Taran is a soldier, and he will spend the rest of his life thinking about his actions.  He will die slowly, but his mind will be clear for much of that time.  He will speak to Ravishaw, and if Ravishaw listens, Ravishaw may grant him his peace.  It is not for me to determine his place in the afterlife.  That is for Ravishaw.  If his heart remains that of an enemy, the pain he experiences now will only be a light tickle to what he experiences for eternity.  If his heart changes, Ravishaw may just give him mercy.”
Olofar looked up at Aeneas, who looked down with defiance but did not speak.
“I can see his heart is hard and unchanging.  Maybe as soon as Ravishaw’s grip closes around his soul, he will have a change of heart, but I do not think he will change.”
“He was only following orders,” Nikki said.  “You cannot hold him responsible for that, can you?  Give him mercy and end his suffering!”
Barr, sensing that Olofar was about to erupt again at Nikki talking spoke up.  “It is Ravishaw’s role to grant mercy or to invoke justice upon those who are dying.  We must let him decide the fate of this soldier’s soul.  We can no longer interfere.”
Nikki looked up at Aeneas, whose eyes fell on her.  Through parched lips, Aeneas croaked out, “I have served my purpose, and I know where my soul will be when I die.  Do not worry about me.  You have a bigger battle to fight, and you must win that battle, for the sake of all of us believers and those who refuse to believe.”
Nikki’s heart broke at the pain that Aeneas was going through.  She looked at the ax that Olofar held and wondered how many strokes it would take to cut down down the tree trunks that held him aloft.  They were buried several feet into the ground, so they could not just be pushed over or pulled out.  He would have to be cut down.
Olofar chuckled.  “He speaks jibberish.  Ravishaw comes quickly to him.  The end will not be long, and your Taran friend will soon know his eternal fate.”
Kile had been looking up and down the line of crucified Taran soldiers.  Many more crosses were ready to go up as well.  “Are you crucifying all your prisoners?  Would it not be easier to just kill them?”
“Bargoroth does not do what is easiest,” Olofar replied.  “Bargoroth do what is right for the Bargoroth.  For nearly two generations the Tarans have been harassing our people, slaughtering our men, women, and children to gain land that is not there’s.  These crosses will mark the place of our victory and tell any Taran that dares come this way what their fate will be.”
“This war is not over!”
The shout came from several crosses away.  They all turned to see who had shouted the words.  Nikki clearly recognized the white hair of General Lucius.  His head thrust forward as far as he could make it stretch, and his eyes blazed with anger.  Spittle flew out of his mouth as he continued screaming his words as loud as he could.
“They will come!” Lucius cried out.  “Not just ten thousand that came here today.  A hundred thousand soldiers.  Five hundred thousand!  They will march across your land and cut the throats of all your men, women, and children.  They will defile your women and your girls!  There will be nothing left of your kind after we have finished with you.”
Olofar gripped his ax tightly and stepped over to the base of Lucius’ cross.  He looked up at the Taran General and the moment he did, whatever saliva was left in his mouth was spat down upon the Bargoroth tribal leader.
Olofar did not flinch.  “I will not give Ravishaw the choice of where your soul will go.  You will die now, a painful death.  You may think it is merciful of me to kill you like this but know your soul will forever burn in the fire of eternity.”
With a graceful motion, Olofar took a step back and lifted his ax from his shoulder.  Gripping it with two hands, he swung with all his might, burying the ax deep into the freshly cut tree trunk, easily separating Lucius’s left leg above the ankle.  The Taran General let out a scream of pain as his body dropped, pulling hard on his hands and arms, which were bound by ropes to the tree trunks, as well as nailed in place.  While Lucius continued to scream, Olofar casually walked over to the other leg, and with one swift swing, separated the right leg into two pieces.  Lucius dropped again, screaming even louder, spitting out curses of unimaginable pain.
Blood poured out of the leg stumps while Olofar took a step back, hefted the ax back onto his shoulder, and watched the man die.
When the last breath escaped Lucius’ lungs, and his head dropped to hang down to his chest, Olofar turned to Kile and said, “His soul could not repent, and now it burns forever in extreme judgment.”
Kile was stunned by Olofar’s act and stared at the dead body and pool of blood that formed on the ground beneath Lucius’ legs.
Nikki, though, was not stunned.  She stepped around Kile and said, “General Lucius, the Taran you just killed, he was wrong.  And right.  There will not be hundreds of thousands of Taran soldiers coming for your tribes.  It will be millions from an army of the Deceiver.”
“The Deceiver?”
“Gorigard,” Kile corrected, stepping forward to stand next to Nikki.  “In our land, we call him the Deceiver.  You call him Gorigard.  He is one and the same.  Evil coming to conquer the world.  He is here, with an army, ready to take over the world.”
Olofar laughed.  “You talk of magic, Elves, and now Gorigard walking the earth? Gorigard was banished to the realm of the underworld an infinite number of moons ago, and he cannot break out of his realm.  The other gods would not permit it.”
“He is here, and he will come to destroy your villages.  It is why we have come to you.  There is a great battle that will soon happen between the remains of our armies and Gorigard’s army.  We could use all the help we can get.  The bigger the army, the better chance we have of saving the world.”
Olofar gave Kile a long look.  “Tell me, what does Gorigard’s army look like?”
Kile shook his head.  “We have not seen it.”
“We were heading there,” Nikki said.  “We were caught in your battle with the Tarans.  Our horses were slaughtered by you, so now we must walk all the way there, and we might be too late!”
“If you have not seen it, how do you know it exists, and how do you know it’s Gorigard?  How do I know it is not a trick that the Tarans are playing on me?  Maybe they have another army waiting just to the east ready to ambush mine.”
“It is no trick,” Nikki said.  “My father, the King of the Hurai, has seen visions, and it was he who sent me east with the Karmons and the Elf to join in the fight.”
Olofar shook his head and let out a long sigh.  “Your patience tests me, woman.  You continue to interrupt the conversation of men, and you talk of visions, Elves, and gods walking the earth.  I will not send my army to fight another war just on the word of a woman.  If Gorigard is truly walking the earth already, why have I not seen the skies on fire or some other sign that he has come.”
Just as the words left his mouth, a stream of fire exploded from high up in the sky and descended onto the open field between the encampment and the raging river that ringed it.




Chapter Eleven

Myllia dove for the ground, making sure the sun was behind her so she couldn’t easily be seen.  It was standard battle tactics that were second nature to her, but her intent was not to start a fight or kill anyone, at least not yet.  There were two Humans in the middle of the vast mass of bodies that stood out.  She knew that they were of a race of Humans known as the Hurai only because of the vision that the One God had shown her in her dreams.  The vision had told her little other than the Hurai were a crucial piece in the final showdown with the Deceiver, which meant she needed to protect them and keep them alive.  The Hurai were surrounded entirely, but they did not seem to be in imminent danger.  However, that could change in a matter of seconds.  If the Hurai were as crucial as her vision told her, she would have to act quickly to make sure they remained safe.
Her first breath of Dragonfire fell from the sky in a single, small burst so that she would have plenty more to use as a show of force or to wreak havoc among the Humans.  It was targeted in an empty area near the river, far enough away, so the fire didn’t harm anyone, but close enough for many of them to feel the heat.  The fireball did as she expected.  The moment the fireball exploded on the ground, the mass of Humans began running in a panic away from the fire.  She kept her dive going to generate as much speed as possible, further adding to the alarm.  Just before she was about to strike the ground, she spread her wings wide and her flight path bottomed out just as she passed over a line of crosses that had been erected in an open field.  She passed over the two Hurai and a handful of Humans who had not panicked but watched her fly overhead.
She had plenty of speed to rise into the air and bank to see what was happening behind on the ground.  Although her hatred of Humans had dissipated since she had first been awakened by the Deceiver, it was still fun to watch an entire army of them try and run away from her.  She certainly didn’t have enough fire in her belly to kill them all, but they were massed so close, she could kill many of them with what she had left.
She banked to the right, circling back towards the two Hurai.  She spotted the female and asked, “Does he believe you now?”
***
Nikki jumped, looking for the woman who just spoke to her.  The arrival of the Dragon had surprised her, but because she knew from Conner that they existed, she was not panicked or afraid.  She watched with curiosity as the Dragon dove at them, but she flinched just like everyone else when fire erupted from its mouth.  The strange voice caused a hot panic to sweep over her, but she did her best to remain outwardly calm.
“Believe what?” Nikki called out, spinning around, looking for the woman who was speaking to her.  It sounded like she was standing right next to her, but there was only Kile, Olofar, Barr, and a handful of Bargoroth who were more fearful of leaving Olofar’s side than of the Dragon.
“What?” Kile asked, thinking that Nikki was talking to him.
Nikki heard the voice again.  It was calm and smooth.  “My name is Myllia.  I am the Dragon who is flying above you.”
“Myllia?” Nikki said out loud.  She looked up at the Dragon, who was now several hundred feet over their heads, circling back towards them.
“You must think your words in your head while you’re thinking of me,” Myllia said.  “You do not need to speak them.  You do not hear my voice as much as you hear my thoughts, just as I do not need to hear your voice to hear your words.”
“Is this magic?” Nikki asked.
“It is not.  It is a gift from the One God that he gave to Dragons and none other.”
“What do you want?  Are you going to attack us?”
“I am here for you.  The others are preparing to fight a war that they cannot win without help, and I am here to bring you to them.”
Nikki craned her neck, watching Myllia circle above them.  Her mind spun trying to understand how a creature such as the Dragon could communicate with her, much less know who she is.
“What is a Myllia?” Kile asked, his eyes also watching the Dragon as it completed its circle and was about to fly over their heads. 
Nikki heard him, but she focused on trying to talk to the Dragon.  “You came for me?  Did Conner send you?”
“I was sent by the One God to find you.  He let me know that you play an important role in this war, and I cannot let you be captured or killed by these Humans.”
“They are not a threat to me.”  She looked down to see that many of the barbarians were still running away.  There was a dozen of Olofar’s warriors who had not run away, but their eyes told her that had no fight left in them.
She continued, “But, they could be a threat to the Deceiver.  If I can convince them to join us.”
“I heard your conversation with their leader.  He does not seem to like you.  How will you convince him?”
Her gaze drifted from Olofar to Barr.  There was one option where she wouldn’t have to convince him.
Nikki continued to watch the Dragon while she talked to Myllia, but to Kile, she appeared to be in a stupefied trance.  “Nikki!” Kile said forcefully to try and get her out of her apparent trance.  “We are exposed out here.  Should we not get out of the open?  Find someplace to hide?”
“There is no place to hide,” Nikki replied.  She turned her head away from the Dragon and looked back at Kile.  “Also, she will not harm us.”
“How do you know?”
“Her name is Myllia, and she has come to help us.”  She saw the questioning look on Kile’s face, so she added, “She spoke to me.  In my head.”
“It tried to kill us!” Olofar growled.  He, too, had been watching Myllia circle above their heads.  With a quickness that belied his size, he pulled the ax off his shoulders and shifted into an offensive stance, as if he were prepared to defend against the Dragon’s attack.
“If it were trying to kill us, we would already be dead,” Nikki said.
“Is that what it told you?” Olofar said, using anger and defiance to hide the fear that was encompassing him.  “Well, tell it to come to the ground, and we’ll see how it can fight.”
Myllia quickly descended and landed with a thud nearby.  She folded her wings tight against her body and started walking forward, her head bobbing slowly up and down, its long teeth exposed.
“I think you made her angry,” Nikki said.
Olofar nervously gripped his ax but did not know what else to do.  The creature was many times his size, with teeth as long as his hands, and it could breathe fire.  With forced bravado to hide a growing terror that he could never reveal, he snapped, “You can call off your pet any time.  What price did you pay for this beast?  Your whole soul?”
“She is no pet,” Nikki said.  “She is an ally.  All the Dragons are our allies, and you should join us, too.  You call this evil Gorigard. I call him the Deceiver.  It does not matter the name, for he is pure evil that must be stopped.”
Olofar straightened to his full height and puffed out his chest.  “I will not be intimidated by the likes of you or your pets,” he said.  “You march into the midst of my army, begging for help, and now you threaten me?”
Myllia answered in all their heads, “I do not make threats.”  She bared her razor-sharp teeth and continued, “The threat is from the Deceiver.  You must follow the Hurai east to join with the rest of Humanity.  A large army is ready to fight, but with your people, this army would be even more powerful.  This will be your one and only chance to join us, for if you do not, then you will be forever isolated from the rest of the world.  Even more so than you are now.”
Olofar, unwilling to let himself be intimidated by even the largest and most ancient of creatures, took a big step forward, spun the ax his hands, letting the worn, oak handle smack loudly against his palm.  He then hefted the ax with one hand and pointed it at the line of Tarans that were being crucified behind him.  “There is nothing I must do, other than watch these Tarans die and return to my home and enjoy peace for the first time in my lifetime.”
Nikki knew it would be a tall order to convince the Bargoroth to join in their fight, but she didn’t expect complete resistance.  The tale that Conner had first spun to her so many weeks ago had been hard for her to believe, even after her father had claimed his belief in him.  She had accepted the truth, but it was really not until they had come across the Dwarves and the ancient Elf creature that she really understood what they were fighting against.  Her small world was really much more massive than she could ever have imagined, and if they didn’t all band together to fight the Deceiver, there would be nothing left of the world for them to live in.
She was a Sak’Hurai, trained not only in the art of swordsmanship but also in the ability to remain disciplined in the face of insurmountable odds.  Not everything in life was a battle, but the skills learned to fight those battles could be used in all aspects of daily living.  She took a deep breath and let a calmness fall around her.  She could not allow herself to get angry, else she would lose this battle.  Emotion should never come into play on the battlefield, as it only bred mistakes.
“You do not have to come,” Nikki said. “Let your people decide.”  She turned to Barr.  “There are many tribes of your people.  We will talk to them, and they can all decide for themselves if they want to help us.”
“I am the leader of the tribe of Bargoroth!” Olofar shouted, spittle flying from his lips.  “All will follow the lead of our tribe.”
She was looking at Barr and saw a chink in the armor of the barbarians.  Barr’s expression that flashed across his face showed that he did not agree at all with what Olofar was shouting about.
“I get that you are afraid to face your Gorigard,” Nikki said calmly and getting the expected reaction from Olofar.  “That does not mean that all your people will be afraid to fight.”
Olofar’s face turned red, and his eyes narrowed.  Through clenched teeth, Olofar growled, “I do not have to explain myself to a woman.  I have listened to enough of your prattle.  Leave, now, else I will cleave you in two.”
Kile had been standing behind them, letting Nikki lead the conversation.  As he sensed Olofar’s anger, he tried to step forward and intervene, but Nikki blocked him.  This was her battle to fight, and she was not going to let Kile into it.  If it went poorly, he would have to try and escape and reconnect with the rest of the Sak’Hurai.
“Did you stand at the back of the battlefield?” Nikki said.  “Many of your people fell to the Tarans.  Many, many more are wounded.  Sak’Hurai always fight at the front of the battlefield, for we are not afraid to die.  You do not look like you even swung your ax once.”
Olofar slid his left hand down the shaft of the ax so that he was gripping it tightly with both hands, and then with the grace and ease of a man half his size, he swung it at Nikki’s midsection.
Nikki had expected it and was actually hoping for it.  She knew the type of man that Olofar was, and having a woman insult him was far beyond anything that he could handle.  Barr was a reasonable man, while Olofar was not.  Her only choice right now was to put the reasonable one in a position where he could help her, and all of Humanity.
With ease, Nikki jumped back, avoiding the blow that would have split her insides wide open.  Olofar had reacted with emotion, which allowed him to use every once of his strength, but also caused his attack to be clumsy and easily defended.  As she jumped backward, she reached back and pulled out both of her swords, readying them to parry the second attack.  Olofar’s stroke caused him to stumble forward off balance.  He took another moment to regain his footing before he was able to collect his ax and ready it for another strike.  In that time, Nikki could have sliced him up with her swords.  She knew it would be no contest for her, as he was large and slow.  Her only concern was to ensure that he wasn’t able to get a lucky blow.  Anything could happen in battle, and she needed to be prepared for it.
Myllia had stepped back, out of the way.  Her head swung back and forth, taking in the Bargoroth who had made their way back after their initial panic.  When they had seen that their leader was unafraid of the Dragon, they would not let themselves become fearful.  But, they were also not stupid, so they kept their distance.  No one wanted to get caught in the Dragon’s breath or slashed by her razor-sharp teeth.
Kile backed up as well, for he needed to make sure that Nikki’s back was protected.  He also didn’t want to get in her way.  Her reach was long, and even the slightest nick could open up a deep cut.  Barr joined him at his side, his mouth closed tightly, eyes watching the battle closely.  It seemed as if his future might also be dependent on the outcome of the melee.
Once he regained his balance, Olofar let out a war cry and charged forward, hefting his ax over his head to drive it down straight into Nikki’s head.  The berserker rage that Olofar fought with might have worked amid a pitched battle where strength and power were an advantage.  In a close fight between only two combatants, precision and agility were more critical.  Once again, Nikki easily avoided the blow, dodging to the side.  As Olofar stepped past her, carried forward by his momentum, she sliced downward with the sword in her right hand, aiming for his head.  She was not going to take any chances of the barbarian landing a lucky blow.  She wanted and needed to have this end quickly.
To her surprise and dismay, the large man had amazing dexterity.  He slid underneath her blow, stepped towards her, and drove the handle end of the ax into her midsection. 
The force of the blow shocked her and sent pain exploding through her side.  All the air in her lungs was forced out, and she gasped painfully as she tried to breathe.  She had her wind knocked out of her many times, so she did not panic, but she wasn’t going to sit and wait for him to land another lucky strike.  Shuffling backward, she needed to be sure she was entirely clear of the ax.
Olafar smiled, seeing agony in her eyes.  “I don’t care who you are, or what you are, a woman cannot ever defeat a man.”
The pain in her side continued to throb, and whenever she tried to take in a breath, the throbbing became sharp and striking, which caused bright lights to flash in her vision.  She switched her stance, putting her right foot forward to protect her damaged side.  Although she could fight with either her left or right foot forward, fighting with her right foot forward was not her dominate stance, and it felt a little uncomfortable.  She was a warrior, though, trained to embrace discomfort.  She gritted her teeth and shuffled forward, ready to end this quickly.
Olofar’s smile widened to show his teeth, and his eyes sparked with superiority. “Women are weak and only exist because of men.”
Nikki was not going to take the bait.  What he said had no effect on her, and the only way it would make a difference was if she let it.  She had been a woman fighting in a man’s world since she was a little girl so he could say all he wanted.  Her response was to ignore the screaming pain in her side and leap forward, swords slashing down at his head.
He was able to block one sword with the handle of his ax, but the other he let drive into his upper shoulder.  The moment the blade cut through skin, he let out a grunt of pain, or maybe it was of anger.  As Nikki had, he ignored his wound and counter-attacked with his ax, swinging again for her midsection, which was partially exposed.  Again, she dodged away and pressed her attack.  He continued to parry as much as he could, but her swords were too fast, and they were slicing him up.  He was selective in which blows he let through, hoping that he could get one damaging blow through her attack.  One such solid strike from his ax would end the fight.
Nikki quickly realized that Olofar was willing to sacrifice much of himself to wait for one killing blow.  Where her blows were nicking him, none of them were fatal or struck vital organs.  She slowed her attacks, being patient to only attack with precision.  She had plenty of stamina, and the battle could be stretched out for a long time.  Olofar was already huffing and puffing with each of his swings.  She knew it would only be a matter of time before she could strike that fatal blow if she were patient enough.
She could also see that in his eyes, he believed that he would win this fight.  Even as blood flowed from half-a-dozen open wounds, his eyes, facial expression, and body language were clear about his belief.  Even at the last moment, she could tell that he believed he would prevail simply because he was a man.
Her patience paid off as she slowed her attacks and timed them so that there was no chance to defend her swift blades.  Between his thick fur overcoat and fattened skin, she knew she would either have to stab him deeply or stick him in the neck or head.  Picking away at his body was not going to kill him, so she timed her blow so that he would be unable to protect his neck.  When the tip of her sword sliced underneath his chin, blood sprayed out, covering her and those around them.  Still believing that he was invincible, he ignored the blood and his pending death and let out a gurgling last battle cry, surging forward with his ax blade aimed for her head.  It took only two steps before his body failed him.  He stumbled forward, falling face-first into the ground, the ax sliding across the flattened, muddy ground.  Even though he was unmoving and face-down, she drove the point of her sword through his back, cutting into his heart, to be sure that he was dead.
The Bargoroth warriors, who had just seen their tribal leader be felled by a woman, started to surge forward.  Myllia spun towards them and let out a deafening roar.  Anyone close could feel the heat from her breath, even though she kept her fire inside of her.  In an instant, any thoughts of seeking revenge disappeared.
Nikki marched towards them, Olofar’s blood covering her face and clothes.
“The fight against the Tarans is over!” She shouted as loud as she could.  Deathly silence surrounded her.  No one moved, no one spoke.  She turned and pointed to those that were being crucified behind her.  “They are no longer your enemy, as you have won your battle against them.  But the world is bigger than this field, bigger than your lands.  Dragons exist.  You can see Myllia right here in front of you.  Evil exists, too.  This evil has come to our world and is threatening all our lives.  You may not see their army now, but be assured, that if we don’t defeat them now, they will grow so powerful that no one will stop them.  They will come to this land and sweep you into your grave as easily and quickly as I have killed your leader.  He refused to join our fight, so that made him my enemy, and I will kill all my enemies who come between me and victory.”
She looked around to see that she had the attention of everyone around her.  Many had weapons in their hands, but they were not ready to be used.”
She continued, “Tarans came to take your land because they wanted the gold and gems buried underneath it.  The Deceiver will come to your land for the sole purpose of killing you.  They will not leave anyone left alive.  Man.  Woman.  Child.  So, you can return back to your homes and wait for death to come to your door, or you can pick up a sword, an ax, a club, anything, and follow me east.”
Silence hung over the field as she let her words get carried away by the wind.  Clouds had moved in, and a chilly breeze followed.  The grim faces that looked back at her showed the weariness of a war that had been going on for too long.  There was not much fight left in them.  It seemed as if the death of Olofar might have been the final act that took all the wind out of their sails.  She had not spent much time at sea, but with most of her homeland being on an island, she knew what happened when the winds died.  Ships were stuck and could languish for days, or even weeks.
“Your words are strong and powerful,” Barr said behind her.  “But they are the words of a stranger.  Olofar was a fool, and you made him look even more so a fool.  He had no choice but to fight for his pride, and he paid for it with his life.  All of us are willing to fight for our tribes to protect our lands, but what you ask for is not something that we are willing to give.  We have been fighting since I was a child, and now that this war is ended, all we want is peace.”
“There will be no peace,” Nikki countered.  “Not ever, until the Deceiver is defeated.”
Barr shook his head.  “You don’t understand.  Our people are tired of war.  Tired of killing.  This was the last battle, whether we won or lost.  Only one side would come out alive, and it was us.  Now, we must go back to our homes and try and remember what peace was like.  Olofar was our leader in war, and now he is gone.  We must find a leader in peace.  Maybe I will be that leader, or maybe it will be another.  It is time for you to go.”
“I thought you would be willing to help us?”  She had firmly believed that all the tribes would help her.  By killing Olofar, she had been certain they would all jump at the chance to save the world.  That was apparently not the case, and now a horrible sinking feeling was coming over her.  Her warrior instincts that had pushed her to fight Olofar had failed her by making the situation worse.  Maybe Olofar could have been convinced with enough time, but time was certainly not on their side.
As the emotion of the battle and the fight began to wear off, the barbarian people of the north that hadn’t initially run off in a panic when the Dragon arrived began to disperse.
All strength seemed to seep out of Nikki’s body.  “If we fail, if the Deceiver wins this battle, he will come for you.  He will march right across this field and kill every one of you.”
Barr shook his head slowly.  “We will stand and fight, and if the will of the gods is such, then we will win.  If not, then we will lose.”
“And risk the end of all your people?”
“I will fight!”  The words were weak and came from behind them.  If the wind had not been blowing from that direction, they might never have heard the voice.
Nikki turned and looked up at Aeneas, who looked down at them with steely eyes that still showed much fight in them.  She walked to the base of his cross and looked up at him.
“Cut me down,” he croaked out, trying to will his voice to be strong again.  “I will march at your side.”
“You have nails in your wrists and feet,” Nikki said.
“It is only pain,” he replied.
“Cut him down,” Nikki said.  When no one didn’t immediately move, she turned towards Barr and marched up to him and repeated with more force.  “Cut them all down!”
Barr looked past Nikki and up at the Taran General.  He did not move, as he was not sure what he should do.
Nikki still had her bloody swords in her hands and raised them threatening.  “Cut them down!”
Barr motioned for the warriors who remained around them to bring the Tarans down from their crosses.
Aeneas was the first to come down.  It took four Bargoroth warriors to lower the cross, and when it on the ground, Nikki took Olofar’s ax and cut the rope that bound Aenea’s hands and feet.  The nails were going to be the problem.  There was no option to pull the nails from the wood, as they were pounded in too deep.  The only option was to pull the hands and feet out, leaving the nails sunk into the wood.  Pulling dead bodies off the crosses was not a problem, but it caused incredible pain for live ones.
Aeneas let out a cry of immense pain as his hands and feet were pulled away from the wood.  He rolled onto the muddy ground, holding his palms up into the air.  Tears flowed from his eyes, which he hid by burning his head into the soft, muddy ground.  As the other Taran Centurions were pulled off their crosses, they cried and screamed as well.
Nikki bent down at Aenea’s side and gripped him under the armpits to help him to his feet.  He gave a sharp nod to indicate that he was ready to try and stand up.  He first went onto his knees, and then tried to stand up.  Pain erupted through his feet, and he collapsed back onto the ground.
“The nails would have broken his ankles,” Barr said.  “I cannot imagine him walking.  Those that are crucified were not meant to ever be taken down.  I will offer him mercy to relieve him of his pain.”
Aeneas looked up at him with glaring eyes and snapped, “I do not need your mercy!”
He pushed himself back onto his knees and then onto his feet.  Tears filled his eyes as the pain was nearly unbearable.  He took one step, and his leg buckled but did not fall.  He took another step and was able to keep his balance.
“See,” Aeneas said to Barr.  “I can walk.”
“It will take you a week to just walk across this field.”
“Where are our horses?” Nikki asked.  “Did you slaughter them when you ambushed my warriors?”
“We have no need for horses,” Barr replied.  “We would have set them free.”
“Then we will find them, and those that cannot walk will ride.”
“Look at his hands.  He cannot grip a sword.”
Aeneas painfully took five steps towards one of the Bargoroth warriors that had taken possession of a Taran shortsword.  Without resistance, the warrior let Aeneas take it. With a suppressed cry and grunt with each step, Aeneas slowly stepped towards Olofar with a sword in hand.  He gripped it as tightly as he could and chopped down, slicing Olofar’s head from his body.
“I can fight,” Aeneas said, with a glare at Barr.  “As long as there is a breath in my lungs, I will fight.  I am a soldier, and it is all that I know.”  He turned to Nikki and added, “I will fight at your side.  Any of the surviving Centurions will fight as well.”
Four barbarian warriors stepped forward.  They were all large and dressed in furs stained with blood.  Some of it was theirs.  Some of it was others.  Words were exchanged in their native tongue between them and Barr.  Voices were raised, and soon Barr was pointing at Olofar and then sharply pointed at each of the other four in turn.  After several minutes of the contentious conversation, the four newcomers each crossed their arms and turned to look at Nikki.
Barr turned away from them and walked up to Nikki.  “You must understand that our warriors are tired of war.  The tribal leaders are tired of sending our men and boys into battle.  There has been too much death over the past generation caused by invaders who wish to take our land for reasons that many of us never understood.  To ask us to fight for something that we do not understand, that does not affect us…”
“It does affect you!” Nikki interrupted.  “The whole world is at stake!”
Barr let out a long sigh.  “Look around you.  What do you see?  Look past the battlefield.  To the south, past the river, you see open fields of grass that will soon be chest high.  To the north are the forests and past that are the mountains.  Nowhere will you see an invading army.  Your words are just words.”
“What about the Dragon?” Kile asked.  “Does her presence here not convince you otherwise?”
“She is the only reason that you are alive,” Barr replied coldly.  “If she were not here, you and Princess Nikki would be nailed to a cross and left to die.  The other tribal leaders believe you are with the Tarans and that you have come to lead us into a trap.  They believe it is not Gorigard that has an army, but the Tarans, and we will be led into an ambush.”
“I will show you,” Myllia said to all that were around her.
All heads turned towards the Dragon.
“Tara City is the capital city of the Taran Empire.  I will show you what the Deceiver’s army can do and will do if they are not stopped.”
“How will you show us?” Barr replied out loud.
“Three of you can ride upon my back.  I will take you to Tara City, and you will see for yourselves.”
“Ride on your back?” Barr exclaimed.  “So that you can drop us to our deaths?”
Myllia stretched her neck forward and opened her mouth to release a blast of heat from the fire of her belly.  No fire came out, only heat.  “The choice is yours.  Climb upon my back or be burned where you stand.”
It took only a heartbeat for Barr to consider his options.  He pointed to two of the tribal leaders, and they quickly scampered up Myllia’s back.  Ropes were wrapped around her neck, giving them handholds so they wouldn’t fall off.  Without another word, Myllia leaped into the air and quickly disappeared to the southeast.
Nikkia, Kile, and Aeneas were left alone for a few minutes before one of the other tribal leaders came up to them.
“I am Ulg of the Hilekon,” the tribal leader said in broken Commoner.  “If the beast does not return by nightfall, you will be killed.”
Nikki did not show any emotion.  Ulg’s words did not surprise her, as she expected the threat.  “We will not die easily.”
Ulg let out a grunt.  “We shall see.  Now, follow me.”
Nikki, Aeneas, and Kile were escorted to the protection of the command tent.  It didn’t provide them with much relief from the cold, but it did protect them from the harsh, bitter wind.  Aeneas was also given food and water, which he quickly devoured.  He was also given a leather wineskin that contained a bitter and robust wine that he gulped down.  It didn’t stop the pain, but it made it just a bit less stinging.
A young woman appeared through the tent flaps carrying a small clay jar.  She waited to be acknowledged by Ulg before coming in.
“This is Elma,” Ulg said.  “She is a healer.”
Elma walked forward and sat next to Aeneas, who was sitting upright with his legs spread out in front of him.  His feet were already wrapped to stifle his bloody wounds.  Carefully, Elma started to unwrap the bandages.  Aeneas twitched with pain as she lifted a leg.
“She is hurting him!” Nikki said with more concern than anger.
“She has a salve that will help his wounds heal,” Ulg replied.
Aeneas did his best to hide the pain that was shooting through his limbs each time the young woman touched his skin, but his face could not veil what he was feeling.  Nikki clenched her jaw, hoping that the young woman was not harming him further.  Once the bandages were removed, Elma opened the clay jar and dipped her fingers into it, pulling out a thick mass of salve.  Carefully, she began spreading it on his wounds.  As she worked, Elma looked up and spoke to Ulg in her own tongue.
“Elma tells me that neither of his legs are broken.  The nails were driven through the foot between the bones of the foot, but not through the bones themselves.  He will be in much pain, and he will not be able to walk for several days until the wounds have healed some.  Even then, it will be painful for him to walk.”
“I will be fine,” Aeneas growled.  He did his best to hide the pain that he was feeling, but it was evident in his voice.
“You are not fine!” Nikki exclaimed.  “You had nails driven through your feet and wrists!”
“I am not dead, so I am fine.”
“If you are to help us in our fight, you must heal.”
“If I can stand and hold a sword, I will help.  Arg!”  His words ended with a muffled cry as Elma’s hands worked the salve into his wounds.
Nikki let out a laugh.  A smirk crossed Elma’s face as well.  “Do not let your courage blind you,” Nikki said.  “We will find horses, and we will ride our way east.”
Aeneas glared at the young healer.  “I think she did that on purpose.”
“The salve must get into the wound to heal it,” Ulg said.
Aeneas let out another grunt and looked up at Nikki.  With a softened tone, he said, “Thank you for getting my men and me down.  We are in your debt.”
“There is no debt to pay.  Only a promise that you will stand by my side in the battle against the Deceiver.”
Aeneas’ eyes gave off a twinkle.  “Certainly.  I shall not leave your side.”
Realizing what she had said, Nikki’s cheeks flushed red, and she could not look at Aeneas.  “You have my back, and I will have yours.  That’s what I meant.”
“Of course, it is.”
Elma finished up and carefully wrapped his legs and hands in loose bandages.  She spoke to Ulg before quietly leaving.
To Aeneas, Ulg said, “Elma insists that you rest.  The salve will only help the healing, but it is rest that will do the most work.”
“We must leave at first light in the morning,” Nikki said.  “Whether you are with us, or not.”
“We do not have supplies to spare, but you can have whatever you need.”
Nikki gave a sharp nod and replied, “We are grateful for your kindness.”
Ulg shrugged his shoulders.  “Elma’s healing may not matter, for if the dragon does not return by nightfall, you will be killed.”
“She will return,” Nikki insisted.
Ulg gave Aeneas a long look before continuing.  “Elma is a healer and insisted on taking care of your friend, even though he is a Taran.  I, however, would have thought nothing of letting him suffer through the pain of his wounds.  I will return when the Dragon returns, or when the sun falls below the horizon, whichever is first.”
Ulg quickly left the tent.  When the flap opened as he passed through, several armed barbarians could be seen milling about.
“There is little chance for escape,” Kile said.  He had sat down on the hard ground and pulled his cloak tightly about his body to keep warm.
“There is no chance for escape,” Aeneas said.  “If your flying beast does not return, and they come to kill us, I will fight back with you, but there is a whole army out there.  Princess Nikki, it would be an honor to die in battle with you.”
“Myllia will return,” Nikki replied.  “Now, rest up, for the pain is making you delusional.”
Aeneas laughed, but he did close his eyes and quickly let himself fall into a light sleep.
***


Shouting erupted from outside the tent, causing Nikki to jump up, startled.  She had not wanted to fall asleep, but fatigue had finally overcome her.  In another heartbeat, she drew her swords and prepared to attack whoever came through the tent flag.  A moment later, Ulg stepped through.  He was not armed, which made Nikki relax.  She could not tell if it was disappointment or surprise on his face.
“Your beast has returned,” Ulg said.
Nikki helped Aeneas to his feet and supported him as he hobbled outside the tent to await Myllia’s arrival.  Once outside, they realized that much of the army had stayed for the return of Barr and the two other tribal leaders.  A buzz of anticipation filled the air, as eyes looked up into the sky to watch Myllia approach from the south.  Myllia descended slowly, for she did not want to cause her three riders to fall from their perch.  As soon as she touched down, Barr and his two companions slipped off.  The mass of warriors pushed forward but remained a safe distance away from the Dragon.
Ulg walked forward to meet Barr, but Barr walked right past him.
“Princess Nikki,” Barr said with a grim tone.  “We will march at first light.”
“What did you find?” Nikki asked.
“Devastation.  Complete and utter devastation.”
“Should we not run for the mountains?” Ulg asked.  The other two tribal leaders quickly responded sharply in their own language, causing Ulg to take a step back.
Barr looked at the two tribal leaders and nodded his head, adding his own sharp rebuke.  “I agree.  To run is cowardly.  We are not cowards.  There is no hiding from whatever it was that destroyed Tara City and the miles of land around it.  No building was left standing, and no Taran appeared to be left alive.  We will not sit back and wait for this to happen to our people.  Princess Nikki?  You will lead us east?”
Nikki wanted to smile and show relief at the barbarians deciding to join in the fight, but she kept herself from showing any emotion.  There was no joy in what they were doing, for it would likely mean their ultimate and untimely deaths.  Even if they were successful in winning the war, many thousands more would probably die before the fighting was over.  She did not care if she was one of those that survived or not, she only knew that it was her duty to fight to the end.
Aeneas looked at Barr and said, “We have been fighting against one another for many, many years.  I look forward to fighting at your side.”
Barr tipped his head forward.  “How our fates have changed.  If only the Dragon had come a few days earlier, maybe both our armies would be heading east.”
Aeneas shook his head.  “Princess Nikki told us about the Deceiver, and General Lucius, the leader of our army, did not listen.  He would never have considered fighting at your side.”
“If he would have seen what I saw, I think he would have changed his mind.”
“It was that bad?”
“There is nothing left of your capital city, and for miles around it.  You have family there?”
“I did.”
“I am sorry.”
Aeneas did his best to hold his emotions in check.  “I am a soldier.  I am used to death.”
“That is good, for there is much yet to come.”




Chapter Twelve

Immerallis lifted his snout and bared his teeth.  The bright whiteness of the cave’s entrance was in stark contrast to the darkness of the interior where he lay in silence.  Snuggled safely between his right shoulder and the cold stone of the cave wall was the large speckled egg that represented the future of Dragons.  He was a little surprised that someone, or something, had not come sooner.  In fact, he was disappointed that he had yet to be found out.  He didn’t know who it was, but he knew it wasn’t Human, and he knew it was the enemy.  Humans had a particular scent that he could smell from a long way away.  The other creatures of the Deceiver had their own scent as well, but he could not place the smell that his strong nose picked up.  He reached out with his feelings, trying to use the Web of Magic to discover its identity, but he only found blankness.  At least it wasn’t the Deceiver carrying his amulet.  That was the one being that he could detect through the Web of Magic.  All the other creatures of the Deceiver were almost like a black hole of emptiness, and that was what he felt right now.
A moment later, the bright light of the entrance was blocked by a towering figure.  It looked Human, as it had two arms and stood on two legs, but Immerallis knew it was far from Human.  Even in the shadows of the light behind it, he could see its hulking muscular physique.  A large club was held in its right hand, which the creature dragged on the floor of the cave as it walked forward.
Immerallis was not going to wait.  He sprang to his feet and aimed his nose at the creature and emptied all the Dragonfire in his belly at it.  The yellow flames of fire filled the cave with light, and for a brief moment, he saw the creature’s face.  It showed no fear or emotion, even in the face of death.  It kept moving forward, even as flames engulfed it.  It did not scream in pain or horror, as he expected, but took another step forward.
Then, it dropped to a knee and fell forward.  Its body was charred black.  The wooden club that it had held disintegrated in the fire.  Immerallis wrinkled his nose at the pungent scent of burned death that filled the cave.
Immerallis moved forward slowly and carefully.  With one of its front legs, he pushed the body over, just to be sure it was dead.  It was barely recognizable as a living creature.  He was about to grab it and toss it out of the cave when the light from the cave’s entrance dimmed.
Another of the creatures had stepped into the entrance.  A heartbeat later, a second creature joined the first.  Immerallis suddenly realized his tactical mistake.  He had expended all his fire on the one creature.  It would take some time for the fire to return, and by then, it might be too late.
“Who are you?” Immerallis asked them.  If he could delay them long enough, he might be able to generate enough fire to at least slow them down.
He was met with a blank abyss of nothingness.  No thoughts.  No feelings.  Their size did not scare him, nor did their spiked clubs.  It was the emptiness of their minds that caused him fear.  Until now, every living creature that he had come across gave off an aura of life that he could feel with his thoughts.  The higher-functioning beings like Humans, Elves, and Dwarves, could communicate with Dragons.  These creatures were an empty shell void of life.
If he had known they were the Deceiver’s most powerful soldiers, Immerallis might have simply tried to flee.  He did not know they were called Mashers, or that they were impervious to pain.  He saw them as a threat, and he wasn’t going to back down from them.  Even when they picked up their clubs and smashed them onto the cavern wall, sending chunks of stone flying into the darkness, he was not dissuaded from the fight.  He knew they were not after him, but after the egg, and he would defend the egg to the end.  The power of the unborn Dragon was dangerous to the Deceiver, but even Immerallis did not know how dangerous.
A thick, rumbling growl came from deep within his belly as he crouched low.  There was little room to maneuver, but enough for him to spring forward and attack.  The Mashers leaped to action without warning, their instincts taking over where their thoughts could not.  With the grace of a feline, they jumped to either side of Immerallis so they could not both be attacked at the same time.  Immerallis snapped his razor-sharp jaws at one, but it dodged away.  At the same time, he swung his tail at the other, catching it fully in the side and sending it crashing against the far wall.
Immerallis did not wait to see it immediately jump back up and march forward, club raised to strike his back.  Instead, Immerallis was trying to catch the other Masher in its jaws.  As fast as the Dragon was, the Masher was even faster.  It dodged out of the way as the other Masher swung his club down on Immerallis’ back.
The power of the blow surprised Immerallis.  He saw it coming and thought he had braced himself for the strike, but it rocked his body to the core.  His legs collapsed under the force of the attack, and a sharp pain exploded up his back.  For a moment, he could not move his lower body, and that made him only angrier.  Twisting his body to face the Masher who attacked him from behind, he left himself exposed to the other Masher, who immediately took advantage of the situation.  Almost as if it were choreographed, the other Masher swung his club across Immerallis’ exposed face.  He was unprepared for the speed of the swing and was caught flush.  With his lower body still stinging, his head snapped back, causing him to twist away from the blow.
His mind was fuzzy, and he saw flashes of light floating in the darkness.  There was pain throughout his body, but he had felt worse pain many times.  There would be nothing short of death that would stop him from protecting his unborn progeny.
He had expected both Mashers to continue to attack him, but as soon as they delivered their blows, they moved into the darkness of the cave.  Clearly, the two Mashers were not focused on him, but on getting to the egg.  Desperation filled his actions, and he forced himself back onto all fours, despite the sluggishness in his mind and muscles.  He leaped at the nearest one, who tried to dodge away.  Understanding how quick they really were, Immerallis anticipated the counter-move, and he caught the Masher in his jaws.  He was able to not only get his body but also his arms as well.  This prevented the Masher from being able to strike back while he had a hold of it.  It squirmed and kicked, desperate to be free, but Immerallis squeezed down with his jaws, teeth biting into soft tissue.  He tasted its blood and felt the crush of bones.
As the other Masher sprinted into the darkness immediately after striking him on the back, it was too far away to attack.  Immerallis could see it clearly in the darkness, but he could tell it could not see as well, for it had stopped sprinting and was moving forward slowly, searching for the egg that it knew was nearby.  There was just enough light from the entrance to allow it to find the egg, and now it was poised over it, lifting its club to smash the egg and kill the future.  Immerallis knew that it was not only the future of Dragons that would die with the blow but also the future of all civilizations.  There would still be a war to fight, but the little Dragon named Melissa was to be the key to ultimate survival.  He could die.  Myllia could die, but Melissa needed to survive.  At least a bit longer.
The Masher in Immerallis’ jaws was still kicking and thrashing about to try and free itself, but Immerallis had complete control over it.  With a twist of his neck, he flung the Masher towards the other.  Before the Masher’s club could strike down on the egg, they crashed together, and they both tumbled deeper into the cave and darkness.  Immerallis was not going to wait for them to recover, for he knew it would only be a heartbeat or two before they were up and ready to fight.  If he didn’t have to protect the egg, he would have stayed and fought.  Now that he knew that they bled, and their bones could be crushed, he was confident he could have disposed of them.  His duty, though, was to protect and not to fight.  With two bounding leaps, he reached the egg and scooped it up in his jaws, setting his jaw muscles tight and firm to protect the egg.
The Mashers quickly untangled themselves and sprang to their feet.  Immerallis swung his body around, targeting his tail to strike them both against the cave’s stone wall.  The uninjured Masher easily ducked out of the way, but the other Masher was too slow and was caught by his tail.  Immerallis didn’t just try and fling the Masher against the wall but pushed with his tail to pin it as hard and fast as he could.  More bones crunched, and the Masher dropped to the floor unmoving.
Immerallis did not hesitate for another heartbeat.  Part of him wanted to continue the fight, but two had appeared just after he killed one, so he was not going to wait for more to show up.  Pushing his legs as fast as they would go, he sprinted for the cave entrance only to see three Mashers suddenly appear, blocking the entrance.  In just four steps, he was almost at full speed, and nothing was going to stop the massive force of his momentum.  Keeping his jaws clenched around the egg to protect it, he shoved one aside, and his body sent another tumbling outside the entrance and down the mountainside.  The third was able to step aside and swing its club at his back, but it was only a glancing blow.
Once outside, Immerallis spread his wings and tucked his feet up to his belly.  Despite the pain that spread up his tail and to his back, he pumped his wings to gain altitude.  With each flap of his wings, pain shot farther up his back, and he almost faltered.  The feel of the egg safe in his jaws kept him moving and allowed him to ignore the nearly incapacitating pain.  Once he was high enough, he banked slightly to be able to see the cavern’s entrance.  Three Mashers were standing the cave’s entrance, watching him fly away.  The fourth was still tumbling down the mountainside in a cloud of snow.
He turned away and aimed for the Great Mountains far to the north, but he quickly realized he would never make it.  The blows against his back had weakened him, and he would need time to rest.  Even if he made it as far as the Great Mountains, he would be vulnerable to another attack.  They had found him once, and it was likely they would find him again.  If Myllia were nearby, she could protect him long enough to recover, but she was still hundreds of miles away, off on her errand.  His only recourse was to put his trust in the Humans and Elves to help him.  He didn’t like the idea, but he knew there was no other logical choice.  Keeping his wings spread wide, he dipped to the right to turn back towards the White Mountains and the Human fortress.
***
Hargon did not need to use a torch to light his way.  He held his palm up, and a small ball of reddish flame gave just enough light to guide him down the rough-hewn corridor that led to the dungeons.  It was dirty and musty, with cobwebs everywhere.  It was also not as cold as he expected.  He left his thick wool robe hanging open, exposing the golden necklace that gave him much of his power.  Up ahead, there was a harsh yellow light that flickered against the stone corridor.  Behind a corner, torches had been lit to give light to a part of the castle that had not been used in generations.  He glanced back, looking into the blackness of the corridor behind him.  Unseen in the darkness, steps led up to the hidden entrance.  There was no reason to believe that he had been followed, but he had that feeling that someone was watching him.  He tilted this head to listen more closely, but he heard no sounds.
He thought for a moment about sending the ball of fire he held in the palm of his hand down into the darkness to see if there was someone there, but the feeling of being watched quickly passed and he turned towards the open chamber at the end of the corridor.  He was not worried about more spies, but he was concerned about someone asking questions that he didn’t want to answer.  Doing his best to refocus on the job at hand, he strode purposefully towards the castle’s dungeon.
The castle’s dungeon was a man-made chamber that had been widened from a smaller natural cavern when the castle was initially constructed.  Within the chamber were three individual square cells, each about twenty feet on a side.  The vertical iron bars that made up each cell were solid, but rusty, which showed their age in the damp environment.  A ring of torches had been lit around the cells giving plenty of light and little extra warmth.  Two guards were sitting on small wooden crates and snapped to attention as Hargon approached.  They were older men who were capable of using the swords hung at their sides.  One had been a Royal Guard in South Karmon before the city had been destroyed.  The other had once been a simple farmer who had taken up a sword in the attack on South Karmon and quickly figured out how to hold it and use it to kill.
Both had tired eyes, something common among the castle’s occupants.  Everyone was on edge, waiting for the battle that would soon come, but not knowing when it would happen.  The anticipation was making the situation even worse.  Eventually, the anxiety and anxiousness would turn into petty bickering and internal strife.  He had seen it in Taran when differing political factions could no longer co-exist.  No one wanted to fight among themselves, but they also didn’t know how not to fight.  Queen Elissa and the Elven leadership were mired in their war councils, trying to figure out what to do and when to do it.  He couldn’t blame them too much for not seeing the internal strife that was bubbling up around them, but that was what leaders did.  They didn’t micromanage those they led, but they did need to make sure that they were aware of everything that was going on around them.  What he saw from them was too much discussion and too little action.  It was now time for action, which is why he was here.
As soon as Hargon stepped into the small dungeon, he could not take his eyes off Marila, who was huddled against the back corner of the middle cell.  She was back in her Human form, but all he could see was the skinless form that was her true self.
“I will be interrogating the prisoner,” Hargon declared with a firm, monotone voice.  They did not respond immediately, so he added, “You may leave, now.”
Instead of leaving as commanded, the two guards glanced at one another.  They had been instructed by Conner to not leave the dungeon.
“We were instructed to stay here until relieved,” the former Royal Guard replied after another moment of uncomfortable silence.
“Then consider yourself relieved!” Hargon snapped back angrily.
Between Hargon’s anger and their desire to not be stuck in a creepy dungeon, they did not need to be further convinced.  They took one of the torches and quickly left.
Hargon waited patiently until he was sure that they were alone, and the two guards were out of earshot.  Marila had looked up at him when he first arrived, but now she was staring at the ground with a blanket pulled around her shoulders.  A small bucket was set in the opposite corner, and from the smell that came from it, it had been recently used.  He curled his nose and lamented that he had not smelled it sooner and had the guards remove it.
“Your body seems to function as a Human’s does,” Hargon said.
Marila did not move.  Her eyes remained focused on the ground.
“We all know what you are,” Hargon said after a few moments.  He was patient, allowing her to think about her answers, or to think about if she even wanted to talk.  The silence was indeed awkward, which was what he wanted.  “Why do you not show yourself as you truly are?”
Marila continued to be still and silent.
“This will go better if you talk,” Hargon said.  He had softened his voice and stepped forward so that he was standing next to her cell door.  “You know where the Deceiver’s army is.”
She looked up at him with stunningly beautiful eyes, and he had to continue to remind himself that she was not Human, but a creature of the Deceiver.
“I never saw the army.  Only the Deceiver and the hairy beast that is always at his side.”  She fell silent again but didn’t take her eyes off of him.
“How far away were you when you saw them?”
To his surprise, she responded right away.  “Three days fast walk straight west.”
“If they were only three days away, why have they not attacked?”
She shook her head.  “I was never privy to his plans.  I only did as he commanded.”
“And he commanded you to spy on us, to kill us?  To kill me?”
For a moment, the beauty of her eyes flashed away, and he saw fiery anger in them.  “If I were sent to kill you, you would not be standing here.  Your body would be cold and dead.”
He reached up to his necklace and pulled it out for her to see.  “Is this what you came for?”
“Yes.  Well, no.”
“Yes? No?  What is it?”
She took in a deep breath and let it out slowly.  “No, I was not sent to take it.  I was sent to find it, but the Deceiver knew I had touched it and must have believed that I betrayed him by not taking it from you.”
“Why did you not take it?”
“When I touched it, I felt power.  It was a power I could not imagine, and it scared me.  I’d never been scared before, even when standing in the presence of the Deceiver I had never felt fear.  But when I touched the necklace, I felt fear.”  Her gaze drifted down to the ground as she had talked.
Hargon grabbed one of the wooden crates and set it next to her cell.  He billowed out the back of his robe and sat down, elbows on his knees, and chin resting in his hands.  “He wants this, does he not?”
She nodded his head.  “He is powerful, more powerful than you can imagine, but he is not nearly as powerful in this realm with only half the Ark of Life.  If he were to ever have both pieces, he would not even need an army.  He would be powerful enough to conquer this world by himself.”
“Right,” Hargon said, trying to hold back his emotions and his smile.  “And someone else who had both parts of the Ark of Life would be just as powerful and able to defend the world against the Deceiver.”
It took a moment for Marila to comprehend what Hargon was saying.  When she finally did understand, she was left speechless and could only shake her head.
“I see fear in your eyes,” Hargon said.  “I had seen many types of fear in the eyes of my people when I was emperor.  Did you know that?  I was once emperor of the greatest nation this world had ever known.  Our borders spread from coast to coast, encompassing millions of Taran citizens.  I saw fear in the eyes of politicians that betrayed me and had to be executed.  I saw fear in the eyes of Centurions when they first marched out onto a battlefield.  I saw fear in the eyes of little boys when I walked up to them on the street.  So many types of fear, and yet, there is something about the fear that I see in your eyes.  Tell me about the fear in your eyes.”
Once again, she dropped her gaze to the ground.  She could not reveal her true fear, for she could not let the words come out of her mouth.  To reveal that she feared the Deceiver destroying this world that she had come to love would mean that she would genuinely be a traitor to her kind and to her realm.  She knew she was a traitor, and she had no regrets, but to voice it was something that she could not do.
Hargon smiled his charismatic smile.  “You cannot tell me about the fear in your eyes because they are not your eyes.  The eyes I see are not the eyes of Marila, but they are the eyes of who you think I want Marila to be.  Or, are they the eyes of the one who you want to be?  Show me.  Show me your true eyes and show me the fear that is in them.”
He blinked, and Marila, as he had seen her, was gone.  The long flowing hair was gone.  Her soft, white skin was gone.  Her real eyes, dark and strange, were large for her face.  She parted her lips to show teeth that were sharp and dangerous.
“See me as I am,” she said.  “See me as the monster that you think me to be.”
He stood and walked up to the cell gate.  With a quick flip with his hands and the muttering of a simple spell, the cell lock was released, and he pulled the door open.
“You can come out, now,” He said softly.
She didn’t move.
He smiled and stepped into the cell, then walked over to her.  He kneeled down so that he was looking straight into her eyes.  With slow movements, so he didn’t startle her, he reached out and touched the side of her face.  Her skin was tender and warm, which surprised him.  She felt no different than the hundreds of other women that he had touched in his life.  This one, however, sent electricity through his body like none other.  She started to shake.
“You are truly afraid?”
Her eyes filled with tears, and she nodded her head.
“There is nothing to fear, anymore.”  With his other hand, he lifted the necklace up and showed the open spot where the Ark of Life gem once was set.  “As long as you help me retrieve the gem that fits into my necklace, there is nothing to fear.  I will even let you live a comfortable life.  Betray me, though, or refuse to do as I ask, and your life will end slowly and painfully.  Is that clear?”
She hesitated for just a moment and then gave a slow nod.
Hargon stood up and backed his way out of the cell, a sly grin plastered onto his face.  Once he was outside the cell, he pushed the door closed and mumbled some words to seal the locking mechanism so that it could only be opened by him.
As he turned to leave, Hargon said, “When it is time, I will come for you.”  He left quickly, with long, purposeful strides.
***
Marila watched Hargon leave the dungeon, her sharp ears listening for his footfalls to disappear down the corridor.  At the moment when there was complete silence, she buried her hands in her head and let tears fly.  They were real tears from the large, dark eyes that she was born with.  Until recently, she had not even known that she could cry, but now here she was, crying as she had seen Humans cry.  The warm tears tickled her checks, and she wiped them clean, sniffling while she did so.  An uncontrollable sob came out, and then she laughed.  The idea of her having emotions swept through her and gave her a joyous feeling that made her cry even more.  As she wept, more sobs came, and that made her laugh even harder.
She knew that she could never be Human, but the idea of having emotions made her feel closer to them.  It made her understand her feelings towards them.  She did not hate any of them, even though she had been born and bred to hate everything from this realm.  They were not the monsters that she had been told they were.  In fact, she realized that her kind, and those like her, were more the monsters.  The Humans of this realm were not devoted to death and killing, they were loving people who just wanted to live their lives and grow old.  If only her kind could see this world for what it truly was, then maybe the realm of the Deceiver could be a place of joy instead of a place of hate.
“That is a funny laugh.”
Marila’s heart leaped at the voice.  She had been distracted by her tears and laughter, so she had missed hearing someone approach.  Immediately, her laughter and crying stopped.  She stood up, still in her natural form.
The large form of Lord Martin stepped through the opening into the chamber.  His round face had a smile stretched on it.  His eyes glittered in the light of the torches.  For an instant, she thought she saw evil, but it was so fast and fleeting, she could not be sure.
“Well, aren’t you just the sight!” Lord Martin said.  He stopped in the doorway and crossed his arms.  “You have a nice chat with Hargon?  What did you two talk about?”
Marila remained silent.  She knew little about the man who stood in front of her but based on seeing how others interacted with him, he was not well respected.  He had a title, which meant he was important, but no one seemed to show any respect towards him.  Her impression of him was that he was not trustworthy, so she kept her mouth shut.
He turned his body towards the corridor and gave a quick wave of his hand.  “Did you know there is a little alcove hidden under the stairs?  It’s hard to see and hard to find unless you are looking for it.  It was a tight fit for me, but I made it.  But, the problem with that location was that I couldn’t hear what you and Hargon were talking about.  Would you like to share that with me?  No?”
Lord Martin stepped over to the crate that Hargon had sat on and lowered himself down to it.  He let out a grunt and groan to get that low.
“Come, sit next to me.  Let’s talk.”
Marila continued to stand still.
“Let me lay it out for you, straight and true.  This world is about to be conquered.  I can see that, and I think you know that as well.  This Deceiver guy has a pretty powerful army, certainly more powerful than the little army that we have here.  Did you know that?  Of course, you did!  You’re one of his spies, so you certainly know how weak our forces are.  I guess it’s a good thing that we have you here in a cage instead of telling the Deceiver all about our weaknesses.  We don’t have to be enemies, though.  Our kind and yours.  We can share this world together, as it is a vast world.  I have hardly been outside the borders of our little kingdom, but I do know that there is a world out there that is vast and empty.  Your Deceiver can have the take of what is out there, but I think we can come to some arrangement that allows us to co-exist.”
Marila was almost speechless.  She could not believe that this man actually thought the Deceiver could be reasoned with.  She shook her head and said, “You do not understand who you fight.  You fight against a force that does not care about you or your world.  He does not care that you can exist.  He only cares that you do exist and that you are an enemy that should be destroyed.  There is no bargaining or treaty that you can make with him.  There is only death and destruction.”
Lord Martin’s smile grew.  He would not be deterred.  “I have found in my life that there is a price for everyone and everything.  I just don’t know what the price of the Deceiver is.  What does he want?  What will he take?  I think we can come to some agreement.  We just need to get together.  He and I.  And you can make that happen.”
“There is no talking with the Deceiver.”
“There is always talking.  I will release you if you take me to him.”
“If I take you to him, he will kill both of us.”
Lord Martin laughed.  “You are his spy, why would he kill you.”
“Because I failed him!  He already tried to kill me once, and if he saw that he failed, he would do so again, and this time it would be slow and sure!  I will never get close to him again.”
“I know lies.  I can see them in your eyes.  You want something else.  Tell me what it is you want.  Clearly, your freedom is not enough.  Do you want your own kingdom?  I am sure that we can make that arrangement.  Gold?  Gems?  Jewels?  Power?  You name it, I can get it for you.  Anything for peace.”
Marila could only shake her head in surprise.  “I don’t know what you see in me, but it is not lies.  I am as much an enemy of the Deceiver as you are.  Now let me be in peace.”
With much effort, Lord Martin pushed himself to his feet.  The smile on his face was gone and in its place was anger.  “I gave you a chance to help us.  If you are not going to help us, then you are of no worth to us.  In fact, you are only going to be a hindrance.  Rufus!”
Marila let out a gasp as she saw another man come in from the darkness.  He held a bow with an arrow nocked and ready to be fired.  The man also had a smile on his face, a smile that could easily have been joy, as if what he was about to do was going to be the most enjoyable thing he did in his life.  With one smooth movement, the bow was lifted, and the arrow released.
The arrow struck Marila square in the center of the chest, sending her spinning to the ground.  She lay on her side, unmoving.
“You weren’t supposed to kill her!” Lord Martin screamed, shaking both fists at Rufus. 
Rufus walked out of the shadows of the corridor, bow in hand.  “I told you that the bow is not something I am very good at.”
“The arm!” Lord Martin cried out.  “Or the leg!  Any place other than the center of the chest!”
“I’m sorry,” Rufus replied in an unconvincing voice.  “I had to shoot through the cell bars.  I did my best.”
Lord Martin turned around to look at the body.  He scratched his head, his mind spinning trying to decide what they were going to do next.  He planned to use Rufus to threaten her into helping him, but that was apparently out of the question.  Now, he needed to be concerned with being associated with her death.
With exasperation clearly in his voice, he waved at Marila’s body.  “Well, get her out of there.  We’ll have to dispose of the body somehow.”
With a grunt, Rufus trudged forward and pulled out a key that he had taken from one of the guards.  He tried to put it into the lock, but the key would not go in.
“What is it?”
“It won’t go in.”
“Did you get the wrong key?” Lord Martin stepped to the cell and pushed Rufus out of the way and grabbed the key from his hands.  He tried to shove it into the lock, but it wouldn’t go in.  There was a hole there for the key, but it was as if the hole was filled in.  He could see the hole, but the key would just not go in.  “What is going on!”
Rufus could only shrug.  “That man Hargon was here.  Maybe he did something to the lock.”
Lord Martin wiped the sweat that was coming off his brow.  He gripped the cell door and shook it as if he could break his way in.
“The guards will return any moment,” Rufus said.  “And they know we were the last ones to see her alive.”
Lord Martin rubbed his chin for a few moments while he ran through various scenarios in his mind.  There weren’t many options that would keep him from being accused of murder.
Finally, his voice perked up, and he quickly said, “Rip the front of my tunic.”
“What?”
“I will say that she grabbed me while I was talking to her and you had to defend me.  Do it!”
Rufus took hold of Lord Martin’s shirt and pulled as hard as he could, ripping the front.  This caught Lord Martin off balance and started to tumble forward.  Then, Rufus sent a quick and sharp jab at Lord Martin’s face, striking him square in the nose.
Let out a cry of pain, Lord Martin grabbed his nose, trying to hold back the blood that was pouring from it.  “Why did you do that!”
“A ripped tunic would not be enough,” Rufus said, trying not to smile too much.  “She pulled you into the cell bars, breaking your nose.  I had to defend you.”
Lord Martin glared back at Rufus, squeezing his nose to keep blood from pouring out of it and into his mouth.  “I think you enjoyed that.”
Rufus shook his head.  “Oh, not at all, but you do need to appear as if you were attacked.  Clearly, no one will doubt your story, now!”
With a huff, Lord Martin stalked out of the dungeon.
Rufus gave a quick glance back to make sure that Marila had no life left in her.  He would rather have gone into the cell to be sure, but Hargon had done something magical to the lock.  The arrow had pierced her right in the heart, exactly as he planned.  Pleased with his accuracy, he followed Lord Martin into the dark corridor.
***
Marila waited until she could no longer hear the footfalls before she rolled over.  In her right hand, she held the arrow.  Its tip had sliced through her palm as she grabbed it before it struck her.  It was a well-aimed shot, for if it had hit her, it would have gone right into her heart and killed her almost instantly.  She tossed the arrow onto the ground in frustration.  She had hoped that the fat Lord Martin would have come into the cell to see if she was truly dead, which would allow her to overwhelm him and escape.  The other man, Rufus, would have proved to be a bit more of a challenge, especially if he still had arrows nocked and ready to be fired.  Neither man was her equal, and if she had killed them in her escape, she would not have felt sorry.
She walked to the cell door and leaned against the cold, rusty iron.  A tingle swept up the back of her neck, and she thought she heard an audible click.  Then she let out an astonished cry as she tumbled forward, the cell door falling open.  She turned to look back at the open door, confused as much as she was surprised.  Lord Martin had shaken the door, but it had not opened.  When she had just leaned on it, it had opened.  The strange tingling feeling stuck with her like an echo, and she wondered what magic he had cast that allowed the door to be opened only for her.  For some reason, Hargon wanted her to escape.  Maybe he knew that Lord Martin was trying to get her to help him.  It did not matter why, but she did know that he would be watching her.  If she tried to run, he would be waiting for her.  His magic made him much more powerful that she was, so she had to be wary of him.  If she ever was able to get past his magic, she knew she could overpower him, but it was unlikely that would ever happen.  Was he waiting for her to show herself as a spy, or was he trying to prove herself as an ally?  Regardless, she could not stay in the dungeon, for someone would surely return to check to see if she were truly dead.  Maybe there would come a time when she could help in the fight against the Deceiver, but until that time came, she would have to find a place to hide.
Cautiously, she walked down the dark corridor, letting her superior vision see her way to the stairs that led out of the dungeon.




Chapter Thirteen

Conner walked across the castle’s courtyard avoiding the many pairs of men and boys training for the upcoming battle.  The skies were overcast, and the air was heavy with the remnants of winter, but most everyone was clad in only a light tunic.  Their training was intense and hard, but no one cared.  They all knew the only way they would survive the upcoming battle was to field a more experienced army.  Their numbers would not be in their favor, so everyone who took to the battlefield needed to be trained as well as they could be.  He also knew that many of these regular Karmon folk would not survive the battle, even if they prepared their best.  He had seen too much death since he had started his training with Master Goshin.  Even the greatest of warriors would fall, and although they were courageous and committed, the men and boys training in the courtyard were far from the best.
He wasn’t sure how he felt about the upcoming battle.  Part of him was anxious and afraid, but another part of him was confident and eager.  He had faced many trials and adventures over the past two years, and each one of them had prepared him for this moment.  He thought his nerves would be on end, and he would be jumpy and nervous at the thought of the upcoming battle.  Instead, he felt a calm resolve.  Even in the face of seemingly insurmountable odds, there was not one thought of failure in his mind.  The slight weight of the swords strapped to his back added to his comfort.  With them in his hands, he knew he was undefeatable.
“Hail, Conner!” Marik called from across the courtyard with a wave of his hand.
Conner returned the wave and trotted over to meet his friend.
Marik was overseeing the care of their warhorses.  There were not many of them, but enough for a full company of Karmon Knights.  All the horses had been pulled out of the stables and were being brushed down by Knights and squires alike.  Before the Deceiver had brought his war to their world, a Karmon Knight would never be caught tending to his horse.  That was the duty of a squire.  Since there were so few squires, the Knights who were going to ride took the responsibility of caring for their own horses.  None minded, and most took joy in the simple, menial task of brushing the powerful warhorses.
“You will lead the charge?” Conner asked.  He walked up to the horse that Marik had been brushing and gently rubbed his hand along the smooth hair of the horse’s haunch.
“When the time comes, I will be at the front,” Marik replied.
“Then the battleplan is set?”
“It is.”  Marik turned away and ran a brush down the side of his horse.  “We just have to wait for the enemy to arrive.  I have come to realize that maybe they are staying hidden simply to make us more nervous and anxious.  It seems to be working.  Everyone is on edge.”
Conner glanced over his shoulder at the men and boys training with their weapons of choice.  “Not everyone seems to be on edge.  The training is going well.”
Marik let out a grunt.  “It was a long winter, and everyone is ready to be out of this castle.  In fact, nearly everyone is asking to be on the patrols just so they can get out of the castle for a few hours.  I feel like we are trapped here, and the Deceiver has not even laid siege to us, yet!”
“Each day that passes, the better trained we get.”
Marik paused his brushing.  “And each day that passes, the more food gets eaten.  Food stores are running low.  The Elves have really helped with hunting fresh meat, but they have to hunt deeper and deeper into the forest.  The grain that we carried with us from Tyre is almost gone.  We do have an endless supply of water, but without food, all the water in the world will do us no good.”
“You think the Deceiver is delaying purposely to weaken us?”
“Why wouldn’t he?”
“Have you mentioned this to King Illichian or Elissa?”
Marik returned to his brushing with a dismissive grunt.  “Several times.”
“And?”
“I am alone in my thinking.  I am not a seasoned general who has fought in many wars, unlike the Elves who have lived for thousands of years and fought in thousands of battles.”  Marik shook his head in frustration.  “But, they have not fought in thousands of years, or against anyone like the Deceiver.”
“Maybe I should talk to Elissa?”
“No, they are probably right.  I am just a Knight Ranger.”
“Marik!” Conner put his hand on his friend’s shoulder.  “I have never heard you talk like this before.  You are sounding defeated even before the battle has begun.  You are right in that it has been a long winter, but everyone else is counting on us, you, me, Elissa, and Glaerion to show strength.  If we show weakness, then they will see it and will feel weak, too.  We cannot let ourselves be dragged down by our thoughts.  We have to be above that and show that we are leaders!”
Marik smiled and said, “The One God chose wisely in you.”
“I still don’t know why.  I am nothing but a peasant boy.”
“You inspire us.”
Conner shook his head.  “No, it is you and your Knights that will always inspire us.”  An image popped into his head, and a smile crept across his face.  “Mount up.”
“What?”
“You and your Knights.  Mount up and ride around the courtyard.  These horses haven’t been able to run very much.”
Marik gave Conner a questioning look.  “We run them outside every few days.”
“Together?  In ranks?”
“Well, no.”
“Then do it here.”
Marik glanced past Conner’s shoulder.  “The courtyard is too small, and they are still training.”
“They will move, and it’s not too small.”
Marik continued to hesitate.
Conner moved closer and lowered his voice.  “These people need to be reminded who the Karmon Knights are.  Show them.  Remind them.  I have ridden among the knights, and the power was intoxicating.  I cannot imagine what it would feel like to have the thunder of your warhorses pounding the ground around me.”
Marik gave a slight shrug to his shoulders and pulled his horse towards the stables and began talking to his fellow Knights.  It did not take them long to saddle their horses.
Conner started walking towards the center of the courtyard.  He wanted to be right in the middle of them to watch and feel the thunder of the warhorse’s hooves.
Fifty-three Knights mounted warhorses.  It was nearly all that was left of the vaunted Karmon Knights.  Before the Tarans brought their Centurions to South Karmon, there had been nearly a thousand Knights.  Many had fallen during those first days of the battle, and many more had fallen in sacrifice to help save the kingdom.  As Conner realized how few there were, he wondered if his rash idea was too rash.  Would the people of Karmon see that there were only a few dozen Knights left and fall into more despair?
They lined up three abreast and began a slow walk around the perimeter of the courtyard.  A few noticed them, but most of the castle’s occupants were busy with their own tasks.  After one circuit, they started a trot.  The sound of hooves pounding the ground brought back more memories to Conner.  The first time he had ever ridden with the Knights was beside Sir Brace Hawkden when they were racing to save King Thorndale’s army from being massacred in an ambush by soldiers from Thell.  He had forgotten about that moment, and the feelings of power rushed back to him.  His palms became sweaty, and his hands itched to hold the worn leather of his swords.
At the second circuit, the trot became a fast canter.  The ground was shaking as the fifty-three huge warhorses pounded their hooves into the hard ground.  The Knights rode in perfect formation, maintaining their three-wide position as they raced around the courtyard.  One-by-one, everyone came to a stop.  The men and boys who had just a moment ago been focused on training to kill were mesmerized by the thunderous pack of Knights that were circling around them.  The people that had been inside the mountain began to slowly leak out into the courtyard, careful to stay away from the warhorses.  The main door to the castle opened, and many more streamed out to see what the noise was all about.  In the middle of them were many Elves surrounded by King Illichian, Glaerion, and his wife, Hallendrielle.  A moment later, Queen Elissa pushed her way to the front, to see what all the thunderous noise was about.
Someone started a cheer, and it quickly spread through the castle.  With the cheering, the Karmon Knights increased their speed, which caused the cheering to become even louder.  The whole crowd, even Queen Elissa and the Elves were shouting and cheering.  Swords were raised, and the cheering became deafening.
Conner could barely contain his emotions.  He ripped out his swords and raised them above his head, shouting as loud as he could, straining his voice until his throat hurt.  He was ready to fight.  They were all ready to fight.  There was no more fear or apprehension.  All doubt left, and he only felt confident of their victory.  They had the One God on their side, and He would not let them fail.
Marik and his Knights slowed their warhorses down, but the cheering continued.  Marik could not contain the smile on his face, for he felt the power that the Karmon people brought to him.  They were one army, and they would fight and die together.
A shadow moved across the courtyard, and all eyes looked up to see the large body of Immerallis gliding overhead.  It slowly descended, and the crowd that had gathered to watch the Knights parade powerfully around the courtyard scampered away to allow the dragon to land.  It looked around until it found Conner.  With easy steps, Immerallis moved forward until it was only a few feet from Conner.
Conner was mesmerized by the enormous beast that stood before him.  The dragon’s long, sharp teeth were the length of his hand, and he knew that with one bite, Immerallis’ powerful jaws could rip him in two.  A slight twinge of fear seeped into Conner’s thoughts, even though he knew the Dragons were their allies. 
“Have you seen the Deceiver’s army?” Conner asked as confidently as he could.  The courtyard fell silent, waiting for the Dragon to speak. 
“It is time,” Immerallis said to all of them, his powerful voice heard only in their minds and not by their ears.  “The enemy has arrived.”
Conner’s heart leaped into his throat.  It was the moment that he had been waiting for and dreading.  All the training and preparation that they did was now to be put into play.  Soon enough, they would know whether their world would come to an end, or they would have the final victory.  He took in a deep breath before he spoke, to try and calm his nerves.  He was afraid that his fear and nerves would come out in his voice if he didn’t take a moment to collect himself.
“We are ready for this fight,” Conner replied aloud with firm conviction.  It was the first time that he had ever spoken to a Dragon.  In another time or place, he would have been overwhelmed and intimidated merely by being in the presence of the beast, but his thoughts were on the Deceiver’s army.
Movement around him caught his attention.  The crowd had parted to allow Queen Elissa, King Illichian, Glaerion, and Hallendrielle to approach.  Behind them walked Hargon, his black robe pulled tightly around his body.  Unlike everyone else who had bright smiles, his face was dark and brooding.  Elissa said nothing as she approached, but she walked right up to Conner and took his hand in hers.  Glaerion looked up at the guards who were posted atop the walls.  Although they were glancing down into the courtyard, they were also keeping an eye outside the castle.  None acted with alarm or gave any signal that the enemy was approaching.
“Our guards have not seen them,” Glaerion said.
“You will not see the Deceiver’s army until he is ready for you to see it.”
“We are ready for them,” King Illichian announced with proud confidence.
Immerallis turned his head to look at the king but did not respond.  Knowing the nature of Humans was to either hide or exaggerate the truth, he was surprised to hear such words come from the king of the Elves.  He expected the Elven king to be honest, even if it meant being blunt.  He held the king’s gaze for what seemed like an eternity but was just a blink of an eye.  In that time, he realized how similar Elves and Humans really were.  He had always known them to be mostly the same species, but different enough to call them two races.  Standing among the variety of people, he was the only different one.
As he broke his gaze, the sight of a short, bearded man caught his eye.  “You have a Dwarf among you?”
Hemli was holding his large battleax on his shoulder and let out a grunt.  “What of it?” He replied gruffly.
Immerallis then knew that there was more to this moment in time than just two armies about to take to the battlefield.  Never in the history of his existence had he ever known all three races to have joined together to anything, much less to fight side-by-side.  They had always fought one another or lived in an estranged peace.  He could see from their demeanor that this was not just an arrangement of convenience.  They were not allying with one another merely to meet their own ends.  They were not just joining forces.  They were intermingling their races as one.
He looked back at King Illichian and nodded his head slowly, acknowledging what the king had said.  Everyone around them had known the king’s words were what needed to be said, but he could see in the eyes of many that they did not believe they could win.  Too many had seen defeat and had their hopes crushed.  They wanted to believe, and they went through the motions of preparing for war, but deep down, they had already lost the war.  Even after the show of thunderous might from the Knight’s warhorses, doubt filled the courtyard.  It wasn’t everywhere, though.  He could see that some had steely and strong eyes that did not hide their fears but showed strength and fortitude.  There just weren’t enough of them.
It was a new dawn for this world, and they just needed one more push for all of them to believe.
Immerallis lowered his head to the ground and opened his jaws.  The Dragon’s egg rolled off his tongue and onto the ground.
A hush rose around them, and everyone took a subconscious step back.
“It is the egg,” Elissa said.  Her hands went to touch her own belly, to feel the baby inside her.
“It is the power of the Web of Magic,” Immerallis said.
King Illichian took a tentative step forward.  “May I touch it?”
Immerallis gave a quick nod and lifted his head to allow the king to move close to it.
King Illichian kneeled down next to the egg and let his hand hover over the egg for a moment before he slowly and carefully touched it.  First with the tips of his fingers, then his palm.  He closed his eyes as he felt the pulse of the Web of Magic come through his hand, warming him, and filling him with a joy and a power he had never experienced before.  In that instant, he knew that there was nothing that he couldn’t do, nothing that he couldn’t accomplish, no enemy that he could not conquer.  If left alone, he would have stayed in this one spot for the rest of his life, swimming in the pure power of the Web of Magic.  The voice of Immerallis spoke in his head, telling him it was time.
King Illichian stood up, and with much regret, pulled his hand away.  There was a cold feeling of emptiness leftover inside of him, and he wondered if he would ever feel such joy again.  “Is this how we will defeat the Deceiver?  How do we use it to destroy him?”
“The Deceiver is not something that can be destroyed.”
Stillness followed as everyone pondered the Dragon’s statement.
After several moments, Conner finally broke the silence.  “If the Deceiver cannot be destroyed, how can we defeat him?”
“The power of the Deceiver is beyond what can be destroyed, but you can defeat the essence that invaded this world and keep him from ever returning.  The One God has given you all the tools, and now it is time for you to use them.”
“Your Dragon’s Egg is one of those tools?”
“It is but one.”
“What are those others?  How do we do this?”  Conner’s questions and tone showed his impatience.
“Some of your questions I can answer, some I cannot.  I have lived a long life, and I know a lot, but there will always be answers that will never go answered.”
“Why don’t you just tell us what you do know,” Glaerion snapped angrily.
Immerallis swung his head towards the Elf and replied, “His essence cannot be destroyed.  It can only be returned to his realm.  That is what must be done.  To do that, you must have the full power of the Ark of Life.”
“Which we do not have,” Hargon said loudly behind them.  One hand was absently touching his necklace as he spoke.  “At least all of it.  If the Dragon’s Egg is so powerful, why can we not use it instead?”
“The Ark of Life is an artifact provided by the One God, to be used to protect the world from the likes of the Deceiver.  The Dragon’s egg is no such artifact.  There is a living and breathing Dragon inside.  It is growing, and soon it will hatch.  Until that time, its power can be drawn out and used.  However, the power of a Dragon’s egg can be used, but once, so it must be used wisely.”
“Used once?” Conner asked.
“Using it will destroy it.”
“And the Dragon inside?”
“Yes.  And the Dragon inside.”
Conner glanced at Elissa, who’s face flashed white.  Could he knowingly sacrifice his child to save the world?  He hoped that he would never be in a position to find out.
“Well, how do we use it?” Hargon asked, clearly unfazed by the thought of the unborn Dragon being sacrificed.
“It is not a weapon, if that is what you are asking.  When it is time to be used, you will know.”
“What kind of answer is that?” Hargon snapped back, this time unfazed that he was showing anger at a beast that could easily tear him limb from limb.
“From me, it is the best, and only, answer that I can give.  If I could give you a better answer, I would.  Myllia, I believe, has an idea, and when she returns, she can share her wisdom.”
“What do we do with it until then?” Conner asked, still frustrated at not getting a direct answer, but there was no sense in arguing with Immerallis any longer.
“You must protect it at all costs.  If the Deceiver were to get a hold of it, he could easily destroy it.  For as powerful as it is, it is still a fragile egg.  I have already been attacked once, and I was able to fend off the attackers.  I could take it far from here, but then it would be of no use.  It must remain here, hidden until it is used.”
“Used?” Elissa exclaimed.  The blood had returned to her face, and now it was red with anger.  “You mean to kill your baby!  Does Myllia know about this?”
“Of course she does.  This is all her idea.”
“But she’s the baby’s mother!”
“Myllia understands.”
Elissa let out a frustrated huff, but she did not continue to argue.  Part of her understood what Myllia was doing, but most of her could not comprehend willingly sacrificing your child.  Tears filled her eyes as the idea of having to trade lives consumed her.  Conner watched his wife in pain and moved to be next to her and retook her hand.
“She’ll be here to fight with us?” Conner asked.
“She will.  Myllia knows that the Deceiver will bring more than goblins.  The evil that he brought into our world is unimaginable, and we will both be here to help.  Many of those creatures cannot be killed by your weapons.”
“But they can be killed!” a voice cried out from the crowd.
Everyone turned towards the high-pitched, scratchy voice of Lord Martin.  He stalked past Immerallis but gave him a wide birth.  His face was caked with dried blood from his smashed nose, and the front of his tunic was covered in blood.
“Lord Martin!” Elissa exclaimed.  “Are you all right?”
“I am fine, no thanks to Hargon,” Lord Martin replied, his eyes glancing at Hargon.
“What are you talking about?  I did nothing to you.”
“Well, no, but you got that creature all riled up, and she attacked me.  I had to fend her off, but she did this to me.”
Hargon crossed his arms and looked down at Lord Martin.  “What were you doing there?”
“My duty as a lord of this realm.  I was there to interrogate the prisoner.”
“Lord Martin,” Elissa said.  “You were told to stay away from Marila.”
“We are at war, Your Majesty.  We need to know where the Deceiver’s army is, or isn’t, for that matter.”
Glaerion let out a sharp grunt.  “You still believe we should be running away?”
“To save the people of our kingdom so we can rebuild after this war is over?  Certainly!  A diversion can be created, and the majority of our people can sneak out to the north.”
Glaerion shook his head slowly in frustration.  “Do you not think the Deceiver has his spies hidden around the mountains watching?”
“We would have found them by now, if there were spies around us, right?” Lord Martin said with a smirk.  “We found the spy, and her name is Marila.”
“You found one of the Deceiver’s creatures?” Immerallis said.
“Yes, we captured her,” Conner said.  “She had been with us before, but we found her outside the walls.  She was put in the castle’s dungeon.  She is safely away from us.”
“She claims she is no longer with the Deceiver,” Elissa said.  “I believe her.”
“Bring her to me,” Immerallis demanded.  “I want to see this creature with my own eyes.”
Conner was about to call for one of the Knights to retrieve Marila, but Lord Martin cut off his words.  “She is dead.”
“What?” Hargon exclaimed at the same time as several others, but his shout was the loudest.
“I told you, I had to fend her off.”
Hargon took one long stride forward and grabbed Lord Martin by the front of his ripped tunic.  “I should kill you right where you stand.”
Lord Martin’s lips quivered, but he was still able to say, “Unhand me, Hargon.”
Conner stepped in to push them apart.  “Now is not the time for fighting.”
“She would have been useful,” Hargon growled.  He gave Lord Martin’s tunic one last firm yank before letting go and pushing Lord Martin away from him.
“Maybe it’s for the best,” Conner said.
“Conner!” Elissa cried out.  “Marila was my friend!”
“I know, but she was still from the Deceiver’s realm.  We will never know if she was sincere about changing sides.  But just in case she was lying, she could have caused many problems for us if she were somehow able to escape.  What if she were one of the Deceiver’s top generals, and they made a special effort to try and free her?”
King Illichian spoke up.  “She had little value to the Deceiver.  Spies are expendable.  She knew that if she were caught her life would be forfeit.  It is the price to pay for being a spy.”
Elissa shook her head.  “I cannot believe you are all so callous towards her!”
“We are not callous,” King Illichian replied.  “We are but speaking the truth.  This is a time of war, and we must act with deliberate intentions and not with emotions.”
She was about to continue the argument, but Hallendrielle moved to Elissa’s side and put a comforting hand on her shoulder.  Elissa got the message.  Not all battles needed to be fought.
Immerallis suddenly twisted his neck towards the wall, and he lifted his snout up into the air.  A moment later, the guards atop the wall pointed outwards and started shouting.  Conner did not have to hear what the guards were yelling.  There was only one reason for them to shout out an alarm.  The Deceiver’s army had finally arrived.
“The Egg!” Conner exclaimed.  “How do we use it!”
“It is not time,” Immerallis replied calmly.
“Not time?” Conner cried out.  “The Deceiver’s army is here!  There is no better time.”
“The power of the Dragon’s Egg can only be used once.  It must be reserved for a time when there are no other options.  Used too early, or without the Deceiver present, then it would only be a waste of its power.”
Glaerion put a hand on Conner’s back and gave a gentle nudge to begin moving towards the wall.  “When it is time, it will be there for us.  We’ve been preparing for this moment all winter.  Now it’s time to put our training to the test.”
“Very well,” Conner acknowledged.  “The Egg, though.”  He turned to Immerallis and said, “It must be protected.”
Hallendrielle stepped forward and gently picked it up.  Her eyes spread wide as she felt the power of the Egg.  “I will bring it under the mountain and hide it.  Go, now!”
Without wasting another breath, Conner and Glaerion darted for the stairs that led up to the top of the wall.
A line of goblins stood at the edge of the forest.  Conner could not see them clearly, as they were far away, but he knew immediately that they were forces of the Deceiver’s army.  The goblins were not jumping around in their typical frenzy.  They moved forward, allowing another rank of goblins to appear behind them from the forest.  With each beating heart, rank after rank appeared, seemingly out of thin air.  Mixed in with the goblins were larger creatures known to the Deceiver’s army as minor demons.  They were nearly twice the size of the goblins, but with wings that allowed them to fly.  Some of them took flight, but they did not fly far.  They hovered over their own forces, darting about.  Then, the ground shook as a dozen Stone Ogres appeared out of the trees.  The sight of them sent a dead silence across the wall.
It did not take long for the wall to become crowded with the leadership of the Human and Elven army.  Elissa squeezed in beside Conner, and she put a hand on his shoulder as if her touch would calm him.  There was no fear or worry in Conner’s thoughts.  His breathing remained calm, and a relaxed confidence enveloped him.  A light breeze blew towards them, sending a stale, acrid stench wafting across them.  Conner thought it smelled of death, and it did not surprise him.
No one around him spoke.  Everyone stood still, watching the army grow by the second. 
“Queen Elissa,” King Illichian said in a voice just above a whisper.  “It is time for you to return to the castle.”
“My father never would have hidden in a castle, nor will I.”
“My Queen,” Marik said.  “King Illichian and I will coordinate the battle.  There is no reason to risk your life out here in the open.  We do not know what creatures they have, or if they have spellcasters.”
Elissa shook her head sharply.
Marik looked at Conner and said, “It is no place for your pregnant wife to be out here.”
“I am not weak!” Elissa cried out with emotion that surprised even her.
“Elissa, it is not about being weak.  What can you do out here?  Will you hold a sword and fight?”
“If I must!” She shouted back, eyes blazing with anger.  “This is my kingdom, and I will fight for it!”
“We all will fight, but there is no reason to risk your life at the start of the battle.”
She folded her arms.  “I will not hide in the castle.”
King Illichian said, “There is the secret exit into the mountains.  If things go bad, you can escape.”
“I will not run away either!” she shouted even louder.  “Give me a sword so I can fight!”
“Elissa,” Conner said.  “There is a cavern full of your people.  Women, children, and elderly, all who cannot fight.  They will be scared and will need someone to help them get through their fear.”  She let out a long sigh.  He continued, “They will also need someone to lead them if we must make a last stand.  If the walls are breached, then nothing will stop the enemy from swarming the castle and the cavern.  You will need to lead that last stand.  Can you do that?”
She clenched her jaws tightly and nodded her head.
Conner leaned forward and kissed her on the forehead.  “It will not come to that, though,” Conner said.  “When I see you next, it will be in victory.”
She lifted her chin and pressed her lips against hers, kissing him long and hard.  Conner tasted the salt of her tears long after she broke away and dashed down the steps.




Chapter Fourteen

The Deceivers army marched out of the forest, but they did not attack right away.  Thousands upon thousands of goblins slowly mustered onto the field, spreading far to the north and south, filling the west side of the valley as it swept up to the forest.  The Stone Ogres sat on their haunches, silently waiting for their command to attack.  Hundreds of minor demons buzzed over their heads, screeching a high-pitched cry that brought the goblins into a frenzy.  As their fever grew, they began to jump and slash about, incidentally tearing into their brethren.  But, for each one that was ripped into pieces, ten more appeared from the forest.
Elven archers lined the top of the wall.  In front of each was a basket full of arrows.  Many also had a bucket of thick oil for dunking tips of arrows to be lit for firing flaming arrows.  Several arrows were shot from the strongest Elven archers to gauge distance.  The arrows fell short, but not by much.  Soon enough, the enemy army would grow large enough that arrows could reach the goblins on the front lines, but there were many times more goblins than arrows.
Conner, Glaerion, and Hargon remained standing atop the wall.  Sir Marik and King Illichian had left to prepare their forces.  Everyone knew what to do, but there was no room for error or miscommunication.  Even if everything went as desired, victory was far from guaranteed.
“What are they waiting for?” Conner asked.
“For fear to grow strong enough to make us weak,” Hargon said.
Conner looked up at the former Taran emperor.  His black curly hair had gotten longer over the winter, and he did little to tame it.  Several twisted strands hung down over his eyes, which were dark and seemed like they swirled with magic.
“Fear is as great a weapon as the sharpest sword,” Hargon said.  “It can break the will of even the most courageous soldier, or cause doubt, which can make one weak and slow.  Trust me.  I have used fear many times to break the will of Taran’s enemies.”
“Well, it’s not working,” Glaerion said.
Hargon looked over at Glaerion, and his lips grew into a smirk.  “Are you sure?  Maybe not your Elves, or Sir Marik’s Knights.  But many others are waiting in the courtyard to fight who feel nothing but fear right now.  Each moment that passes by their fear grows, and soon it will consume them and make them slow or ineffective.”
“So, what do we do about that?”
Hargon smiled.  He lifted his hands, and his lips moved, reciting a spell that he did need to even think about, as it was so ingrained in his mind.  Balls of fire appeared in his hands, and he began throwing them towards the sea of goblins.
***


Lord Martin was crammed into the top of one of the castle’s towers that rose up from the main keep.  His face still ached, and his pain was exacerbated by the long climb up the winding stairwell.  His chest still heaved from the effort, even though he had been sitting for some time.  Although he didn’t like tight spaces or heights, being perched above the castle allowed him to see the entire battlefield.  He still firmly believed that the kingdom could be saved by escaping to the north, and now that the Deceiver’s army was here, it would be easier for him to lead his people to safety.  They would not have to be worried about being ambushed on the way.  As long as they snuck out undetected during the heat of the battle, they would surely be able to make it deep into Thell before night fell. 
The enemy forces stretched for as far as he could see, pushing into tree-covered mountains that marked the northern boundary of the valley that Neffenmark Castle overlooked.  Tops of trees swayed as the army moved under the canopy of the forest.  The tallest of them fell to be used for siege engines.  There was a gap in the northern mountain peaks, and on a clear day, he knew he would be able to see the gray outline of the Great Mountains.  Today, though, the overcast skies that threatened rain kept him from seeing too far.  It was through that gap that he had hoped to lead his people, but the enemy was already there in force.  There would be no way to get unarmed citizens over the mountain, but there were plenty of other ways to get to Thell.  Some of them treacherous, but certainly much safer than being trapped behind walls.
A flash of light streaked from the top of the wall towards the enemy.
“What are they doing?” he grumbled aloud.
The fireballs struck the front rank of goblins, sending them into an even greater delirium.  Several of them broke in a sprint for the wall, their skin on fire.  Some dropped after a few steps, convulsing in pain, and dying in agony.  Elven archers quickly spotted the surviving goblins and fired flaming arrows at them.  The archers were experts not only with measuring distance but also in gauging the speed of the goblins.  All those that broke from the main army were felled before they reached the abandoned village.  With each goblin that fell, cheers erupted from atop the castle.
Lord Martin shook his head and said to the Elves who could not hear him, “You have shot only a handful, and there is a whole army left.  Why don’t you cheer when the whole goblin army is dead?”
The commotion caused more movement at the back of the army near the tree line.  The sea of goblins parted, allowing a single figure to step forward.  Lord Martin did not need to guess who it was.  He held his breath as he saw the Deceiver.  Clad in a dull gray cloak, he did not look any different than anyone else he had ever seen from a mile away.  He had expected some sort of glowing magic aura to surround and encompass him, but he appeared just as any man might.  Maybe up close he would look more powerful and dangerous.
Behind the Deceiver stood a ring of large human-looking beasts that were overly endowed with muscles.  Even from his distance, Lord Martin could sense their dangerousness.  Their sense of calm in the sea of frenzied goblins made Lord Martin begin to wonder whether those handful of Deceiver’s soldiers was more dangerous than the entire goblin army.
Lord Martin slowly moved back from the tower’s open window, as if he could be seen in the shadows and through a tiny window.  His heart began to pound as he realized what was about to happen.  The battle that they had been waiting for was finally here, and the sight of the enemy stretching to the horizon sent fear through his veins that froze his heart.  Sweat poured down from his forehead, even though a cool breeze was blowing through the window.  Deep in his gut, he had known that this was a war that they could not win, and the sight of the Deceiver and his army sealed his convictions.  Maybe it was too late to save the people of Karmon, but it certainly was not too late to save himself.
***
The charging goblins were all dead.  Hundreds more were pushing their way from the forest, but those that broke from the mass early were strewn across the ground charred or punctured with arrows.  The Elven archers took a collective breath as they took stock of their success.  Their accuracy was not merely because they were highly skilled, but each had been trained to couple their magic abilities with their archery abilities.  The arrows flew farther, faster, and more accurately because of simple spells that were cast with each shot.  Nearly every arrow that flew was fatal, driving through the skulls or chests of the goblins, dropping them into the ground, tumbling through the mud.
With Stone Ogres clearly visible a mile away and a horde of goblins chomping at the bit to charge, Conner felt vulnerable, even though he was atop a forty-foot tall wall that was nearly ten feet wide at its base.  Right now, though, there was nothing for him to do.  His swords would do no good, and although he was highly skilled with the bow, there was no chance he could shoot an arrow as far and as accurately as Glaerion and the other Elves.  He felt useless and wanted to do something, but until the goblins breached the wall or they mounted a counter-attack, there was little for him to do.
Hargon, who had been busy firing fireballs at the sea of goblins, and doing seemly little damage, let his hands fall to his sides and let out a long sigh.
“Are you okay?” Conner asked.  The fierce vigor that he had seen in Hargon’s eyes just a moment ago was gone.
“I’ll be fine,” Hargon replied with little confidence that he was fine.  Like the Elves, he had used his magic to slay hundreds of goblins.  The difference was that the Elven magic was innate to their being, and they could cast magically infused arrows all day long.  Hargon’s abilities were limited, and he had reached that limit.  His hand drifted to the necklace that was underneath his black robes.  Its weight seemed to pull on his neck, making it uncomfortable.
Conner hesitated a moment as he tried to come up with a non-threatening way to speak his mind.  He knew that if he were a better leader, he would just say what he needed to say, but sometimes the words just would not come out.  He wanted to say that casting fireballs was a complete waste of his energy, but he didn’t want to make Hargon angry or insult him.  Hargon had been an emperor and had led many battles.  A peasant like him telling an emperor how to fight battles bordered on the ridiculous.  Yet, he still felt he needed to speak his mind.
With as upbeat of a tone as he could muster, Conner said, “The Elves seemed to have been able to stop the first assault with their arrows.  We have a long battle ahead.  You need to conserve your energy.”
The fiery eyes returned in an instant, and he snapped, “I am fully aware of what I need to do.”
Hargon quickly realized his reaction was over the top when Conner flinched and took a half-step backward.  Forcing a smile on his face, he reached out and put a hand on Conner’s shoulder and said, “I am sorry.  I did not mean to snap.  It is frustrating that I cannot use all my abilities all the time.”
Conner gave a curt nod and said, “We are all on edge.  No need to apologize.”
“Well, anyway, that wasn’t much of an assault.  That was just a handful of goblins testing the range of our archers.”
“If the archers can reach them, maybe you should hold off on the fireballs,” Conner said timidly.
Hargon laughed.  “Just say it, Conner!  Just tell me that it was a stupid waste of my energy to cast the fireballs.”
“Yes, well, it was,” Conner stammered.
“Leaders speak their mind, especially if it is the truth, and even if it makes those around them mad.  Do not worry, I know that I got caught up in killing those despicable creatures.  I intended only to see if they would break ranks, and as I saw them burn and die a painful death, I just wanted to see more of them die.  I should not have let my emotions get the better of me.”
“There are so many of them.  We killed many of them, but there are so many still left.”
“There are, but they are easy to kill.  Fireballs and a single well-placed arrow will make quick work of them.”  Hargon looked down at Conner and said, “There are many others, though, that won’t be so easy to kill.  The stone creatures.  Those flying creatures.  I am sure there are plenty more that we have not seen.  When the time comes, I fear I may not have enough power.”
“Which is why you need to save as much of it as you can.”
“Right,” Hargon replied quickly.  “Or find a way to get more.”
“How?”
Hargon tapped his chest.  “The pendant is empty.  If the amulet were attached, then I would have all the power I would need.  You heard the Dragon.  Only the full power of the Ark of Life can defeat the Deceiver.  And not only him, but his entire army.”
“King Illichian thinks that it would be too dangerous.”
“Sometimes King Illichian lives too far in the past.  Their hatred of Humans might have waned, but it is still there.  They are wary of us, and fearful that if we would gain power that we would try and conquer the world again.  If we don’t have the power, then there might not even be a world for any of us to live in.”
Seeing the forces of the Deceiver continue to grow in numbers right in front of him, Conner could not deny what Hargon was saying.  There were warriors and soldiers committed to fighting to the end, but would that be enough?
“The Deceiver is far away and protected by his entire army.  How would you even try and get it?  Wouldn’t we have to defeat the army, first?”
“We have one of their spies with us,” Hargon said with a softer voice, even though no one else was near enough to hear what they were saying.  “With the right motivation, it will help us.”
“Marila, you mean?  Lord Martin said she is dead!”
Hargon let out a long, hearty laugh.  With a loud, boisterous voice, Hargon said, “You think that fat imbecile killed her?  She is an agent of the Deceiver, and it will take quite a bit more than that fat man to kill her.”
“What do we do, then?”
“Your wife and King Illichian have been planning the castle’s defenses and even a counter-attack led by your fabled Karmon Knights.  What they do not understand, though, is that sometimes battles aren’t fought on a large scale with thousands of soldiers.  Sometimes, a handful of warriors can turn the tide of war.  We will need Marila to help us get close to the Deceiver and take the Ark of Life from around his neck.”
Glaerion, who had left them to fire some arrows of his own, returned just in time to catch Hargon’s last words.
“Take the Ark of Life?” Glaerion interjected.  In one hand he held a longbow.  In the other, he held an empty quiver.  “Do you see the army that the Deceiver has surrounding him?  To even get close to him, we will have to kill thousands of goblins, all the Stone Ogres, and who knows whatever other beasts the Deceiver has to protect him.  We might need the full power of the Ark of Life to defeat him in the end, but we must defeat his army first.  If you think we can’t defeat his army without the full power, then we are doomed.  We must find a way to defeat the army first, and then worry about getting the Ark.”
Hargon shook his head.  “It is all the same fight.  While the attack is happening, we will be able to outflank their army and get in behind them.”
“We need to talk with King Illichian, then,” Glearion said.  “Whatever we do, we must coordinate our attacks.”
“It is too late for that.  The enemy will attack in force at any moment.  If we are going to do something, it must be done now.”  Hargon continued to explain for a few more minutes.
The more he talked, the more Glaerion listened.  In the end, he was rubbing his chin and nodding his head.  “It just might work.”
“It must work,” Hargon said.  “We have little choice.”
“Putting the Ark of Life in the hands of just one man is dangerous,” Glaerion said, his eyes catching Conner’s.
“You see their army.  Do you really believe we have enough fighters to defend the castle?”
Conner locked eyes with Glaerion, knowing what his Elven friend was thinking.  At some point, they would have to wrestle the Ark of Life from Hargon’s hands, but that would have to come later.  First, they would have to defeat the Deceiver and his army.  They could not worry about what might have to happen afterward, else there might not be an afterward.
Glaerion broke away from Conner’s gaze first.  “You go and get Marila.  I will coordinate the archers until it is time.  They will surely test our defenses again before their final assault.”
Hargon put his hand on Conner’s back to give him a nudge to leave the wall.  “Quickly,” Hargon said.  “I’ll need to be back before the assault begins.”
Conner followed Hargon down the steps the led to the courtyard, and then they wove their way through the fighters that were preparing for battle.  Elves, Humans, and Dwarves were all intermingled.  Some were seasoned soldiers and warriors, but most were simple farmers and merchants who had never held a sword before.  The fear they kept in their hearts was evident on their faces.  Even if they won the war, many of these regular people would not survive the day.  Conner did his best to push the thoughts out of his mind, but with each step, he saw only young men and boys, ready to fight for the survival of the world.  His own heart was heavy, for if he failed, then he would fail all these brave men and women who should not be put in this position.  The young should have a chance to grow old, and many of them would not.
When they passed through the entrance to the mountain cavern, Conner expected some stillness and calmness, but he found it to be just as busy as the courtyard.  Elissa had been preparing those who were not able to fight to help treat any wounded.  She was standing in the center of a cleared area when Hargon and Conner burst through the main doorway.
“Conner!” she called out.
Conner rushed up to her and noticed a concerned look on her face.  “What is it?”
“Has it started yet?” she asked.
“No, but soon.  You’ve been busy!”
“Since I cannot fight, I needed to do something productive.  We are ready to treat any who are in need.  What are you doing?”
“We are going to see if Marila can help us.”
“Marila?” Elissa exclaimed.  “Lord Martin said he killed her.”
Hargon let out a grunt and pulled on Conner’s arm.  “We have no time for this.”
“Hargon does not believe she is dead.”
With impatience clearly in his voice, Hargon said, “Lord Martin has been doing everything he can to get us to leave the protective walls of the castle.  I do not know what he is thinking, but I do not trust anything that he says.”  His eyes focused on Elissa, and he lowered his voice. “Plus, Marila is not Human.  She is a creature from the realm of the Deceiver, and she cannot be easily killed.  Even if Lord Martin wanted to kill her, he would not be able to.”
Elissa shook her head in silent defiance.  “She looks like us, acts like us.  She is just like us!”
Conner put a hand on her shoulder and looked her in the eye.  “She might look like us, but she is not like us.”
“She ran from the Deceiver and to us.  I do not believe that she is one of them anymore.  She is not our enemy.”
“We cannot know for sure, can we?”
Elissa’s eyes narrowed, and although her voice was soft, it still was fiery.  “I know for sure.  I don’t care that she’s not Human or where she’s from.  Once I was an innocent princess who couldn’t see good from bad because I thought everyone and everything was good.  I know that’s not true, but I also can see good from bad, and Marila is good.”
“I hope you’re right,” Conner replied.  He did not want to argue with Elissa, but he also didn’t want to blindly follow her instincts, which could be wrong.  The battle was to begin soon, and they were running out of time before their swords and magic where needed.
Conner started to pull away, but Elissa put a hand on his arm to hold him near her.  With a quieter voice, she asked, “If she is still alive, what are you going to do with her?”
“We’re going to find out if she’s truly with us.  We need her help.”
“With what?” Elissa pressed.
Conner certainly was not going to tell Elissa their plan at this moment, for she had enough on her mind.  Their plan was dangerous and likely deadly.  In time, she would find out but now was not the right time.  He let Hargon pull him away.
“Conner!” Elissa said, taking a step after him.
“Don’t worry, we’re not going to hurt her.”  Before she could ask any more questions, he turned and walked quickly towards the hidden stairwell that led to the castle’s dungeons.
As they descended the stairs, Hargon said, “Queen Elissa is doing a wonderful thing, preparing for the wounded.  But, you know this will be a battle with few wounded.  The Deceiver’s creatures will fight to kill and keep fighting until every one of them is killed.”
“I know, but she needs something to keep her occupied.  I’m sure she knows it, too.  If she weren’t with child, she would be standing on the wall.”
“Not a place for women.”
Conner smiled.  “No, it’s not, but I wouldn’t be able to keep her away.”
They reached the bottom of the stairs, and Conner asked, “If she is dead, could you heal her like you did me?”
“I have never been able to bring something back from the dead that was dead for longer than a few minutes.”
“But me?”
Hargon shook his head as he took the lead down the dark corridor.  The torches that had once been lit to light the dungeon had gone out as the two guards who had once watched over her were now preparing for battle.  He lifted a hand, and a small ball of fire appeared in his hand giving them plenty of light to see.
“I have thought much about that day,” Hargon said.  “For many reasons.  I do not know how I was able to bring you back from the dead, for never before that moment, nor after that moment, have I been able to heal someone who was dead as long as you were.  There always had to be just a little bit of life left over.  I can only conclude that you were not fully dead.”
“Well, that would certainly explain why I remembered my visions.”
“The power of the Creator is immense.”
“Then why doesn’t He step in and stop the Deceiver?”
Hargon came to a quick stop.  “I am no priest. I believe in the Creator, the One God, or whatever you like to call Him.  He is the only answer to many questions, such as how I was able to have the power to heal, or the power to cast magic.  I also believe that if there is a force as evil as the Deceiver, there must be a force that is good.”
“Now you sound like Master Goshin.”
“Your old Hurai friend?”
“Yes.  The one your brother murdered.”
“Tarcious was as evil as the Deceiver.  If only I had noticed early on, maybe I could have stopped him.  We are all here at this point in time because of the Creator.  All the power to defeat the Deceiver is in our hands, but we must have the courage and fortitude to use that power.  Humans. Elves.  Dwarves.  Dragons.  All of us working as one to defeat evil.  At one time, all the races hated one another, but now we are allies.  Is that not the Creator working to defeat the Deceiver?”
“Plus, we have the Ark of Life and the Spear of Salvation.”
“Right.  The power of the Creator is not in what he does but in the belief of his people in him.  That is how we will win.”
Conner smiled and laughed.  “Wow, you really do sound like Master Goshin!  When did you get so deep?”
Hargon smiled. “I was once emperor of the greatest nation this world has ever known.  My lineage put me on the throne, but my wisdom and knowledge kept me there.  At least until my brother poisoned me.”
“You hide it well.”
Hargon’s smile turned into a laugh.  “The time will come when our world will need new leaders, and maybe I will be one of them.  In the meantime, though, we have to make sure that there is a world to lead.”
They both turned and continued down the dark corridor.  Conner felt that Hargon had the skills to lead them, but he also was as wary as Glaerion.  The power of the Ark of Life was strong and maybe was too strong for any one man.  If that man was in complete control, it could be corrupting.  His conclusion now was no different than when he and Glaerion discussed the issue.  They needed the power of the Ark of Life to defeat the Deceiver, but its power would not be needed once there was peace.  Eventually, they would have to convince Hargon to relinquish that power.  Hopefully, it would not lead them out of peace.
“Well, it’s clear she’s not dead,” Hargon said when they stepped into the chamber that held the castle’s cells
“Maybe he took her body?”
Hargon strode forward and entered the cell looking around as if an answer would be revealed on the hard floor.
After a moment, he shook his head and said, “No, she had the art of illusion.  If she wanted to escape, she would have made Lord Martin think that she was dead.”
“How did she open the cell door?  I took the keys from the guards when I relieved them from their duty.  Lord Martin is certainly not capable of picking the lock.”
Hargon rubbed his chin and walked to the cell door and pulled it closed, seemingly locking himself in.
“Hargon!” Conner exclaimed, thinking that he was going to lock himself in.  In an instant, his mind tumbled through how he was going to have to run back to the armory and find the keys that he had left there.
A moment later, Hargon simply pushed the door open and said, “Oops.”
“Oops?”
Hargon shrugged, and a wry smile fell across his face.  “I cast a spell that I thought would secure the lock so that no key could open it.  It seems that the spell actually broke the locking mechanism, so it stopped working.”
“So, she just opened the door and walked out?”
“It seems that way,” Hargon replied, making sure to avoid eye-contact with Conner.  He did not want Conner to see his face, just in case truth flashed across it.  The locking mechanism was indeed broke, but the spell that he had cast on it would have prevented anyone from coming in and would only allow someone to leave.  His thought that someone would try and kill Marila was well-founded, and he was happy that she had avoided death and escaped.  Hopefully, she hadn’t run too far away.
“Then we better go find her.”
Hargon was already pushing the cell door open and strode past Conner with long, swift strides.  “And soon.”
***
Lord Martin glanced back through the open doors of the main hall, just to be sure no one noticed or cared what he was doing. The courtyard was filled with mustering troops who were preoccupied with war preparations.  Knights, soldiers, warriors, and fighters of all types were gathering together in a seemingly chaotic mess.  Atop the wall Elven archers were firing arrows towards the Deceiver’s army.  With rhythmic precision, they dipped the tips of their arrows in a bucket of thick oil and then lit the tips from nearby torches.  The flash of light from the flaming arrows streaked through the sky and quickly out of his sight.
His only thoughts were on getting away from the battle that was about to break out.  Buried deep inside his hard exterior was a hint of empathy for the men and boys who were about to risk their lives to try and save their world.  He couldn’t feel real sorry for them, for they should know that fighting against a god was futile.  He knew how pointless it was, which is why he needed to get away.  Although he had hoped he would be leading his people to safety to preserve the kingdom, he was resigned to the fact that Karmon as a kingdom was about to come to an end.  Eventually, the war would be over, and the survivors would have to work together to rebuild their cities and their lives.  It was a shame that the rebuilding process would likely not include many innocent Karmons who would perish in the upcoming battle, but as long as he survived, he would be able to lead the rebuilding efforts.  There were still many small villages to the south that were untouched by the Deceiver’s army, and he would head there to help them band together to rebuild.  Maybe even in the rubble of South Karmon, he would be able to start the kingdom anew.
As he walked briskly through the castle’s corridors, outside sounds disappeared.  All he heard were his heavy footfalls.  No one else was in the castle, for everyone was doing their bit to prepare for battle.  He was just glad that he had the foresight to escape out through the secret back entrance so that he could preserve the kingdom’s leadership.
Focused on escaping, he turned a sharp corner and ran directly into Rufus.  Rufus’ solid frame did not budge when they made contact, and Lord Martin bounced back one step.
“What are you doing?” Rufus asked.  There was a smile on his face because he recognized that he had scared Lord Martin half out of his wits.
Lord Martin’s heart pounded hard, and his face turned beet red.  Barely stammering out his words, Lord Martin cried out, “What am I doing?  I am looking for you, of course!  You were supposed to bring me a satchel of supplies a long time ago!”
Rufus shrugged his shoulders.  “I’ve been busy.”  He held out a leather sack for Lord Martin to take.
Lord Martin snatched it and quickly looked inside, and then said in a demanding voice, “Doing what?”
“There’s a battle to be fought if you had not noticed,” Rufus replied.  “Not all of us will be escaping out the secret back door.”
“Shush!” Lord Martin snapped, looking about to see if anyone was listening to their conversation.  He had not seen anyone since he had entered the castle, so it would be unlikely that their loud voices would be heard by anyone.  Still, he lowered his voice and said, “Someone must escape to rebuild after this war is over.”
Rufus opened his mouth to ask Lord Martin if he really believed there would be any reason to rebuild after the war, but he quickly clamped it shut.  The Deceiver’s army was nearly insurmountable, and the resulting devastation would be complete.  He held a little bit of admiration for the lord’s optimism, but it would be quickly extinguished once the fighting began.  In some ways, he felt sorry for Lord Martin, for he was so adamant in his beliefs, but they were so far from reality.
Instead of saying what he really wanted to say, Rufus went along with Lord Martin’s hopeful perspective.  “Well, you’re just the man to rebuild Karmon.”
“Of course, I am!  Now lead me to this secret exit!”
Rufus kept a sly smile on his face as he turned and starting walking quickly down the corridor.  He kept his pace just fast enough that Lord Martin had to jog every few steps to keep up.  Eventually, he did slow down so that Lord Martin didn’t have to run to keep pace, but he never stopped even when Lord Martin begged him to.
“I don’t think you know where you are going,” Lord Martin growled out after he realized they had crossed through the same corridor twice.
“We were seen coming in,” Rufus said softly.  He had indeed led Lord Martin through the castle in a way that not only would they be able to know if someone was following them, but also to prevent Lord Martin from ever finding his own way to the back exit. Some secrets simply were too valuable to reveal.  “If we had headed directly towards the back exit, someone who knows where the exit is might have noticed.  We’ve now traveled throughout the castle, and if anyone saw us, they would have no idea where you were headed to or think that you escaped out the back.”
Lord Martin let out a grunt of acknowledgment.  “Fine.  Are we even close?”
“Soon.”
Rufus continued for only a few more minutes before he came to a stop at a cross junction with another corridor.  He had led Lord Martin around long enough, and he had other activities to attend to.  “It is time for us to part ways.”
“We’re here?  Where?  I don’t see any doors!”
Rufus pointed down the corridor.  “At the end of the corridor, go right.  At the end of that corridor is the exit.  It is usually locked and barred shut, but I have taken care of that. I picked the lock, so you should be able to just pull up on the bar, and you’ll be able to leave the castle.”
Lord Martin warily looked down the corridor.  It was unlit and foreboding.
Rufus noticed the look on Lord Martin’s face and said, “It’s a secret exit.  It’s not supposed to be well-lit.  Don’t worry.  The light from this corridor will allow you to see enough to get to the door.”
Lord Martin hefted the sack back onto his shoulders.  It was heavier than he expected, and his arms and shoulders were hurting.  He tried to ignore the pain, for he knew that there was a long journey ahead of him.
“Thank you, Rufus,” Lord Martin said genuinely.  “I hope that when the war is over, we can see one another again.”
This time it was Rufus who let out a grunt.  “We shall see.  You better hurry.  The battle is about to begin.”
Lord Martin started walking and then turned. “You are sure you don’t want to join me?  It is certain death to stay in the castle.”
“That may be so, but I am not going to run away, at least not yet.  As long as there is a chance for victory, I will stay and fight.”
Lord Martin gave an agreeable nod.  “That is admirable, and not quite what I expected from you.”
Rufus laughed.  “You know little about me!”
“I know you like gold.”
“We all have a price,” Rufus said.  Then, he turned and walked away.
Lord Martin thought his response and tone were slightly off.  Just as he was about to shout after Rufus, movement in the shadows at the end of the corridor caught his eye.  His head snapped around, and he shouted, “Hey!  What are you doing?”
Rufus was halfway down the corridor when he heard Lord Martin shout.  He turned, thinking that Lord Martin was talking to him.  Then he saw the fat lord pointing down the corridor towards the secret exit.  Sprinting, he dashed past Lord Martin and ran into the shadows.  A young man in a simple wool tunic was crouched low, tucked into the corner of the corridor.  Rufus grabbed him by the front of his tunic and yanked him to his feet.
Lord Martin ran down the corridor, huffing, and puffing.  When he reached them, Rufus had drawn his sword and was about to strike him down when Lord Martin shouted, “No!  Don’t kill him!”
“He’s seen you,” Rufus said, his eyes fierce and angry.
“He is harmless,” Lord Martin replied, looking the young man up and down.  He was dressed lightly for the time of year.  Even if it were the middle of summer, nighttime in the mountains would get cool enough that a blanket would be needed.  “He is just scared and wants to run away.”
Wide-eyed, the young man crouched down and nodded his head.
“What’s your name?”
The young man looked from Lord Martin to Rufus, and then back again.  After a moment, in a high-pitched, shaky voice, he replied, “Lars.”
“Lars, you have no provisions.  You have no warm clothes.  You will be dead after the first cold night if the wolves don’t get you first.”
Lars nodded at Lord Martin and said, “You have stuff.  I can take yours.”
Lord Martin laughed.  “No, these are for me.”
“Not if I take them.”
Rufus pointed his sword at Lars.  “I’ll kill him, now.”
Lord Martin considered his options.  If he let Lars go, the young boy could tell someone that he left, but that would only matter after the battle was over.  However, if Lars was killed and his body was found, that would undoubtedly draw undue suspicion to this part of the castle.  Although the idea of killing Lars was not appealing, it did seem like it was the only option.
“You’ll have to dispose of the body,” Lord Martin said.  He didn’t like having to make tough decisions, but he knew this was the right one.
“Of course.”
Rufus moved quickly, but Lars moved quicker.  Lars had lowered himself down into a squatting position, and as soon as Rufus started his attack, Lars sprang up with surprising speed.  Rufus tried to quickly change his thrust to a slash as Lars raced past him, but he was too slow.  He only managed to slice through empty air.
Lord Martin let out a screech and stumbled backward out of the way, tossing his sack of supplies across the floor, spilling their contents.  Lars did not hesitate and sprinted past Lord Martin, but after three steps, he slid to a stop.
Hargon, his black robes flowing in an unbidden breeze, stood in the center of the corridor.  His hands were outstretched, and instead of his customary balls of fire, bluish-white tendrils of electricity danced from his fingertips.  With hair flowing in that unseen breeze, Hargon thrust his hands out at Lars and streaks of the blue and white light struck the young man.  Lars let out a high-pitched screech that didn’t match his appearance, and fell to the ground, twisting and kicking at the pain that exploded through his body.
Lord Martin watched, mouth agape, as the blue and white light enveloped Lars, and then the young man’s body began to blink.  A moment later, Lars was replaced by the grayish lithe body of Marila in her natural form.  As soon as she appeared, Hargon stopped the electricity.
Marila tried to push herself up onto her feet, but her arms and legs were too weak, and she flopped onto the corridor’s floor.
Hargon walked up to Lord Martin and patted him on his back.  “Well, congratulations, Lord Martin.  You found Marila and kept her from escaping.  How courageous of you!”
Lord Martin was caught aback at Hargon’s words.  He straightened up to appear taller and cleared his throat.  With a deeper voice than normal, he said, “You expected anything less?”
Rufus yanked Marila to her feet.  He kept a close watch on her, expecting her to resist, but she did not.
“Rufus,” Lord Martin said in an attempt at a commanding voice.  “Take her back to her cell.  This time, chain her to the cell so she can’t escape.”
Rufus gave Marila a sharp tug to get her moving.  After Rufus took two steps, Hargon stepped in front of him. 
“Hold up for a moment,” Hargon said. “What are you two doing in this part of the castle, anyway?”
Rufus glanced at Lord Martin, hoping he would speak up.
“Well, we were looking for Marila, of course.  And sure enough, we found her.”
“Really?  What is all this that’s scattered across the floor?”
“Her supplies,” Rufus interjected.  “She was ready to sneak out of the castle, and unlike the last time, she wanted to make sure she had provisions.”
Hargon walked forward and stood next to Rufus.  Although Rufus was taller by half a head, had broader shoulders and a tougher demeanor, he was the one who took a step back from the black-robed Human mag.  Hargon took Marila by the upper arm and gave her a gentle pull towards himself.  “Her cell could not hold her, and she seems to know her way around the castle.  I cannot trust her to be with anyone else besides myself so I will take her from here.”  He turned to Marila and said, “You should change to your Human appearance.  We don’t want to startle any archer with an itchy finger.”
Marila did not respond at all.  She didn’t even lift her gaze from the floor.
Hargon squeezed his hand on her arm.  She did not react, and he was sure that he was probably not strong enough to hurt her.  In a voice just above a whisper so all could hear, he hissed, “How about if I start up a small fireball and put it the palm of my hand, and then squeeze your arm.  Do you think the fire will hurt at all?”
She took a step towards him.  He relaxed his grip, so it wasn’t squeezing her, but he kept his fingers firmly around her upper arm.
“That’s more like it,” he said to Marila.  “You and I have some work to do.”
Hargon started to walk away with Marila in tow, but then he stopped.  With a smile on his face, he turned to look at Lord Martin and said, “It’s a good thing that she didn’t try and leave, as there is a spell on the door.  The Elves did that.  They can be quite devious with their spells.  Anyone leaving, or coming, will get quite a nasty surprise.”  He saw the expressions on their faces and continued, “You don’t think we’d leave the secret back entrance unprotected, do you?”
Hargon let his words linger for a moment before leaving with Marila.
Lord Martin remained still until he was sure Hargon was out of earshot, then he turned to Rufus and said, “Pick up my stuff, and let’s get out of here.”
Rufus let out a soft chuckle.  “Pick up your own stuff, and didn’t you hear what he said?”
“I’ve paid you a lot of gold.  Do what I ask!  I have heard nothing of any spells or anything.  If the Elves had done that, I would have heard of it.”
“They’ve kept you out of all of their war council battle planning.  How would you know anything that’s going on?”
“I am a part of the leadership of this kingdom!” Lord Martin stammered out, his face flushing red.  “If they would have done something, I would have heard of it!”
Rufus shook his head and started walking away, leaving Lord Martin alone with his supplies still scattered across the floor.
“Rufus!  Come back here, now!”
Rufus shook his head and continued to walk away, leaving Lord Martin all alone.
“Fine, then!  I’ll pick up all this stuff myself!” 
Through much grunting and groaning, Lord Martin picked up his scattered supplies and shoved them back into his sack.  Once he was all done, he took a moment to catch his breath.  Then he walked briskly to the door that led toward the secret exit.  Rumor had it that it was stronger than the castle’s outer walls, which is why it had never been breached.  It seemed like a simple door, but it made out of bands of iron interlaced together.  It would take an incredible force to burst through it.  Several iron bars had once been laid across the door that would have further prevented the door from being open.  All but one had been removed and a simple lock, which had been recently picked, held that last once in place.  He placed his hands on the cold iron bar and started it lift it up, but the memory of the words of Hargon held his hand.  It was not only the words but the tone.
Lord Martin’s mind worked too hard, and it was now a jumbled, chaotic mess.  Had the Elves really put a spell on the door?  His hands became sweaty, and a hot flash passed over him, and he suddenly couldn’t breathe.  Visions of what could happen to him filled his thoughts, and he pulled his hands away from the iron bad and stumbled backward.  He knew he was a coward, but the thought of the possibility of giving up his life for the chance of survival was even too much for him.
With his sack thrown over his shoulders, he jogged down the corridor, trying to get away from the door as quickly as he could.




Chapter Fifteen

Conner pushed his way through the courtyard.  It had become more crowded since he last left it.  There was a suppressed anxiousness hanging in the air.  Soldiers and Elven warriors stood stoically and with reserved excitement.  Everyone else was excitedly talking, suppressing a fear of death that would have otherwise rendered them frozen.  About three steps into the crowd, Hargon had shouted for them to split up to find Marila.  The former emperor raced off in one direction while Conner pushed his way into the crowd, hoping to catch a glimpse of her long, dark hair.  There were too many people, and it would have been easy for her to get lost in the crowd, but he did his best to search her out.
“Conner!” A voice shouted out nearby.
Conner turned to see Hemli standing proudly, the large battle ax retrieved from the ancient Elf resting against his shoulder.  His hair was long and shaggy, and his beard was a tangled mess, but his eyes were bright and full of life.  Somewhere under his beard, he was smiling.  Surrounding him were his several dozen fellow Dwarves, armored, armed, and ready for battle.
“We fight for glory!” Hemli shouted out again, and his fellow Dwarves joined in, hooping and hollering.  Their energy quickly spread as those around them started shouting and yelling as well.
Conner raised a fist. Typically, he would have drawn his own sword and lifted it up in response, but the courtyard was too packed and drawing his swords might accidentally slice up close innocent bystanders.
“For Humans, Elves, and Dwarves!” Conner responded, feeling the energy exuded by the Dwarves.
Hemli responded with an unintelligible shout, which caused all the Dwarves to raise their weapons above their heads.  The crowd pressed in tighter around them as their energy continued to spread wide.  Conner kept his eyes locked on Hemli as he moved off, pumping his arms several times to show his support.
Conner now had to physically force his way through the crowd, as they were being drawn towards the shouting and excitement.  His heart was pumping, and the adrenaline was starting to flow, but he had to find Marila, first.  The battle would come in due course, but finding what could be a spy of the Deceiver was paramount.  Even though Elissa was convinced that Marila was on their side, and he was starting to feel that way as well, he could not let her go.  Until they knew for sure whether she was friend or foe, she needed to be kept under close watch.
As the crowd pressed in around him, he did his best to get a good look at everyone, but there were just too many people.  Marila could easily have squeezed in with the crowd as they pushed towards the Dwarves, and he would have never been able to see her unless she had bumped up against him.  Getting frustrated and anxious, he glanced around and then up.  A sudden realization hit him that if he were up high, he might be able to spot her easier.  Forcing his way through the thickest part of the crowd, he quickly reached the stairs leading up to the top of the wall.
“Glaerion!” Conner gasped out.  He was surprisingly out of breath from sprinting up the stairs.
Glaerion was standing in a small clump of his Elves and turned as he approached.
“Have you seen Marila?” Conner asked, still breathing heavy.
Glaerion turned away from the other Elves.  One of them was King Illichian.  Both had serious looks, which is what he expected as they were preparing for war.
“What?” Glaerion snapped, showing irritation in his voice.
“Marila.  Have you seen her?”
“Right now, we have more to worry about than her.”
Conner looked past the group of Elves and out towards the Deceiver’s army.  Many of them had started to move, but not towards the wall.  A stream of goblins were running north, towards the foothills of the mountains.
“What are they doing?” Conner asked.
None answered his question as they watched the enemy’s movements.  It was only goblins that were moving position.  The Stone Ogres remained sitting still on their haunches, waiting for the battle to start.  The flying minor demons did not follow the goblins, though they all turned to watch as well.  With still air, no sounds from the goblins reached them.  It was surreal to watch them run across the field in silence.
Suddenly, the front rank of the stream of goblins dispersed in a chaotic mess.  A small force of warriors burst out of the trees, cutting deep into the goblins.  They moved about a hundred yards with quickness, but then they stalled, and the goblins began to surround them.
“Who are they?” Conner asked.
“Enemies of the Deceiver are our allies,” King Illichian said.
“They look familiar,” Glaerion said, holding a hand above his eyes to shield what sunlight was seeping through the clouds.  “They fight with two swords.”
“Sak’Hurai?”
“It seems so.”
“Princess Nikki!” Conner exclaimed.  He rushed forward to the edge of the wall as if the twenty feet he was now closer would allow him to see any better.  The fight was still nearly a mile away.  “We must help!”
“Too far for archers,” Glaerion said.
Conner looked back towards the courtyard.
Glaerion caught his thoughts and shook his head.  “Suicide for them.  By the time our army would reach them, the rest of the goblins would attack and surround us all.  We cannot sacrifice the many for a few.”
“Not them,” Conner said.  “Where is Sir Marik?”
Glaerion’s teeth showed as his lips turned into a slight smile.  “I have never seen the charge of your famous Karmon Knights.”
“Seeing is believing,” Conner said.  “But, being a part of it is unforgettable.”
“Go!” King Illichian shouted from behind them.  “We will cover you as best we can!”
Glaerion led the way down the stairs.  “Where is Hargon,” he asked.  “We could use him now.”
“Looking for Marila,” Conner replied.  “We don’t need him for this.”
They raced along the base of the wall, which was mostly clear, towards the stables.  All the Karmon Knights were milling about, tinkering with their horse’s barding and their own armor.
Sir Marik saw them coming from a distance and met them as they approached. Conner quickly explained what was happening.  The Sak’Hurai, led by Princess Nikki had arrived, and they were being surrounded by a horde of the goblins.  They would only have minutes before they would be overwhelmed.
Sir Marik let out a whistle and lifted a hand into the air and twirled it around.  It was their hand signal to mount up, which they all did.
“We’re going, too,” Conner said.
Marik glanced back at him and started to say no, but the look on Conner and Glaerion’s faces told him that they would not take no for an answer.  He signaled for two of his knights to dismount, which they did with grumbling protest.  Not only had they been bred for battle, but they had also been cooped up for too many weeks.  Everyone was ready to fight.
Glaerion easily jumped atop his mount.  His daggers would be of no use atop a warhorse, so he took one of the Knight’s swords and a lance.  “You know how to use that?” The knight asked.
“I’ll figure it out,” Glaerion replied, studying quickly how the other knights were holding their lances.  He followed suit but knew he would promptly toss it once the fighting began.  It seemed awkward and slow.  He needed weapons that were fast.
Conner mounted his horse and was offered a lance, but he declined.  He had never even thought about using one, and he was not going to choose such a weapon over the swords that he was accustomed to using.
The two Knights who lost their mounts and a handful of squires started to push their way through the crowd, shouting for them to move aside.  Reluctantly, they started to do so, but once the Knights began to march through the courtyard, they were more eager to avoid being trampled by the warhorses.
Sir Marik led the way with Conner and Glaerion directly behind him.  The remaining four dozen knights marched behind in a two-abreast line.  As soon as the crowd had parted wide enough, Sir Marik kicked his warhorse into a trot.  The gate was open as they reached it.  Without having to tell the warhorses what to do, they immediately broke into a canter, heading across the field and towards the goblins that had now surrounded the Sak’Hurai.
With seemingly ease, the Karmon Knights raced across the open expanse, the warhorses’ legs churning with increasing speed.  Their heads bobbed up and down with each long stride, and Conner could feel his horse’s belly expand and contract with each breath.  The canter turned into a flat-out run, and he moved forward in the saddle to keep the thumping bounces from jarring his teeth right out of his mouth.  The Knights held their reins with a single hand, while the other hands held their lances, which Conner found astonishing.  He gripped the reins with two hands and hung with all his might.  He was reminded once again about the skill of the Karmon Knights.  Strong and powerful, just like their horses.  There were only fifty of them, and they were going headlong into a portion of the goblin army that was easily ten times their number.
Their formation quickly broke apart as they passed the deserted village.  Each horse knew what was coming and was just as eager as their riders to reach the battle.  The Knights at the front of the formation moved their steeds to the side to allow those at the rear to move forward until there were twenty abreast.  The faster horses pushed ahead, and the Knights had to do their best to keep them in a tight bunch.  Arriving spread apart would take away their initial advantage of overwhelming force and prevent them from crashing into the goblins like a hammer.
Conner had forgotten about their graceful power, and he couldn’t remove the smile from his face.  He glanced to his left to see Glaerion hanging tightly onto the horse while griping his lance with a white-knuckled death grip.  While the faces of the Knights around him were severe and stoic, Glaerion’s face was white and frozen in what might be called fear.
“We ride with the wind!” Conner called out.
Glaerion glanced over and simply furled his eyebrows before looking forward.
Conner could only laugh.
***
“What is that fool doing!” Hallendrielle growled.  She stood tall and proud on top of the wall, hands on her hips, glaring at her husband who was barreling towards the sea of goblins.  She was supposed to be taking over command of the archers from Glaerion, but her husband seemed to have already left to do his own thing.
“A small group of Hurai appeared and are surrounded,” a nearby Elf said.  “Glaerion and the Karmon Knights are attempting to save them.”
“I can see that!” Hallendrielle snapped back.  “We need those Knights for our first counter-attack.  If we lose any of them, we could lose the chance to fight back.”
“There are over a hundred of the Hurai,” the Elf said, taking a step back to avoid any further wrath.
She watched as the Karmon Knights charged across the open field.  Their clean lines had shifted into a large mass that showed no signs of slowing down as they approached the goblins who had surrounded the Hurai warriors.  Then she looked to see more goblins break away from the main army and start to run towards the fight.
“They won’t make it,” she mumbled to herself.  Even if they broke through to the Hurai, they were still nearly a mile away.  In that time, most of the goblin army could swarm down towards the walls, blocking their return.  The Knights could make it back because their horses could outrun the goblins, but the Hurai appeared to be all on foot.  Even at their fastest, they would likely be unable to outrun the goblins.
“Men,” she grumbled loud enough for the male Elves nearby to hear her.  “Never planning ahead.”
A thought came to her and she spun around, looking into the courtyard for something she knew was not there, but she looked anyway.  She turned back around to see the fight that was just about to happen when she looked closer at the village.  Without hesitation, she ordered a handful of archers to follow her.
***
Marik moved his horse next to Conner and shouted, “Lances first!  Drop back to the second rank.”
Conner’s horse did not want to slow down, but he gave a steady pull on the reins until he joined the second rank.  Glaerion swallowed his pride and let his horse fall back into the second rank as well.  He was an accomplished horseman, but he was not an expert in mounted combat, especially with a long, pointed stick.
To his right, Conner could see goblins racing towards them, but they were too slow.  Once they realized they could not catch the horses, many of the goblins returned to their original formations, yet some continued to race after them.
Ahead of them the mass of goblins were jumping and leaping about, their long talons digging into their own, sending blood and body parts flying about.  Their focus was on the Hurai and not on what was coming up behind them.  If they had any idea what was about to happen, they might have turned and attacked the Knights and their horses, but they were too focused on the Hurai to notice the thunder coming after them.
Conner drew one sword and held it as tightly as he held the reins of this horse.  He leaned forward in his saddle, just as Marik had instructed.  First contact would be jarring, and if he somehow slipped out of his saddle, the goblins would be all over him in an instant.
They crashed into the back of the goblins.  Their horses did their best to stomp on any goblin that moved.  Lances had been lowered and were driven into the nearest goblin’s backside.  In many battles they would attempt to ride through the enemy and hold onto the lances, repeating their charge as often as they could.  However, their goal was to punch a hole through to the Hurai so they would only have one charge.  Lances were tossed aside, and swords were drawn as the Knights pushed their way through the mass of goblins.
Conner subconsciously squeezed his knees together as his horse struck goblin bodies tossed from the first rank of horses.  Directly ahead of him, a knight lost his balance and slipped out of his saddle.  Conner almost drew his other sword and jumped down to help him, but even before his heart beat twice, the fallen Knights were swarmed by slashing and biting goblins.  His screams were drowned out by the sounds of battle.
Conner did not hesitate a moment longer.  His sword swung down, slicing into any goblin flesh that came near.  The charge pushed forward most of the way to the Hurai, but not all the way.  The sheer mass of goblins had stopped them initially, but the brute strength of the Knights and Conner drove them through to the Hurai.  With a final burst, they pushed through the perimeter of Sak’Hurai, who quickly slid in behind the last horse to keep as many goblins from rushing through as possible.
The second rank of Sak’Hurai jumped at the goblins who had broken through, slicing them to shreds before they could reach the Sak’Hurai who were on the perimeter.  Glaerion did not hesitate to join the fight.  The moment he passed the first Sak’Hurai, he artfully dismounted his horse, pulled out his daggers, and started swinging at any goblin that moved.  After only a few heartbeats, the goblins who had followed the Knights through the perimeter were dead
The Sak’Hurai were surrounded, but far from defeated.  They were able to keep the mass of goblins at bay through sheer speed and might.  Swords slashed faster than the eye could catch, sending goblins by the troves to the ground.  The hundred Sak’Hurai had established a circular perimeter that kept all the goblins at bay.  A dozen warriors stayed in the middle, cutting down any goblin that broke through the boundary.
Conner slid off his horse and drew his swords.  He paused to consider their options, which were suddenly quite few.  The Sak’Hurai had a two-tiered defense that allowed the Hurai on the front to swing their swords without fear of striking their neighbor, while the second tier was a bit more cautious with how they swung their Sak’Turana’s but were able to keep any goblins from breaching their exterior.
The Knights had arrived just in time, for the Sak’Hurai would have been overwhelmed within minutes.  They were fighting furiously, but several of their numbers had already fallen.  Sir Marik commanded his Knights to fill in where the Sak’Hurai fell.  One of the Sak’Hurai fell at the front of the formation, and Sir Marik and Conner raced to fill the gap at the same time.
Conner reached the opening first and immediately sliced the head off a goblin that jumped at him.  He ignored the twitching body that took two more steps past the perimeter and engaged the next goblin.
“Where is Princess Nikki!” Conner called out to any Sak’Hurai that could hear and understand him.  He had done a quick survey of the Sak’Hurai and didn’t immediately see her.  She looked like none other and should have easily been able to be spotted.  His heart dropped as he thought she must have been one of the few Sak’Hurai to have already fallen.
One of the Sak’Hurai near him that was in the second rank looked up at him with a surprised look.  “Conner?” Denn asked.
“Yes!  Where is Princess Nikki?”
In broken Commoner, Denn replied, “She is with Kile.  Still to the west.  She will come soon.”  He paused to strike down a goblin that slipped through the first rank.  “We thank you for your help.  We thought we could sneak to the castle without being noticed.  The moment we stepped onto the open field, they attacked.”
“We need to push this formation forward!” Sir Marik screamed from behind Conner.
Conner and the adjoining Sak’Hurai each pushed forward two steps, but the press of goblins kept them from moving any further.
“Too many!” Conner shouted between swings.
“We stall, we die!” Sir Marik screamed.  “Move aside!”
Conner sensed movement behind him and did as he was commanded, despite the press of goblins.  For a moment, a handful of goblins breached the perimeter but were cut down from a rush of twenty knights who had charged forward in a tight formation.  Using their shields to push and their swords to slice, the Knights drove into the goblins, allowing their stalled formation to move again.
“Tighten up!” Marik shouted.  He ended up next to Conner in a command position behind the front ranks.  Half the Knights were now at the front of the formation, taking the brunt of the goblin force.  They did not fight as furiously as the Sak’Hurai, but with their shields to protect their bodies, they were able to be just as effective.
Denn, who was also nearby, shouted out commands in their native tongue, and the Sak’Hurai immediately changed their tactics to coordinate with the Knights.  Rather than swinging wide and fast, they became more tactical in their swings.  They didn’t kill as many goblins, but the formation tightened up as commanded, and continued to slowly inch forward.
“How far to the castle?” Denn asked.  His eyes watched his men fight, and he itched to move back into position to help, but as the leader, he had the responsibility to first plan their next move.
“At least a mile,” Conner replied.  “Maybe a little less.”  He glanced around him and added, “Too far.”
“No!” Marik yelled.  “Not too far!”  His sword finished burying into the skull of a goblin, and he had yanked it out, sending goblin brain remnants splattering across Conner and Denn.  He turned and growled angrily, “We push forward.  One step at a time.”
“What if we doubled up on the horses and ride out of here?” Conner shouted back.
Marik shook his head.  He stepped away from the fight, for he knew he could not converse with Conner and still concentrate on staying alive.  “Many more Hurai than Knights.  With three on a horse, none could fight.  It would be hard enough with two.”
“But your horses could carry three?”
“Easily, but we’d have to be in the clear.”
“We double up,” Denn said.  “Those that are left will hold the perimeter long enough for you and half our number to mount up.  Then you break out through their ranks just like you did when you came in.”
“Half your number will die,” Conner said.
“Half our number will survive,” Denn corrected.  “And all of yours.  It was a valiant effort, to try and save us.  But now, it is our turn to return the favor.”
“We don’t have to go all the way to the castle,” Marik said.  “We get far enough away, drop off those that we carried out first, then we return.”
Conner didn’t know why he said it, but he did. “I will stay.”
“No!” Marik responded instantly.
“I am fresh, unlike these Sak’Hurai.  They fight hard, but I can see they are tiring.  We will hold the perimeter long enough for you to return.”  He looked hard at Marik and continued, “These are my people, and I’m not going to let them be slaughtered.”
“We have a bigger battle to fight,” Marik said.  “If we must lose one in order to win the last, then we must lose the first.  Not to mention, you have a wife and a child coming.”
“We have achieved our destiny,” Denn said.  “We are warriors committed to protecting life, but we know that death could come at any time.  We have all prepared for this moment from the time we first took up our swords.  I know of you, Conner.  Princess Nikki has spoken well of you, and although you may be one of the Hurai, you are not Sak’Hurai.  You do not need to sacrifice yourself for us.  If you must, let your sacrifice be for those that you love.  When the time comes, you will know it.  For us, this is our time.”
Conner’s instincts were telling him that he needed to stay and help defend the last of the Sak’Hurai, but the wisdom of his fellow Hurai was convincing.  With a resigned sigh, Conner relinquished.
“We are running out of time,” Marik said.  “We must do this, now.”
Conner looked at Glaerion, who was furiously slicing up goblins with his daggers.  They locked eyes for only a moment, then he gave a quick shake of his head.  He did not move from his spot holding the perimeter.
***
Hallendrielle let out a stream of curses.  The Knights had disappeared into the mass of goblins some time ago and had not reappeared. Since the goblins were still there, she knew that there was still fighting, and the Knights were still alive.  Glaerion was still alive.  Her words were full of anger but also fear.  What Glaerion did was the right thing to do, and she would have done it herself.  She also knew that there was a good chance that one, or neither, of them would survive this battle.  Even as she was resigned to that fact, she still did not like the idea of her husband putting himself into a suicidal position.
“There is only one working wagon,” Paen, one of the Elves with her, said.  “Twenty, maybe thirty at most can fit on it.  If we had more time, we could fix others.”
“We have no more time.  Hitch the horses up.”
The rest of the Elves with them were already strapping the wagon’s harnesses onto two riding horses.  They were smaller than the warhorses and not as powerful, but they did not need to carry the wagons across the country.  They only needed to race them one mile there, and one mile back.
Hallendrielle jumped onto the wagon and grabbed the reins.  Behind her, the wagon was filled with Elven archers, each with quivers full of arrows.  The horses knew what to do and started trotting.  With a quick slap of her reign, Hallendrielle drove the horses into a run.  She almost lost her balance as the horses accelerated.  They could sense the fight, and although they weren’t warhorses, they were ready to join the fight themselves.  Her heart beat fast to the rhythm of the horse’s hooves pounding on the ground.  With each passing moment, she feared that none would come out alive.
***
There were five more horses available than when they arrived.  Marik did not let himself think about what that meant, other than more Sak’Hurai could escape on their first attempt.  The perimeter had been large enough to accommodate all the horses, who managed to not charge out and into the fray.  They were trained well enough to know when to fight, and when to be still.  As soon as Marik and the Knights started to mount them, they became fidgety, knowing that more fighting was soon to come.  As the Knights pulled themselves out of the fight, the fighting became more intense.  The goblins sensed weakness and pushed forward, trying to exploit it.  However, they were hobbled in their ability to attack due to the number of goblin bodies and body parts strewn across the field.  They not only needed to contend with the sharp and fast swords of the Sak’Hurai but also with climbing over the bodies of their brethren.
Sir Marik shouted one last command, and those Sak’Hurai selected to ride first sprinted towards their horses and scrambled atop.  They each held on to their partner Knight with one hand, and the other held one of their swords.  They would have to kill as many as possible on their way out.  The perimeter was beginning to shrink, and if the Knights didn’t get moving, it would soon collapse.
Conner was the last to climb onto a horse, right behind Marik, who would ride out last.  With half the defense gone, the many goblins raced into the perimeter and jumped at the line of Knights waiting to charge out, but each was sliced down before they could do any damage.
“Charge!” Sir Marik screamed.
The entire line of Knights moved at once and trampled over the dozen goblins that leaped through the opening at the front of the perimeter.  As designed, the remaining Sak’Hurai shrunk the perimeter as the Knight’s charged through.  This allowed the goblins to leap over the dead bodies and jumped in force at the Sak’Hurai.  With renewed vigor, the Sak’Hurai and Glaerion held the perimeter, knowing that if the Knights didn’t return quickly enough, this would be their last stand.
***
Hallendrielle pulled back on her reins to slow her horses, who were breathing heavy at exerting themselves even for a short run.  Fortunately, no more goblins were coming from the main army, so she and her fellow Elves didn’t have a steady stream of reinforcements to deal with.
She looked back at the archers and yelled, “Dismount!”
As one, the twenty archers that had squeezed into the back of the wagon all jumped off gracefully and continued to run alongside the wagon.  A hundred yards from the mass of goblins, they all stopped, some dropped to a knee, while others stood with their bows.  Hellendrielle kept her wagon pushing forward while the archers launched their arrows.
The archers aimed their arrows for one spot, and the goblins fell in droves.  Hallendrielle had hoped that they could clear a lane for the wagon to plow through, but as quickly as the goblins fell, they were replaced by more goblins.  Above the throbbing mass of goblins, she could see the heads of mounted Knights.  The archers saw them, too, and adjusted the flights of their arrows, so they did not inadvertently strike down an escaping knight.
The Knights burst out from the goblins mass and changed course to head right for Hallendrielle and her wagon.  Many goblins started to follow, but they were struck down by arrows.  Hallendrielle stood up, looking for Glaerion sitting behind one of the Knights, but he was nowhere to be seen.
Marik rode right up to her and Conner slid off the horse’s back.
“Where’s Glaerion?” Hallendrielle shouted.
“You might have saved all their lives,” Marik said.  “Follow us.”
“Where?”
Conner had jumped up onto the wagon and stood behind her.  “Back into the goblins.  Go!”
Marik had already spurred his horse back around to lead the charge back into the goblins.
The Sak’Hurai who had escaped joined together with the Elves to attack the ranks of goblins that had rushed at them.  The last arrows flew, then the daggers came out.  The two forces met together, but this time, the Sak’Hurai were not surrounded and trying to protect themselves.  They were free and clear to swing their blades and slice the goblins apart.




Chapter Sixteen

“What are you going to do to me?” Marila asked.  She was back in her Human illusion, with her legs tucked up to her chest, sitting on a bed of matted straw.  Hargon had led her through the castle, and they ended up in the quietest spot they could find.  All the horses were out of the stables so there would be no need for stable hands, at least until the fight is over.  For the time being, they should have no interruptions.
“Nothing,” Hargon replied, looking down at her.  It had only been a few minutes since he had last seen her in her real form, and he could not get past the thought that what he had seen was really who she was and that what he saw now was but an illusion.  He tried to sense the magic that she was using to give her the illusion of being Human, but he could feel nothing from her.  Whatever it was that allowed her to cast her illusion was not magically tied to the Web of Magic as he knew it.  It made him wonder if there were others like her in the world, or even worse, in the castle.
He pulled out his necklace from under his robes, and she immediately shrank away.  She could feel its power, and she remembered how much it had hurt when she had tried to steal it from around his neck.
Holding the necklace out from his body so he could see the empty space where the black gem was supposed to be set, Hargon said, “The Ark of Life is powerful, as you know.  With it, I can do many things.  I can heal more than I could heal before.  I can cast more powerful spells and more often.  I do not need as much rest after casting spells with it around my neck.  I can also sense that the other half of the Ark of Life is near.  The Deceiver is near.  Soon, his army will descend upon this castle, and his goblins and other creatures from hell will run over the walls.”
She looked up at him with unfeeling eyes.
He smiled down at her.  “Unless, of course, I can get the other piece of the Ark of Life, first.”
“If you kill the Deceiver, then the war will be over,” she said.  “I thought you had a weapon that could kill him.”
He laughed.  “You are so naïve.  Let me tell you a story.  I was once the emperor of the greatest nation this world had ever known.”
“So I’ve heard,” she said dryly.
He ignored her comment and continued, “My empire was constantly at war with the small kingdoms around us.  They were jealous of us, or they had something that I wanted, or I simply had an itch to fight a war.  Regardless, my Centurions were always somewhere fighting a battle.  There is one such war that has been going on for decades.  It’s been so long, I can’t even remember when it started, or why it started.  The war was against a tribe of barbarians to the north of my empire, and they were a persistent and hardy people.  They were simple, but they fought hard, which is why this war lasted so long.  Most often, I let my generals fight the wars, and I did my emperor duties in Tara City, far away from the fighting.  Being an emperor is a tough job, and I could not spend all my time along the front lines of my wars.  But, I was always the curious sort, so when I was much younger and did not quite understand the limits of my own mortality, I visited one of the battles against the barbarians.  They were led by an enormous man who looked more like a grizzly bear than a man, especially when he was all dressed up in his furs.  He led the barbarians from the front lines and fought harder and stronger than any two of my Centurions.  However, he wore no armor, so when one of my crossbowmen was able to get a clean shot at him, he was taken down by a single crossbow bolt.  Plop!  He fell right to the ground, face first.  I thought for sure that his army would fall to their knees and beg for mercy, or maybe even they would all turn and run.  They did not.  They fought just as hard after their leader fell in battle, and maybe even fought harder.  It took twice as long as it should have to win that battle, and we lost twice as many Centurions as we should have.”
“What’s your point?” Marila asked sharply.
“With the Deceiver dead, we could eventually win the war, but this battle we are about to fight could be something that we could lose.  I not only want to win the war, but I also want to win this battle and save as many of us from dying as possible.  You see, I have many friends that I would like to see survive this war.”
“Friends?”
He lowered himself down to a squatting position so that his face was at the same level as hers.  “Friends.  Acquaintances.  Subjects.  All the same.  If all these people are dead, who will I have to lead?  When this war is over, this world is going to need a leader to rebuild.”
“There are others, too.  King Illichian.  Queen Elissa.”
Hargon dropped his head and let out a chuckle as he shook it left and right.  “King Illichian is ruler of the Elves.  Not Humans.  He is a good man, but he could never be the ruler of two races.  Queen Elissa is still a child.  She is smart and strong, but she is way over her head.  She has good people around her, and before this war is over, many of those good people will likely be dead.  In order to rebuild our nations, we will need an experienced and wise Human leader.  There is no one other than me that fits that description.”
He stood up and brushed loose straw from his robes.  “The last time we spoke, I told you I would come for you and you would help me to get the Ark of Life gem.  This battle is about to start, and there will be much chaos and confusion.  Now is the perfect time for you to take me to the Deceiver so that I can kill him and take what is rightfully mine.”
Marila let out a short burst of a laugh.  “Take you to him?  He is surrounded by an army.  You think you are powerful enough to face the army alone?  You can certainly try, but I’m not going with you.”
“You have the power of illusion.  Did you not cast an illusion that deceived the Deceiver?”  She glanced away while he continued to talk.  “Why do I have the feeling that you can do more than just cast an illusion on yourself?  Your illusion is more than just your body.  It is your clothes, your hair.  Everything around you.  I know I can do some pretty amazing things with my magic, but I also know that what I can do is just a tiny bit of what I am capable of.  What if you could push your illusion farther than yourself?”
She remained silent, her eyes focused on nothingness in the distance.
“You want to prove that you are not on his side?  Help me get past his army and then help me kill him.  When I have the gem and put it in my necklace, I will have the power to wipe the entire army out.”
“And if I don’t?”
“I don’t think you need me to answer that, do I?”
“No.”
She turned to look at him.  “You may not believe that I am on your side.  I hate the Deceiver and what he has done to this world.  He abandoned me, and then I spent some time with your kind, and I realized what living really was.  That’s what I want.  I will help you, but not to prove anything to you.  I will help you because it is the right thing to do.”
Hargon held out a hand.
She looked at it for a moment before taking it.
With a firm, but gentle pull, he helped her to her feet.  Her hand was warm and comfortable in his grasp.
“Do I feel you, or do I feel the illusion?”
“What do you want to feel?”
His bright white teeth showed through his smile.  “I want to feel what you really feel like.”
“Close your eyes.”
His smile grew, and then he closed his eyes.  He continued to hold her hand, feeling her warm and soft skin.  He waited for several heartbeats for the feeling to change.
“Okay,” she said.
He opened his eyes and looked into her real eyes.  She had dropped her illusion, and he continued to hold her hand, feeling nothing different.  He put his other hand onto the back of hers and gave a gentle squeeze when she tried to pull away.
“See enough?” She asked, breaking her gaze from his.
“There is nothing wrong with your true self.  When this is over, you should not be afraid to show who you truly are.”
Still looking away, she shook her head sharply.  “I know how I look.  In this world, I am an ugly creature of the Deceiver.  A monster.  I know that.  When I take the illusion of Marila, it makes me feel like I am of this world.  Marila is who I am, now, and I don’t want to lose that.”  In a blink, her Human illusion returned.
“If you say so, but do not be afraid of who you are.”
“You surprise me.  I thought you were a selfish and conceited person.”
He laughed.  “That I am!  But I do still have feelings.”
“What now?”
“Can you do as I think you can?  Can you cast your illusion beyond yourself?”
“If we are touching, then I can.”
Still holding her hand, he replied, “Then we sneak out of this castle and make our way through the goblin army.”
Her face showed no emotion.  He wondered if that was how she felt, or if that was the illusion.  There was a chance she could be leading him into a trap, but he had to take the opportunity.  There was really no option to them winning this battle without him having the entire Ark of Life.  There were too many creatures of the Deceiver for them to hold off for longer than a day or two.  With unlimited power, he would be able to easily wipe them out.
She glanced behind them and asked, “Out the secret door?”
“No, we’ll test your illusion and walk right out the front gate.”
***
The wind had picked up, sending cold air from the north, through the valley, and directly into the face of King Illichian.  The sounds of the goblins were picked up and carried to his ears, adding a chilling ambiance to the castle wall.  Surrounding him were his best warriors from the Elven Guard.  Clad in banded armor, they carried longswords instead of the traditional long-bladed Elven daggers.  Their sole purpose was to defend the King against any and all attacks.  Wherever the King moved, they moved as well.  Their movement made it difficult for the King to observe the battlefield, but the Elven Guard were there to protect him.  He also didn’t like that some of his best warriors being pulled out of the battle just to protect him.
“Their activity has picked up,” an Elf named Tellestan said from behind the king.
“Indeed,” King Illichian replied, but his eyes were not on the massive army of the Deceiver, but the small mass of goblins where his most trusted advisors were under duress.  Hallendrielle had become a voice of reason among his panicky advisors.  She alone could speak honestly with him, yet maintain a proper sense of their situation.  It was dire, but they were far from defeated.  One of his advisors had even mentioned running away, back to their homeland.  He was now standing among the archers, having lost his position as a confidant.  Glaerion, he trusted more than anyone to do what was right.  He had never failed him, and the king had full confidence that would continue forever.  At least until Glaerion died, and if things didn’t change quickly, that would be today.
“The stone creatures are moving.”
That got the king’s attention, and he shifted his eyes back to the Deceiver’s army.  The Stone Ogres were no longer sitting on their haunches.  They were starting to mill about, and one of them was moving towards the rescuers.
“Should we do something?”
The king had already asked that of himself.  They had already committed too many to the rescue.  If they lost all the Knights, their planned counter-offensive would be in jeopardy.  Losing them, though, would not be as damaging as losing Hallendrielle and Glaerion.  However, they could not risk any more fighters.  They would need all that they had to defend the walls long enough to mount their counter-offensive.
“Hand me the spear,” the king said.
Tellestan heisted for a moment, and the king looked at him.  “The Spear of Salvation?” The king asked again.
“How will the Spear help?  Is it not meant for the Deceiver?”
“Hallendrielle and Glaerion are on their own.  We must prepare for the battle.”  His voice was heavy and carried the weight he felt.  “The Spear?”
Tellestan retrieved the Spear of Salvation from an innocuous-looking box sitting on the ground.  Gingerly, he held it out for the king to take.
King Illichian took it with both hands, feeling the power of the Web of Magic flowing through it and into him.  With the shaft now in one piece, and imbued with a powerful spell, he felt confident in their victory.  He knew the goblins outnumbered them, but it had been clear that they were easily killed.  The Knights cut through them quickly, and his Elven archers could fell them with a single well-placed shot.  He shifted his grip to hold it like a weapon and envisioned driving its sharp tip into the body of the Deceiver.  They only needed to get close enough, and they would be able to end this war.
“I think it’s starting,” Tellestan said.  “The Stone Ogres are moving in this direction.”
“We’ll need Hargon,” King Illichian said, looking around for him.  “Where is he!  Someone find him!”
***
Immerallis watched from a spot about two-thirds of the way up the mountainside.  Although the mountain peaks were still covered in snow, there were many places where the warming sun had melted enough snow for him to hide among the rocks and barren trees.  He was tucked tightly into one of those places, his brownish scales taking on the color of the rocks around him, blending him in entirely.  Maybe a keen Elven eye could pick him out from the rocks, but he doubted it.  His vantage point gave him the ability to see the entire landscape of the battlefield.  Soon enough, the battle would begin in earnest, and he would join in the fight with the Humans and Elves.  He believed their plan would be successful, but he wished that Myllia was here to join with him.  The Humans needed their help, and even one more fire-breathing Dragon might be just enough.  In his time since waking from his centuries-long slumber, he had grown fond of who they had become.  They were not the arrogant killers that he remembered from before his centuries-long slumber.  The Humans did not hunt them for the pleasure of the kill or because they were deemed to be evil creatures that were a threat to Human existence.  They actually saved his life when they could have left him to suffer a long and painful death at the hands of the Deceiver.
He shifted his position and rose from his hiding place.  If anyone were watching the mountain, they would see where he had hidden, but he no longer needed to fear being exposed.  It was time to bring the fire of death down upon the Deceiver and his evil soldiers.  With a single, powerful kick of his hind legs, he sprung into the air, sending small rocks tumbling down the mountain.  With two strong flaps of his wings, he reached cruising speed to head towards the small group of Human fighters who would soon be swarmed over by the goblin army.
***
Out of the corner of his eye, Conner saw a horde of goblins surge towards their position, and for a moment, panic set in.  Then, a flash of thoughts and images from when he trained with Master Goshin came to him, and a steady calm immediately fell over him.  If he spent all his energy focusing on the opponent he could not yet fight, he would lose focus on the opponent he could fight.  Eventually, they would need to figure out how to fight the oncoming horde, but if they didn’t fight their way through the goblins that were directly in front of him, they wouldn’t survive long enough to face the next challenge.
He could hear the old Hurai’s voice repeatedly saying, “Fight the first fight first.”
Marik and his Knights charged back through the goblins, many of whom had broken off from fighting the surrounded Sak’Hurai to chase after those who had escaped.  This helped everyone, as the goblin forces were now split and no longer concentrating on one group.  Their speed kept the goblins off balance, but some of them were able to jump onto the back of the wagon, but Conner was there to cut them down before they were able to reach Hallendrielle.
What he thought was a goblin jumped onto the wagon, and he turned to cut it down, but a quick parry by his dagger saved Glaerion’s life.
“Sorry!” Conner called out.  He had not realized they had reached the remaining Sak’Hurai because goblins were still trying to jump onto the wagon.
A handful of Sak’Hurai quickly joined Glaerion and Conner on the wagon without Hallendrielle ever slowing down.  No more words were shared as they desperately fought off goblins who were now leaping into the air at them and onto the horses.  Marik and several of his Knights kept near to fight off those that tried to attack the horses, but they kept moving forward.  Speed was their best defense, and for the moment, they were able to avoid being surrounded and overwhelmed.  However, the constant onslaught of goblins would eventually crush them.
Just as they were all about to accept a dire fate, a shadow flashed overhead.
***
Immerallis looked down on the goblin horde that was racing towards the Knights who had just saved the trapped Hurai.  If the approaching horde reached them, they would be overwhelmed by sheer numbers.  She pumped her wings to gain speed and then released all that remained of her Dragon Fire.  It engulfed the entire front line of the goblins, burning them with a heat so intense that they burst into flames, spreading death quickly even to those who were not directly struck by his fire.
The flames burned hot and high, bringing the goblin charge to a halt.  Even the vile and vicious creatures would not run through instant death.
Immerallis banked quickly to turn back towards the Knights.  They were still fighting off goblins, but they were no longer surrounded or in danger of being overwhelmed.  Arrows from a distance slowly picked off survivors.  If he had more fire to breathe, he would have released another torrent, but they still had a battle plan that needed to be followed.  By the time the Knights returned to the castle, he would be recharged.
With nothing more he could do for the Knights, he continued his bank and aimed for the Stone Ogres, who were trotting down the hill from the forest.  His fire would not harm them, but he knew what he could do to take care of them.  It would be a slow process, and he wouldn’t be able to kill very many of them, but any that he could kill now would be one less that could tear down the castle walls.
He stretched the talons on his hind feet in anticipation of what was to come next.
***
The wagon made a slow turn back towards the castle, and the number of goblins that chased them had dwindled.  By ones and twos, goblins continued to leap up at the wagon, but there were enough Sak’Hurai onboard to quickly dispatch them.  After another minute, they were clear of all the goblins and headed directly for the main castle gate.
Out of immediate danger, Conner let himself relax and lowered his swords.  Marik gave a quick wave of a hand and motioned towards the Elven archers who had come out of the castle with Hallendrielle.  They were clustered together with the rest of the Sak’Hurai and were still fending off goblins.  The line of Knights broke away from the wagon to lend assistance.
Conner glanced back at the Sak’Hurai who were standing in the back of the wagon, their knees bent to help maintain their balance as the wagon bounced and lurched across the uneven, muddy field.  “There are too few of them,” Conner said.
Denn, who was covered in blood and green goblin ichor was standing in the middle of the Sak’Hura.  He stepped forward to stand next to Conner.  “Their army is larger than we could have thought.  I am sorry we do not have more Sak’Hurai for you.”
“I have seen you fight,” Conner said.  “One of you is worth ten or twenty of them.  Your help is welcome, and we will put you to good use.”
“Thank you for coming when you did,” Denn said.  “We were but a heartbeat away of being completely overwhelmed.  Another moment longer, and there would have been none of us.”
The wagon lurched, and they all braced themselves to keep from falling over.  Glaerion, though, let out a sharp grunt and dropped to a knee.  His right arm was clutched to his right side, and his left hand gripped the side of the wagon.  He glanced down at his side.  He tried to do is surreptitiously, but Conner noticed how quickly he glanced at his side and how he kept his right arm covering it.
Conner kneeled down next to him, and then he noticed all the blood.  “You’re hurt.”
“We’re all hurt,” Glaerion said.
“Let me see it.”
Glaerion’s shook his head sharply, but he grimaced.
Denn dropped down to next to Glaerion.  “Show us.  If it is bleeding, it will need to be wrapped to stop the bleeding.”
Glaerion glared at the two of them but allowed his tunic to be raised.  A long cut went along his ribs.  Blood was seeping out of it.
“It’s not that deep.  A tight wrap will do,” Denn said.  He called out to one of the Sak’Hurai, who tore a long strip from his loose tunic and handed it to Denn.
As they were wrapping the wound, Hallendirelle glanced back.  She did a double take at seeing Glaerion’s bare skin and the bloody wrap.  “If you’re hurt, I’m going to kill you!” she shouted.
“I’m fine!” Glaerion shouted back.  The wagon lurched again.  “Watch where you’re going!”
With an angry look, she turned back to avoid rough terrain.
“We’re trained to take care of battle wounds,” Denn said, finishing his work to wrap Glaerion’s side.  “It’ll need to be rechecked when we reach the castle.”
“I heal fast,” Glaerion said.  Putting down his tunic, he climbed to his feet but kept his right arm close to his side.
Conner knew when to let Glaerion alone, so he turned to Denn.  “We’ll be at the castle soon.  We’ll have some time to rest and eat.  We don’t have much, but we do have hot stew and bread.”
“There is more fighting to do,” Denn said.  “We can rest when we are dead, or the battle is over.”
Conner chuckled.  “Now you sound like Princess Nikki.  When she arrives, her swords will be most welcome.”
“When she arrives, we hope that she brings more than just her swords.  On our way here, we got caught up in a war between two armies.  Taran Centurions and a large army of fur-wearing barbarians.  She was hoping to convince the victors to help us.”
“The Taran Centurions would be helpful,” Conner said.
Denn shook his head.  “Not them.  They were wiped out.  The others prevailed.  They called themselves the Bargoroth.”
“How many?”
“Thousands.”
“That would be helpful, too.”
“By the time they arrive, I fear it will be too late,” Denn said.
“How long did it take you?”
“Two full days, but we came across some horses that we rode until they fell dead under us.  Then we ran through the night to get here when we did.  Those barbarians might be great fighters in a battle, but they are not warriors like us. We have trained all our lives for this.  Even if they marched all day and all night, it would take them a week on foot.”
“If we know they’re coming, we could hold out for a week,” Conner said.  “We should send some riders to them.”
Glaerion pointed over Conner’s shoulders.  They all turned to see a dozen Stone Ogres trotting down the hill towards the abandoned village. 
“Unless we can find a way to kill all of those, the walls will be breached before nightfall.  If that happens, in a week, they’ll find nothing left of us.”
“Then we better find a way to kill them,” Conner said.




Chapter Seventeen

The Stone Ogres ran with long, leaping strides directly through the abandoned village, smashing the remaining buildings to splinters, as if they were not even there.  Hundreds of arrows were sent at them, but the wooden shafts simply bounced off their stone-like skin.  The Elven archers aimed for the Stone Ogre’s eyes, their only weakness, but even with the help of magic, none of the arrows were accurate enough to bring one down.  Their charge only stopped when they reached the walls.  Then they began to pound their fists with a steady rhythm, sending chunks of stone flying in all directions.
King Illichian ran towards the nearest Stone Ogre but kept some distance.  His hands itched for the power to send an offensive spell at the creature, but such spells were not something an Elf could cast.  Defensive, spells, however, were in their purview.  The words tumbled out of his mouth, and the stone walls suddenly were protected by an invisible, magical shield.  The Stone Ogre’s fists pounded on solid air, and it did not seem notice.  King Illichian did notice, as the force of the Stone Ogre’s fists hitting the magical solid air reverberated through him.  The spell would only last as long as he had the energy to keep it going, which was not going to be very long.  Other Elves joined to cast protective spells on the walls, but it would only be a matter of time before the Stone Ogres persistence would outlast the Elven spells. 
“Where is Hargon?” King Illichian screamed, doing his best to remain focused on keeping his spell going.
An archer dashed past the king, nocked an arrow, slowly aimed down at the Stone Ogre and released.  Those who were near enough to watch held their breath as the arrow aimed for the Stone Ogre’s exposed eye.  The arrow struck true, embedding deep into the eye.  With a horrifying scream, the Stone Ogre violently thrashed about, falling to the ground, trying to pull out the arrow.  A cheer rose up as the Stone Ogre fell to the ground, but after only a couple heartbeats, the creature had pulled the shaft out.  Its eye was dark and bloody, but it was not dead.  With a fierceness that it had not previously shown, it sprang up and charged at the wall, running shoulder first into the magical solid air with such force that King Illichian was stunned and fell to the ground.  His spell faded out of existence and with uncontrolled rage, the Stone Ogre began beating on the wall with its fists, faster and harder than all the others.
A nearby Elf helped King Illichian to his feet.  Filled with his own rage, he screamed out, “Where is Hargon!”
Feeling the reality of failure, for the first time King Illichian feared they might lose this battle.
***
“The gate is closed,” Marila said.
“I can see that,” Hargon snapped back.  The gate had been held open while the Knights had been out rescuing the Sak’Hurai.  They all had recently returned, just ahead of the charging Stone Ogres, and the gates were immediately closed.
“What now?” she asked.
Hargon looked around the full courtyard.  The Knights were dismounting and tending to their wounded.  Although nearly all of them had returned, most were bloody and moved slowly.  The Sak’Hurai who had just arrived were being led towards the castle and disappeared among the mass of fighters who were milling about the courtyard, prepared to join the fight when the main force of the goblin army arrived.
The sound of the Stone Ogres pounding on the walls caused a sudden hush to fall throughout the castle’s courtyard.  For a moment, Hargon thought about joining the battle as planned, but he knew it was futile.  He had the power to kill some of the Stone Ogres, but certainly not all of them.  Unless, of course, he had the full force of the Ark of Life in his hands.  He grabbed Marila by the arm and pulled her towards the wall.  She resisted at first, and she had the strength to pull away if she wanted to, but she let herself be dragged along.
“Where are we going?” she asked.
“Up and over,” he replied.  “We’ll need your illusion, now.”
“Of what?”
“I don’t know!  Just of anything!”
She stopped, and with her strength, she was able to make him stop, too.  He looked back at her angrily.
“That’s not how it works!  I can’t just make something up.  I have to see it, and then I think about it, and then it becomes an illusion.”
“We have to get up those stairs without being stopped.  So, either hide us or do something!”
“Like what?”
Letting out a frustrated sigh, Hargon looked around for someone that could be the source of her illusion.  The sound of the Stone Ogres was growing, which caused a group of short, burly fighters to push their way out of the crowd and head towards the stairs that led to the top of the wall. 
Hargon pointed at them and gave Marila a yank.  “Them!”
“Them?  The short men?”
“They are Dwarves,” Hargon replied.  “Make us look like them, and we’ll follow them up the stairs.”
***
Hemli charged up the stairs, leading his Dwarven fighters.  They had been sitting around the courtyard for hours waiting for the battle to begin, but when he heard the sound of the walls being torn apart, he could not sit still any longer.  It was as if a deep-seated pain was suddenly brought to the surface.  He not only heard the walls being crushed, but he could feel it in his bones, and it make him angry.
When he reached the top of the wall, he paused, taking in the sight of the Deceiver’s army.  For what seemed an eternity, he was frozen in place, unable to take his eyes away from the sea of goblins and other creatures that were nearly a mile away, poised to begin their assault.  His heart pounded hard, and his palms became sweaty.  While he stood there, he knew that they could not win.  Even though they had Elves and magic on their side, they would never be able to stand up against the size of the Deceiver’s army.  Plus, the enemy creatures were being led by a god.
The wall shook, and he was brought out of his trance.  He looked along top of the wall, where hundreds of Elven archers were launching their arrows desperately at the Stone Ogres that were making easy work out of destroying the wall.  With each chunk of wall that was sent flying, his anger grew, and he started to walk forward.  His battle ax was in his hands, and to those around him, it looked to be too large for his short and stocky frame.  It was large, nearly one and a half time his height, but it was as light as a feather, and he could wield it like it was a small hatchet.  The rest of the Dwarves followed, feeling the same anger as he did.
Directly ahead of him was King Illichian and a dozen Elves who were shooting arrows at a nearby Stone Ogre who was furiously attacking the wall.  One of the massive fists of the Stone Ogre crashed down at the edge of the wall that was already crumbling, and a large chunk of the top of the wall broke free.  Three Elves were standing on that part of the wall, and they were sent tumbling over the wall, screaming as the ground rushed up at them.  The King tried to jump backward out of the way, but the Stone Ogre was too fast.  With a quick, smashing fist, the Stone Ogre struck the top of the wall again, this time only feet from the King’s legs.  The top of the wall heaved and buckled.  King Illichian had to leap away to avoid being sent tumbling off the wall.  He landed hard and did not get up.  An Elf grabbed his King by the arm and started to pull him away, but another fist smashed down on the wall.  The Elf slipped and fell onto his back, leaving the King in danger of being struck by the Stone Ogre.
The Stone Ogre hesitated for a moment as it took in the Elves around it and realized that one of them was within reach.  It snarled and narrowed its eyes as it turned its body so that it could more easily reach the King.  Arrows were shot at it, but it ignored them all.  It didn’t even feel them.  An Elf jumped at it, distracting it.  Two daggers struck in vain at its skin, unable to leave a mark.  With a backhand, the Stone Ogre sent the Elf flying a hundred feet tumbling through the air.  The Elf struck the ground with a thud, bouncing once, and then didn’t move again.
Hemli was now in a rage that he could no longer control.  Years of frustration that had built up while he and his people had been held captive by the Dark Elf was released in this one instant.  Letting out a cry that turned heads all across the wall, he sprinted forward, raising his battle ax over his head.
The creature, who was about to strike down at King Illichian, was distracted by the cry and the little man running at it.  It was so small that it wasn’t even worth considering, so it reached its arm back and starting to swing its fist down towards King Illichian.
Hemli ran faster than he could have ever imagined.  When he reached the edge of the wall, he jumped, his battle ax cocked and ready to strike.  If he had taken a moment to think about what he was doing, he would never have attacked a creature ten times his size.  He wasn’t thinking, though.  He was only reacting to pure, raw rage.  He knew he was going to die, but at this moment, it didn’t matter as long as he was able to save the King’s life.  King Illichian was their leader, and he needed to be saved.  He just needed to distract the Stone Ogre long enough so that an Elf could pull the king away to safety.  There were no thoughts of being a hero, only of doing what was right.  With as much strength as he could muster, he forced his arms to bring the ax down onto the Stone Ogre’s forehead.  He expected the blade to merely bounce off, and then he would fall to his death.  For that moment, he felt the power of being a hero.
His arms shuddered, but the ax did not bounce off the creature’s head.  It cut cleanly through the skin, into its skull, and deep into its brain.  Still holding on to the ax, Hemli landed on the creature’s face.  Its eyes glazed over, and all its life left in an instant.  With its arm raised in the air, ready to strike, it toppled backward, with Hemli riding it down to the ground.  When it hit the ground, it bounced, sending Hemli tumbling off, still gripping the battle ax.  It had gone in cleanly, and then came out cleanly.
For a moment, there was only stunned silence.  The Elven archers stopped shooting, and the other Stone Ogres stopped pounding the wall with their fists.  Then, when the shock of the moment past, the Elves cheered.  The Dwarves cheered.
Hemli did not revel in his victory.  The head of the dead Stone Ogre was next to him, but he did not see it.  All he saw was the next Stone Ogre, which had already gone back to pounding the wall.  He was not sure why his battle ax had cut through the stone skin, but he did not care.  All hesitation and doubt left as he marched forward, knowing now what was to be his destiny.
***
“Yes, I saw,” Hargon said.
They had witnessed the death of the Stone Ogre from the back of the crowd of Dwarves.  Marila’s illusion seemed to work as no one recognized him as Hargon.  He did not feel any differently, and when he looked at himself, he could still see himself and his black robes.  Yet, when the Dwarves around him looked at him, he knew they saw another Dwarf.
He held her hand firmly, fearful that the illusion could go away at any moment.  If that were to happen, then there would be no chance that he could sneak off towards the Deceiver’s army.  He pulled her back away from the Dwarves who were now rushing after the next Stone Ogre.  They ran down the wall in the opposite direction, past Elves who were standing guard with baskets full of arrows.  There were not enough arrows in all the kingdom to defend the castle, he thought.  The Elves ignored them, even though they were curious about two Dwarves running away from the Stone Ogres.  Since one of their kind had just saved the King, they did not ask questions but gave a nod of approval.
Marila pulled him to a stop when they were out of earshot from the nearest Elf.  The Elven archers were concentrated near the front gate and the north side of the wall where the Stone Ogres had begun their attack.  The southern part of the wall was not being attacked yet, so there was no need to defend it.
“I can jump down,” she said, looking down at the ground that was fifty feet below them.
Hargon did not say a word but pulled out a rope that had been hidden under his robes.  He quickly tied one end around a battlement and tossed the loose end down towards the ground.  It did not reach all the way, but it was close enough.
Hargon started to pull his hand out of hers, but she squeezed it tight to hold his grasp.  “We have to be quick,” she said.  “For I won’t be able to hold the illusion on you while you're climbing down.”
“I’ll be quick,” he said.  He glanced down the wall, and when he was sure no one was looking, he pulled out of her grasp and began climbing down the wall.
She waited until he was halfway down the rope and then slithered down the rope after him.
At the bottom of the wall, he pushed himself up tight against it so he could not be seen.  She took his hand once again.
“You’re sure about this?” he asked.
“This was your idea,” she replied.
“I know, but you agreed to it.”
“You insisted it would work.”
“I am not from this realm.  I have no idea what will work, or what won’t.  I think it is a crazy idea for us to try and sneak our way through all those goblins to try and attack the Deceiver.”
“I have been saving my power up for this moment.  You get me close enough, and I will send him back to his own realm with a force he’d never seen before.”
Marila gave him a long and hard look.  “You really believe you can do that?”
Hargon ignored the question and said, “Do your illusion on me.  We are running out of time.”
***
Glaerion looked King Illichian over and asked, “Are you hurt?”
The King shook his head.  Even if he were, he would not admit it.  However, he was not concerned with his own safety at the moment.  “Where is Hargon?” he asked for what must have been the twentieth time in the last five minutes.
“He is not here?” Glaerion asked, looking around.  “He was supposed to bring the Stone Ogres down.  He said he had a spell all ready for them.  Conner?  You saw him last.  Where could he be?”
Conner was transfixed, watching Hemli go after another Stone Ogre.  The Dwarf had attacked his second Stone Ogre by cutting at the back of his leg, bring it to its knees.  Deftly dodging the Stone Ogre’s enormous fists, Hemli chipped away at the creature until he was able to bring it to the ground and finish it off with an overhand chop to its head.
“Conner?”
Conner pulled his eyes away from Hemli and looked at Glaerion.  “Hargon?  We discovered that Marila had escaped her cell and then split up looking for her.  That was before we went after the Sak’Hurai.  I haven’t seen him since.”
“He would not have run away, would he?”
Conner shook his head.  “He is not a coward.  He was looking forward to this fight more than any of us.”
King Illichian pounded a fist into the palm of his other hand.  “That Human!  He has the power to wipe out half the goblin army all by himself.  Why would he do this to us!”
Glaerion glanced at Conner, hoping that he had not taken offense at the King’s outburst.  “Your Majesty,” Glaerion said.  “I am sure there is an explanation.  The Dwarf might have solved our Stone Ogre problem.”
Conner pointed at Hemli, who was now running away from three Stone Ogres who had decided to stop bashing down the wall and chase after the new threat.  “Hemli has a weapon that can fight them, but he is the only one.  He cannot fight three at once.”
“He needs help,” Glaerion said, itching to do something, but knowing there was nothing he could do.
Conner drew his swords, but Glaerion shook his head.
“That would be suicide,” Glaerion said.  “They are too big and too strong, and we have no weapons that can kill them.  We’ve tried to aim at their eyes, but even with all our abilities, we cannot kill them that way with arrows.  We’ve blinded four of them, but they still attack the walls.  We need longer and stronger weapons to kill them that way.”
“Or Hargon,” King Illichian growled.
“Forget Hargon,” Conner cried out, moving towards the edge of the shattered wall.  He pointed at the Dwarf, who was now running for his life.  “What about Hemli!”
Just as the words came out of his mouth, Immerallis swooped down from the skies and drove his shoulder into one of the Stone Ogres, knocking him into the other two.  All three, plus the Dragon, tumbled into the wall.  The force of the collision sent a shudder through the wall.  It didn’t knock anyone off their feet, but it caused many to stumble.  The wall held, but it was heavily damaged.  Before the Stone Ogres could get to their feet, Immerallis jumped up and grabbed one of the Stone Ogres by the body, and lifted it into the air.  Despite the Stone Ogres flailing and twisting, Immerallis was able to hold on tightly while he flew high into the sky.
Hemli was able to reach the main gate, which was opened for him to run through.  The two Stone Ogres that had chased him quickly forgot about the Dwarf and returned to their spots and continued to pound on the wall.
“Three down,” Conner said.  A moment later, they heard the scream of the Stone Ogre as it fell from high in the sky, thumping down into the mass of goblins.
“There are still nine more,” Glaerion said.  “Whatever plan we had, we have to have a new one.  Without Hargon to protect the walls, those things will break through within the hour, and then the goblins will be able to just pour through.  We’ll be overrun quickly.”
“We bring the fight to them?” Conner asked.
“What choice do we have?”
“Find Hargon,” King Illichian said.  He let out a curse in his native tongue.  “How many times am I going to repeat that name!  You and you, pass the word through the castle.  Search every nook and cranny.  We must find him!  If the walls fall, we fall.”
Glaerion and Conner left without another word or discussion.
The King scratched his chin and let out a long sigh.  He looked out among the goblin army, who continued to wait for the Stone Ogres to bring the walls down.
“This should have been so easy,” he muttered.  “Hargon would have ripped those creatures to shred.  Where is he.”
He was about to turn and begin his own search for Hargon when he noticed a solitary wolf slowly make its way across the field toward the goblin army.  For a moment, he thought it odd that an animal would not sense the danger and evil of the goblins.  The thought quickly left as he needed to find Hargon before it was too late.




Chapter Eighteen

“You cannot hold them back much longer,” Roddan said.
The Deceiver pulled his cloak about his body, anxiously awaiting the time when the full power of the Ark of Life would keep him from feeling the bitterly cold wind.  He could not exist entirely in this realm.  The Creator had seen to that.  However, his essence was able to inhabit the body of a Human, which was capable of managing the connection to the Web of Magic.  This allowed the Deceiver to be able to cast his spells with no limitations.  However, as the body was Human, it was susceptible to the outside world.  Heat, cold, hunger, and thirst were his worst enemies.  When he first inhabited the body, he had almost let it die because he did not realize he had to eat and drink regularly.  He did not like the activity and had to force himself to keep nourished.  He impatiently waited for the day when he had the full power of the Ark of Life and didn’t have to worry about such trivial things.
Roddan waited for a moment for the Deceiver to answer, but the Deceiver stood still, his eyes watching the Stone Ogres slowly tear the walls down from the Human castle in the distance.  They stood in the shadows of the trees of the forest that ringed the valley that overlooked the castle.  Directly behind them stood eight of the heavily muscled Mashers.  They followed him everywhere he went as if they could protect him better than he could defend himself.  He only knew that they were there because of their heavy breathing and acrid stench that emanated from their bodies.
After he realized the Deceiver was not going to respond, Roddan said, “I don’t understand why we don’t run over the castle like we did to all the cities to the west.  We faced hundreds of thousands of their soldiers, and they fell easily.  Their cities were crushed underfoot and burned to the ground.  Yet, you hold back the army and only send the Stone Ogres at them.  They’ve already killed four of them, and if that flying beast isn’t killed, it just might kill all the others, too!”
The Deceiver turned his head to silently glare at Roddan.  He didn’t mind when his generals spoke their minds unless they were questioning his decisions.  If it were anyone else other than his most trusted general, Roddan would be engulfed in flames, which he had heard was one of the more painful ways to die.
Roddan saw the look and stiffened, fearful that the Deceiver would react violently.
With a soft, yet powerful voice, the Deceiver said, “For countless millennia, the Ark of Life was hidden from the people of this world.  Now that it is within our reach, I cannot let it be taken away from me.  This world is a large place, and it would take many years to find it if one of those Dragons decided to take it away and hide it on the other side of this world.  As long as they have some hope that they can win, then they will fight and defend it.  The moment that they know all is lost, that is when they will take the necklace and try and hide it from me.  At that moment is when we must be ready to strike.”
“You say you can feel it.  What does it matter that they can take it to the other side of the world.”
The Deceiver shook his head slowly.  “Your mind is too simple to understand.  I feel it and sense its presence.  I can feel its touch on the Web of Magic, but that is all.  It feels no different to me whether it is ten feet from me or ten thousand miles.  If I could have sense exactly where it is, I would already have it in my grasp.”
“You are the Deceiver!” Roddan said excitedly.  “We know where it is!  Send your army over the castle walls and take it!”
“The moment the first Stone Ogre breaks through the wall, the army will march.  They will put all their forces into defending their walls, and the front door.”  A sly smile spread across the Deceiver’s lips.  “Then I will slip in through the back door, and take the necklace before they know I am there and before they can try and take it away to hide it.”
“Why did you not tell me of your plans before this?”
The Deceiver crossed his arms and said, “I tell you what you need to know.  You will lead the charge.  You and the Mashers.”
“You will go into the castle alone?”
The Deceiver laughed.  “Alone?  No.  I will not be alone.”
A shout erupted from a distance.  One of the Stone Ogres knocked enough of the wall down that he was climbing over the wall and would soon be inside.  The other Stone Ogres noticed the new weakness in the wall and they all moved together to attack the same spot. 
“It is time.  Go!”
Roddan hesitated just for a moment, then gave out a sharp whistle and command to the eight Mashers.  With only the sound of their feet slapping through the mud, they followed Roddan towards the front of the army.
The Deceiver closed his eyes and reached out for his spy.  It is time, he said through his thoughts.
I am ready, the spy replied.
Words fell off his lips as he invoked the spell.  His hand went to the small leather pouch that hung from his neck, and he pulled out the jet black stone.  It was warm to the touch.  The power flowed through his hands and into the rest of his body as the spell came to fruition.  A purple haze appeared before him, and just past the haze was no longer his army, but a quiet stone-strewn path.  The haze would not last long, so he quickly jumped through and then a stiff wind picked up, and the haze blew away with it.
He did not realize how loud his army was until he could no longer hear it.  The stench was also gone, and he took in a deep breath.  He was not sure if he actually enjoyed the freshness of the late winter mountains, but it was different than what he was used to.  A bird called in the distance.  Its high-pitched sound caused him to turn and ready a spell.  Nothing else moved around him, but he was wary that there would be danger farther up the mountains, where the trail led.
He was told that there was a path, but he could not make one out.  All he knew was that somewhere up the mountainside was the back entrance to the castle.  He expected it to be heavily guarded, even if it was secret.  He started up the mountain, doing his best to keep his footing.  Much of the terrain was muddy and slippery.  Several times he slipped and fell, getting his cloak caked with mud.
A sizeable rocky outcropping caught his attention, and then he realized a path led right up to it.  The mountainside rose quickly from here, and soon it would become nearly impossible to climb on his own.  In his way, though, was the massive pile of rocks.  For several minutes he walked around it, looking for an easy way to pass, but there was something odd about the rocks and how they rested on the ground.
“It’s fresh,” he said aloud. 
It certainly made sense to bury the secret entrance rather than to try and guard it.  A few rocks didn’t bother him.  It took him only a heartbeat to think of the spell and let its words come through his lips.  Squeezing the black gem, he thrust his hand at the rocks, and they exploded into tiny pieces.  The force of the blow struck him and sent him tumbling back down the mountainside.  He tumbled and rolled, and the thought of losing the black gem entered his thoughts, and he squeezed it tightly.
When he stopped rolling, he picked himself up.  Pain shot throughout his body, but he ignored it.  Pain was a Human feeling, and he could easily push it aside.  An odd ringing filled his ears, though, and he had to shake his head to clear it.  When he did, he looked up at the pile of rocks.  Although much of it had been blown away, he still could not see the entrance to the castle.  Realizing that the spell he used might permanently hurt his Human form, he decided on another option, but it would take him much longer as he’d have to move each rock one by one until he made a path for himself to reach the entrance.
***
Conner turned his head at the muffled explosion.  It sounded like it came from the backside of the mountain.  “What was that?”
Glaerion snapped, “Does it matter?  They’ve breached the wall, and the army is coming!”
“We haven’t found Hargon, either!”
They were both in the courtyard watching the wall crumble before them.  The soldiers and fighters that were mustered there moved back as one, squeezing together and making it difficult for them to pass through.
Atop the wall, Elven archers continued to try and strike the Stone Ogres through the eyes, but they kept their heads down, making it difficult to target their eyes.
Conner drew his swords, knowing that they would be useless against the creature.  But it did force the soldiers around him to give him a wide berth.
“We fight, with or without Hargon,” Conner said.
Glaerion looked around and said, “Once those Stone Ogres get inside the wall, they’ll kill every one of these fighters.  We have to retreat into the castle.  At least as many of them as we can.”
“Then the goblins will swarm in.”  He looked at the double oak doors that led into the large cavern where Elissa and all the non-combatants were hiding.
They could see the head of the Stone Ogre as it was climbing over the wall.  It had pulled the top half of the wall down, giving it a pile of rocks to stand on.  Now, it was looking inside at the courtyard, its head turning left and right.  It reached one hand over the wall and started to pull itself up and over, but Immerallis swooped down just as it was about to fall into the courtyard.  The Dragon grabbed the Stone Ogre by one shoulder and its head and was about to lift off the ground when Immerallis was swarmed by the flying minor demons.  None of them were anywhere near his size, but dozens were biting and attacking the Dragon.
Archers quickly changed from shooting at the Stone Ogres to shooting at the flying creatures.  Many fell after being struck by multiple arrows, but there were many more to take the place of the fallen.  Then another swarm came over the top of the wall, attacking the archers.  Bows were dropped, and daggers were drawn. 
“I’ll take the wall,” Glaerion called out as he ran towards the stairs that led to the top of the wall.  As he ran, he called for soldiers to follow him.  Many did, eagerly, but fearfully, running towards their first combat.
Conner turned to look at the Stone Ogre that was almost over the wall.  “Fine.  I’ll take Prince Ugly.”
“How do we kill it?” Denn asked.
Conner then realized that all the Sak’Hurai had joined him.  Seventy men.  A hundred and forty swords.  And none of them could even scratch the skin of the creature.
“Its eye is its only weakness.  A deep thrust of a sword will kill it.  That, or a mage.”
“You have one of those?”
“We did, but not anymore.”
Denn didn’t seem fazed.  “Sword through the eye it is.”  He turned left and right to the rest of the Sak’Hurai and shouted orders in Hurai.
The Sak’Hurai all moved forward as one, trotting towards the wall.  Several dashed up the stairs and sprinted across the top of the wall, dodging the minor demons that were flying about, trying to attack anything that moved.  The Elves were able to keep them occupied, but they were not making much headway.  As soon as they killed one, there was another to take its place.
Marik ran up to Conner, out of breath from running.  “The army is on the move.  We have to do something.  Those creatures will have the wall down any moment, and then the goblins will come through.”
“What was the plan?” Conner asked.
“Hargon was supposed to be here to kill the Stone Ogres and wipe out the army!  Remember what he did when we first got here?  No, you weren’t here.  He wiped out the entire goblin army with one spell.  He saved all of us once, and we were counting on him again.”
Marik’s eyes flashed the anger that he felt, and Conner saw it coming.
“I know Hargon,” Conner said, trying to calm Marik down.  “He’ll be here when we need him.  I’ve passed word, and everyone is keeping an eye out for him.”
Marik let loose with his anger and shouted, “He’s become obsessed with his magic and Marila, and may not care if we survive or not!  The next time I see him, I’ll show him what good cold steel can do!”
Marik spun and started to walk away.  Conner grabbed him on the shoulder.
“What!” Marik shouted back.  The anger directed at Conner clearly surprised him, as his face showed it.  Marik let out a heavy sigh.  With a calmer voice, Marik said, “I am a Karmon Knight, and I am letting my emotions get the better of me.  I know better.”
“Marik, stopping carrying all the burden of this war.  Hargon will show, and even if he doesn’t, we are prepared.  We have fighters, soldiers, archers, Knights, Sak’Hurai warriors, and a Dragon.”
“You’ve always been confident at victory,” Marik said, his eyes losing anger and showing weariness.
“The One God will not let us fail.  He has put me, put all of us on this path, and He will be there when we most need it.  It is not Hargon that we need, but our faith that the One God has not left us, and will be there when we need Him.”
“He has been absent, letting the Deceiver conquer the world.”
Conner shook his head.  “The Deceiver has not conquered anything yet.  He has destroyed some cities, killed many, many of our people, but we still have fight in us, and we must take the fight to him, now.”
“Open the gates and take the fight to them?”
Conner nodded his head.  “Why not?”
“If we had a thousand Knights, we could just run them over.  We have so few left.  The major parts of our army are untrained men and boys.  They will fight bravely, but many of them will die bravely.  On an open field, the goblin horde will just surround us, just like they did the Sak’Hurai.  There will be no rescue.  So, no, we don’t fight them on their field.  We fight them on ours.  We let the walls fall, which means that we will know where they will come through.  We let them come through and cut them down in the courtyard.  If we can control the battlefield, then eventually the Deceiver will come here, and then we can use that spear that you brought back.”
“I’ll find Glaerion and make sure he has it ready.  When the time comes, we’ll also need Immerallis.”
“You call, I’ll be there,” Immerallis said in their heads.
Marik and Conner both looked to the sky, and spotted him high in the air, carrying yet another Stone Ogre so that he could drop it to its death.
“Yes, I’ve been listening to you.  The goblins are about to pour through the opening.  Prepare your soldiers to defend the castle.”
“Go!” Conner shouted, and ran to find Glaerion.
Marik ran to find the rest of his Knights to prepare the fighters to defend the castle.
***
Hargon was painfully out of breath, and his legs burned with fatigue as if they were on fire.  To support her illusion of being a wolf, Marila forced him to run across the field as fast as they could, and running was not something he was accustomed to doing.  Three goblins noticed their illusionary wolf and started to chase after them, but they were called back by their leaders.  One lone wolf was not worth the effort of even a single goblin.
“He will be at the back of the army,” Marila said with no signs of being fatigued or out of breath.  While Hargon struggled to keep up the pace, she easily handled it.  “Surrounded by his generals, specifically Roddan.  He is a hairy beast that is ruthless and smart.  We will have to get through him first, but your powers should handle him.  He has no magical powers of his own.”
Hargon did not reply, as he was gasping for air.  His chest was about to burst, but he knew he couldn’t stop running.  If they did, they would be easy prey for goblins.  Although he had a handful of spells ready to be used to defend himself, doing so would wreck their illusion and the full force of the army would be set upon them.  Worse, they would lose any chance of trying to get close to the Deceiver.
When they were halfway across the field and started up the gentle slope towards the forest, the goblin army started to move forward.  Marila made sure they stayed far enough away from the goblins to keep them from taking further notice of them.  The frenzied goblins no longer seemed to care about them, and with an nearly uncontrollable delirium, the goblin army ran towards the castle.
Marila circled behind the army and by the time they arrived at the forest, the goblins and minor demons had all moved away.  A heavy, acrid stench hung in the air, left over from the mere presence of the goblins.  The ground was torn up, leaving only a muddy and sloppy mess. Trees at the edge of the forest had been ripped to shreds and left to die.  All signs of the coming spring were gone.  The goblins had left death in their wake.
Finally able to catch his breath, Hargon dropped to a knee and sucked in air as quickly as he could.  His head spun, and he felt as if he were about to topple over.
“We must keep moving,” Marila said.
Hargon shook his head.  After one more deep breath, he broke out into a coughing fit as his lungs finally rebelled at being overworked.  He yanked his hand away from her and the illusion disappeared.
Marila looked around, but there was no one near to see them.  The entire army had now reached the castle and was pouring in through an opening in the wall.  The Stone Ogres had broken through in two places, but the holes were not wide enough to fit very many goblins at once.  With them all trying to charge through at the same time, the attack stalled, which gave Elven archers easy targets to quickly kill goblins.  Some of the goblins started to climb the walls, which they did by digging their sharp talons into the stone to get a toehold.  But they were also quickly shot down by the archers.
Hargon watched for a moment and said, “We just might win this.  Those goblins are so easy to kill.”
“Do not be deceived,” Marila said.  “They seem easy to kill, but they will overwhelm with their numbers.  Are you rested enough?”
Hargon stood up and nodded his head.  His breathing was back to normal, and his legs no longer felt rubbery.  He felt the weight of the Ark of Life around his neck and assumed that its power had helped him recover more quickly than he otherwise would have.  His hand touched the empty pendant, wondering what it would feel like once he had the full power of the Ark of Life.  The thought of being able to do whatever he wanted for as long as he wanted had an incredible appeal.
Marila moved off into the trees, and he watched her for a moment.  Her Human form represented the power that he sought.  It was beautiful and perfect on the outside, but in truth, there was much more to her, as there was the Ark of Life.  They both were dangerous and could turn the tide of the war.  They both could also turn against him and this world.  Right now, she could be leading him right into the hands of the Deceiver.  His instincts were telling him to trust her, but too much had happened in his life to keep him from trusting anyone.  He had trusted his own brother, Tarcious, and that had not turned out well.  It was almost pure luck that he had survived.
“Luck,” he repeated aloud, and then let out a chuckle as he replied the last year of his life in his head.
She stopped at the sound of his voice and turned to look at him.  “What?”
“I was just thinking how lucky I’ve been to even survive this far.”
She shook her head slowly.  “Is there really such a thing as luck?”
“For me to be here, alive, yes, I think there must be.  Think of all the little events that have had to come together to get us here.”
“You would not be here if the Deceiver had not come to this realm.  How is that lucky?”
He thought about it for a moment, and then laughed softly. “Yeah, I guess you’re right.  If not for your Deceiver, I’d still be emperor of Taran, living a life of pompous luxury.”
“We are running out of time,” she replied, unamused at his clear attempt at levity.
He trotted to reach her side, trusting that she was who she said she was, and not the spy that they had accused her of being.
Side-by-side, they quietly walked through the trees.  The only sounds they heard were the distant sounds of battle from behind them.  Nothing around them was alive.  No birds.  No small animals.  They had all quickly left when the goblins had arrived.
“Is he even here?” Hargon whispered.
Marila did not immediately respond.  They continued walking for some time until they reached a large clearing where a tent had been erected.  One flap was open and hung down, as there was no breeze to flap it.  Carefully, they peered inside, but it was empty.
“This is strange,” Marila said.
“Where is he?” Hargon asked, even though he knew that Marila could not answer.
Marila stepped into the tent to look around to see if there was something left that would give a clue as to where the Deceiver was.
Hargon snapped his head around, hoping that the Deceiver would jump out from behind a tree, but he knew that he would not.  An odd feeling came over him as his gut was telling his mind what was wrong, but his mind refused to listen.  He stopped looking around when he faced west, towards the castle and the goblin army that was swarming at its walls.
“Certainly he would not march into battle with his army,” Hargon said quietly.  “He would wait for them to soften the defenders, first.”
A breeze suddenly picked up, and a sound touched his ears.
Marila stepped out of the tent and asked, “What was that?”
“You heard it too?”
“It sounded like banging.  In the trees.”
Marila darted deeper into the forest.  Hargon trailed behind, jogging.  He was never going to stay with her, as she ran too fast.  He just hoped that he didn’t lose sight of her. 
The thick underbrush had not been torn asunder by the goblins.  The trees were undamaged and starting to sprout buds.  Clearly, the army had not marched through this part of the forest, but there were clearly sounds coming from ahead of them.  Someone or something was doing work in the forest.
Marila had stopped running and was moving slowly, carefully putting her foot down to avoid making noise.  As carefully as he could, Hargon approached.  Once he reached her, she grabbed his hand and pulled him down into a crouch.  He held it limply for a moment, but the warmth of her touch was inviting, and he squeezed it lightly.
She looked up at him, but his eyes were on the people that were moving about in a clearing on the other side of thick evergreen bushes.
“Who?” he asked softly.
She put a finger to her lips and shook her head.
A large man dressed only in torn pants was standing nearby.  His skin was a dark brown and was stretched tightly across his muscular back and shoulders.  Those muscles rippled as he turned his head to look back at them.  Hargon’s heart froze for an instant as he thought their eyes locked, but the man’s gaze moved farther to his left, and then back to his right.  Eventually, the man turned back towards the clearing, and Hargon breathed again.
Silently, for several minutes, they watched the activity in the clearing.  The men who were working in the clearing were different than the dark man.  They were smaller and were dressed warmly in layers of clothes.  They worked efficiently without speaking, and it did not take long for Hargon to realize what they were doing.  He wanted to believe that what he was seeing was a dream, but it was happening right in front of him.  With each passing moment, any hope that was left in him slowly disappeared.
More movement caught his eye, and he saw more of the dark men in the forest.  They were clearly guarding the workers, as they formed a perimeter around the clearing.  Marila gave him a light tug with her hand and pulled him away.  As quietly as they could, they moved away from the clearing and back toward the edge of the forest.
When they were far enough away that she was sure no one could hear them talk, Marila asked, “What were those things they were building?”
“Siege towers.  Battering rams.  Catapults.  Machines to tear down the walls.”
“Why?  The Stone Ogres are doing that.  Why do they need those machines?”
Through the trees, they could see the castle and the goblin horde as it attacked the walls.  Elves darted across the top of the wall, sending arrow after arrow into the horde, but doing little damage.  The Dragon swooped down and spread its Dragon Fire onto a broad swath of goblins, instantly killing dozens.  Eventually, the goblins would all be defeated.  It might take days or even weeks, but the walls were still strong enough to withstand a full assault. 
Hargon put a hand to his mouth and rubbed his chin.  It had been days since he had taken a razor to his face, and the stubble was starting to itch.  He knew why the siege engines were being built.  It was because the Deceiver knew that the goblins were but a simple diversion.  They were a precursor to the real army, who would use those siege engines to lay waste to the walls and kill everyone inside.
“The goblins do not use the machines,” Hargon said, his eyes transfixed on the battle that was happening a mile away.  The Karmon, Elves, Dwarves, and now the Hurai were fighting desperately to win the battle, and eventually, they would.  Just in time to lose the war.
Marila looked up at him, a questioning look on her face.
Hargon looked into her eyes for several moments.  She was showing him the illusion of her Human form, but he knew that her eyes could not hide her thoughts.  As the moment passed, her eyes went wide as the realization hit.
He confirmed her thoughts by saying, “The Deceiver knew we would be able to defeat the goblins and the Stone Ogres.  He will need those machines to bring down the walls so that his real army can breach the walls and kill us all.”
Her palm became sweaty as fear took hold of her heart.  “Real army?  There is another army?”
Although he knew that she had once been one of the Deceiver’s minions, and maybe even was a spy, he knew that she did not know about the Deceiver’s actual plan.  It did not surprise him, for if he had been in the Deceiver’s place, he would have kept his plans hidden as long as possible.
“The Deceiver knows about me.  Knows how powerful I am.  He knows that I can wipe those goblins off the face of the earth as easily as I can stomp on an army of ants.  The Stone Ogres and those flying creatures are also a part of the diversion.  They are easy to kill, but they are also a big distraction.”
He released his grip on her hand, and she let it drop to her side.
He continued, “He is smart.  Very smart.  Just like I am.  But, there are only so many military tactics that can actually work, and I know them all.  Remember, I was emperor of the greatest nation on the earth!  I know all of this, and it is what I would do.  He would not commit all his forces to a battle unless he had more forces waiting to join in.  That is why all the goblins are attacking.  There is another army out there, ready to attack once we think that we have won.”
“Those men.  Are they a part of their army?”
Hargon did not expect that question from Marila.  He figured she knew who they were, as she seemed to know many things about the Deceiver and his army.
“You do not recognize them?” Hargon asked.
“They look Human, just like your people.  They are not from here?”
“I have seen men like the dark ones before.  There are lands far to the west where all the people have skin like that, but there is something a bit off about those men.  They were not wearing anything other than pants.  It is cold, and a night this cold would kill a man that wasn’t wearing any clothes.  It does not matter if they are from this world or from the Adversary’s realm.  If there is an army of them, they will be formidable.  More formidable than the goblins that are attacking.”
“We need to get back to the castle and warn everyone.”  Hargon shook his head in disbelief.  “Maybe that coward Lord Martin was right.  Maybe we should have just run away.”
“You should have run away.”
Both Hargon and Marila jumped at the voice.  Roddan stepped from behind a large tree, a smile spread across his hairy face.  The slits that he had for eyes sparkled as he laughed.
“I thought I killed you, Marila,” Roddan said.  In his right hand, he held a rusty sword that was stained with blood.  He gave it a glance and tossed it away.  “This time, I want to feel your death in my hands.  Your illusions will no longer work on me, now that I know your strength.  I can see right through whatever illusion that you have, and I can see the ugliness of your natural self.  You do not belong here, nor do you belong in your homeworld.  You have no home.  Therefore, you have no reason to live.”
“She has plenty of reason to live!” Hargon growled, lifting his hands and letting balls of fire swirl around them.
“You have one of them defending you?”  Roddan laughed harder.  To Hargon, he asked, “Have you seen her true self?  Have you seen how ugly she is?”
Hargon tossed a ball of fire at him, but it struck an invisible barrier right in front of him.  The flames flashed and then disappeared.
“Surprised for a second time?” Roddan asked.  He took a step forward.  “No, your magic cannot hurt me.  The Adversary saw to that.  Try as you might…”
His words were cut off by a flurry of fireballs that struck the barrier.  The force of the blows caused Roddan to have to take a step back, but the barrier held.  After nearly a full minute of casting fireballs, Hargon lowered his hands.
“See?” Roddan said.
Hargon took a step forward and said, “Well, maybe I’ll just have to use my own hands!”
Marila stepped in front of Hargon and growled, “He is mine.”
“Marila,” Hargon started to say.
Marila quickly cut him off.  “You fight with magic, not with your hands.  Roddan would rip you apart before you knew what was happening to you.  Stand back.”
She dropped her illusion and lowered into a crouch, hands up and ready to attack.
Roddan squatted down and held out his hands, letting five long, razor-sharp talons slide out from the tips of his fingers.  He took in a deep breath and let out a great animalistic roar, showing off his two long incisors.
Marila was not afraid.  She launched herself forward, her hands outstretched and aimed for Roddan’s throat.  With deftness, he stepped aside and struck his sharp talons down her back, sending her tumbling through the muddy grass.  Blood flew from open wounds, but she did not care.  Ignoring the searing pain, she rolled until she was standing up, and then she charged again.  He was much bigger, stronger, and quicker than she was, so he was easily able to dodge aside and strike again at her.  This time, he caught her across the shoulder, ripping into her skin.  Again, and again, she launched herself at him, trying to get past his talons, but each time, he was too quick and too strong.  Each time, she came away more bloodied.
Hargon watched, hopeful at first that Marila would prevail, but it soon became apparent that the hairy beast was no match for her.  It would only be a matter of time before Marila would tire out and Roddan’s talons would strike too deep, killing her.
Seeing the pain on her face, and her cries at being cut, he could not stand back any longer.  He closed his eyes and muttered the words of a spell that he had recently memorized but had used several times already. He just hoped that Roddan’s anatomy was the same as a Human’s.  As the last of the words fell off his lips, he could see Roddan suddenly gasp for breath.  He grabbed at his throat, clawing at as if something were constricting it.  There was, but it was magic, and there was nothing that Roddan could do about it.  Feeling pleased with himself, he relaxed and waited for Roddan to topple over dead.
Instead, Roddan charged him.  Roddan was no longer struggling to breathe, as he had realized what was happening.  Rather than panic and succumb to fear, the warrior in Roddan charged at what was attacking him.
Hargon, seeing the great beast bear down on him, panicked and lost the spell.  Instinctively, he resorted to firing fireballs, which only bounced off the invisible shield that protected Roddan.  Roddan lifted his arms to swing at him.  Hargon ducked, tucking his head under crossed arms, waiting for the inevitable and wondering how painful it was going to be sliced up.
He felt nothing but heard a thump next to him. 
Marila had jumped on Roddan’s back, grabbed him by the head, and pulled him to the ground.  Roddan fought back, but he had left his backside exposed, and Marila quickly took advantage of the opening.  He tried to roll over, but Marila had the leverage to keep him on his stomach.  She began striking him harder and harder, ripping hair and flesh out, sending it high into the air.
Hargon looked up, seeing Marila on top, but Roddan was struggling to free himself.  He was bigger and stronger, and he might soon break free.  Darting over to the rusty cast-aside sword, Hargon picked it up and ran back to Roddan.  With Marila still beating down on him, Hargon drove the tip of his sword through Roddan’s back, hoping he struck his heart.  Roddan reared his head back and let out an ear-splitting roar.  Marila was caught off guard by the move, which allowed Roddan to start to stand up.  Hargon pulled the sword out and plunged it down again.  Roddan dropped to the ground, letting out a gurgling gasp before he fell still.
Hargon lifted the sword again and plunged it down one more time into Roddan’s back.  The only sound he heard was the sickening sound of the sword cutting into flesh.  He rolled off Roddan, breathing heavily and shaking from the exertion and explosion of adrenalin through his body.  He turned to Marila and smiled, but she was glaring back at him.
“What did you do!” she cried out.
“I saved you.”
“That was for me!  I was supposed to kill him!”
Marila pushed herself up from the ground.  He stood as well, surprised at her reaction.  She was clearly going to be killed, and he had saved her life.  She should be thanking him, but instead, she was yelling at him.  He stood, arms hanging down, dumbfounded.  She walked up to him, face full of anger and hands balled into fists.  She lifted them and pounded him on the chest.
“Why!”  Tears were streaming down her cheeks.  “I needed to kill him!”
Instead of dodging her blows or shying away, he stepped into her, bringing her into a hug.  She did not resist.  Her head fell onto his shoulder, tears staining his cloak.
“In this world, we are never alone.  We help each other.”
She let out a sob.
“You’ll never be alone in this world.”  He pulled her tighter into him, feeling her warmth.
She wrapped her arms around him, giving another living creature a hug for the first time.




Chapter Nineteen

The Deceiver knew he was making more noise than he should have, but he also knew that the castle defenses would be fully engaged with his goblin army and any noise he made would likely be unheard or ignored.  As he tossed the last of the large boulders away from the secret entrance, he did hope that not all the Human defenses were such engaged.  His blood boiled with the thought of killing, and he no one in the castle could stand against him.  Even if the entire army came at him, he would have an easy time killing them all.  But, killing them all was not the point.  He didn’t care if any of them lived or died.  He only cared that he had the necklace around his neck before the day was done.  If that meant they all had to die, he would be happy, but he also didn’t want to kill every living creature on the planet.  He needed to keep plenty of them for slaves.  His new realm would be built upon their backs.
The avalanche that had blocked the entrance had been a genius idea by whoever thought of it.  Although a single entry could be defended by a small force, eventually it would succumb to a determined and persistent attack.  By completely blocking the opening, they didn’t have to commit a single defender to the entrance.  Everyone could be sent to the walls to defend against the goblins.  He was okay with that.  The farther he got into the castle without being detected, the easier it would be for him to find the Human mage who held the necklace.
The door that opened to the castle had been damaged by the rocks that had fallen against it.  It had once been a solid oak door, but now it was splintered down the middle.  He thought for a moment about using his power to rip the door to shreds, but he didn’t want to announce himself quite yet.  He reached his hands into the crack and gave a sharp tug.  Fortunately, he had chosen a strong Human form to take over, so the door came apart in two pieces after only a few minutes of tugging and yanking.
The outer door opened to a small chamber that at one time housed a small armory.  There was another undamaged door that led to the castle, but it was locked.  He put his ear to it to see if he could hear if anyone were on the other side.  Without any easy way to get through the door, he decided that he would need to use one of his many spells to break the door apart.  It would be a similar spell to the one he used to rip apart the rocks that hid the secret entrance, but it would do the same thing.  It would rip the wood pieces into splinters.
***
“Yes!” Glaerion shouted back at his King, who had looked over at him. “I felt it again, too.  Not as much power this time, but enough.  Someone nearby is tapping into the Web of Magic.”
“Hargon?” King Illichian asked.
“Who else?”  Glaerion pulled his last arrow out of his quiver and sent it through the head of a goblin that was crawling up the wall.  They were running out of arrows.  He drew his daggers and turned when he heard the pounding of feet coming at him.
Conner, with both swords drawn, came to a sliding stop.  The top of the wall was covered in green goblin blood.  Many had made it to the top, but none had gotten past the Elves.
“The wall has been breached in two places,” Conner said, out of breath from running up the stairs to the top of the wall.  It wasn’t only the run that had caused him to lose his wind.  The stress of the battle was wearing on him.  His nerves were frayed, and he could hardly think straight.
“We’ve got to plug the holes!” the King cried out.  He turned and began shouting to his archers.  Those that had no more arrows drew their daggers and swords and ran for the courtyard.
“We’re letting them through,” Conner said.
“What?” Glaerion exclaimed.  “There’s too many of them!”  He pointed his dagger to the goblins outside the wall.
“No, wait!” The King said, quickly recognizing what Conner meant.  “Control their assault.  Keep them coming in slow enough so that we can kill them as they come through the wall, but not fast enough that they will overwhelm us.”
“What?  How do we do that?”
“If they know they can get in,” the King said.  “They will all try and squeeze through the same holes.  In their frenzy to get in, they will actually make it harder for them to get through.”
“What of the Stone Ogres?”
“The Dragon has killed six,” Conner said, pointing out towards the battlefield where Immerallis was chasing down another Stone Ogre.  “Hemli has taken two down, and the Sak’Hurai has killed one.  That leaves three, and I think Immerallis will be taking down another as soon as he can catch it.”
“How are our forces in the courtyard standing up to the goblins?” Glaerion asked.
“We’re killing many more than are killing us,” Conner said.  “Even if they outnumber us ten to one, we will still win this battle.”
“Right.  As long as anything else doesn’t come.  To the courtyard?”
Conner shook his head.  “You, me, Marik, and five or six others are going to mount up and head out to find the Deceiver.”  He looked at the King, who was gripping the Spear of Salvation tightly.  Its tip was covered in goblin blood.  “We’ll need the Spear.”
“Without Hargon to protect you?” King Illichian said.  “The Deceiver would kill you before you got close enough to see the whites of his eyes.”
“I can protect us,” Glaerion said confidently.
“Hardly,” the King retorted.  “You’ll have one big spell, and then you’ll be too weak to fight.  He’ll know who and what you are, so you’ll die first.  No.  Once we find Hargon, then we’ll attack.  Until then, we defend this castle.”
“What if we never find him?  What if he’s run away?  Or worse?  Maybe he found Marila, and she killed him?”
“He’s around somewhere,” Conner said.
“You’ve been saying that for hours, and you haven’t found him, yet!” the King said with a raised voice.  “You two get back down in the courtyard and help those fighters!  Once Hargon shows up, we have to be ready to attack immediately.  But, if we’re run over by goblins, it won’t matter if we find him or not!”
“We should have not put all our hopes in one Human,” Glaerion growled.  Then he glanced at Conner.
“Don’t look at me,” Conner said.  “I agree with you!  Did we really have any other choice?  Once we get these goblins under control, we’ll go after the Deceiver.”
Shouting from the courtyard caught their attention.  The men fighting in the courtyard were no longer pushing forward.  They were starting to move back.  Many had dropped their weapons and run away.  It took only a split second to realize that they needed help.  In the midst of the goblins were three Mashers.  Their giant bodies rippled with muscles and each held a large spiked club.  Their faces showed no emotion.  Archers from above fired arrows into them, but the Mashers did not seem to know that they had been struck with a dozen arrows each.  They swung their clubs with ease, crushing anyone who got in its way, whether it was Human or goblin.  They moved forward, and the Karmon fighters withered and ran.
Glaerion and Conner did not hesitate.  They took the stairs two at a time, pushing aside anyone that got in their way.
They shoved their way through the mass of fighters screaming at them to move forward, but none listened.  Conner even grabbed one who was running away but let him go when he saw the young man’s ashen face and wide eyes that were full of fear.  He was not the only one that had a fear of death in his eyes.  Even strong men had reached the point of fear that caused them to finally turn and run.  For Conner, it caused him to push forward harder and faster.
When Conner and Glaerion burst past the retreating fighters, they found themselves face to face with the giant beings.  As one, three sets of dark, empty eyes looked down at Conner.  They stopped fighting and waited as five more Mashers stepped through the opening in the wall.  There were still goblins trying to push their way into the courtyard, but they seemed to be afraid of the Mashers, so they shied away from being anywhere near them.  The three waited for the other five to join them, and then they moved forward as one.  The Karmon fighters continued to run away.
Conner was not afraid.  He had faced many strange creatures in the last two years, and these were just another kind like the others.  They were at least two heads taller than him and twice as broad.  If one of their clubs struck him, bones would break.  He would just have to be sure to not be hit by one.  Conner also did not like to see all his fighters shy away from this fight.  He and Glaerion should be able to take one each, but they were too big and looked too strong to take more than one at a time.  If they didn’t get any help, the fight would be over quickly.
Before he could think of how they might defend against the larger creatures, the Mashers ran into the mass of retreating fighters.  Moving more swiftly than seemingly possible, they had the agility of a cat, jumping and darting about as if they were half their size.  With wide swings with their clubs, they struck the Karmon fighters, sending dozens tumbling across the courtyard.  In a matter of moments, chaos encompassed the courtyard and blood and bodies were strewn across the hard and cold ground.
Conner dodged the fleeing fighters and went after the closest Masher.  It turned towards him as he approached, swinging its club with ease.  With a tuck and roll, Conner was able to dodge the blow and was nearly caught by a second swing by the Masher, but he was just quick enough to escape certain death.  Dancing around the Masher, Conner was able to avoid the massive, spiked club, but the Masher was too fast for Conner to strike with his swords.
An unseasoned or undisciplined fighter would become quickly frustrated with being unable to land even a glancing blow, but Conner had been too well trained to lose his patience.  The Masher did not get frustrated either.  It attacked with cold, calculating efficiency, without showing signs of fatigue.  Conner was patient, though, and his patience paid off as he knew it would.  The swings of the Masher were systematic, and once Conner was able to figure out its moves, Conner was able to slip past the club and slice deep into its thigh muscle.  The Masher did not react other than to stumble, which exposed its chest.  Conner drove the point of his sword deep into its body, far deeper than Conner wanted.  For a moment the sword was stuck, but the Masher finally showed some emotion and jerked back with surprise and pain, allowing Conner to pull the sword out and jump free.
As pain began to sweep through the Masher’s body, its eyes went wide, and then it let out a scream of agony.  Suddenly, the Masher went berserk and begin wildly swinging at Conner.  At first, the wild swings were dangerous, but Conner was able to avoid them and move in for the kill.  A second thrust of his sword went through the Masher’s chest, and it fell to the ground on its knees.  It was still alive, so Conner dropped the grip on one of his swords and took the other in a two-handed grip.  The Masher’s head came off with a single, sharp strike.
Conner did not wait to enjoy the victory.  There were more to kill.
***
Hargon and Marila stopped short of the wall, ducking behind remains of a building from the village that had once housed the peasants who farmed the valley’s fields.  The mass of goblins were still trying to pour through, but the holes in the wall were still too small for them all to rush through at once.  In their frenzy, the goblins completely ignored their rear.  Not one had turned to look at them, which allowed them to get close enough to smell their rancid stench.
Hargon took in a deep breath, and he began reciting the words of a spell that he should have already used.  He did not dwell on his decision to leave the castle to try and find the Deceiver and kill him.  As Emperor of Taran, he had made many poor choices, but he had also made many good ones, and even though he might only be remembered for the poor ones, he could not let his future actions be dictated by them.  Plus, he also knew it was never too late to do the right thing.
As the words flew off his lips, he could feel the pull of the Web of Magic draw through him and out of him.  He grabbed the necklace, feeling its warmth as it was a conduit to the power that he was bringing forth.  As the spell ended, the words became loud enough to draw the attention of goblins at the periphery of the horde.  They turned just in time to die.
This was the second time he had used the spell, and now that he knew its effects, he could make it even more powerful.  The first time was on this same field when the goblin horde that had chased the survivors from Tyre had run out of the forest racing after them.  Thousands of goblins had been killed in one single cast of the spell.  Now it was time for not only goblins to die, but those huge Stone Ogres as well.  In his mind, he was able to direct the power of the spell so that it was no higher than the wall, else the Elves who were on top would be struck down.
The spell exploded out from his hands in a shuddering wave that was only visible because it distorted the ground around it.  Grasses that were still sticking up through the mud bent over.  Small patches of loose mud and standing water were picked up and flew against the horde of goblins.  As it struck the goblins, they were tossed into the air and against their fellow creatures.  For a moment, they flopped about, stunned with surprise.  Then as one, they grabbed their heads as the power of the spell entered their skulls through their ears, filling the space with a pressure that caused extreme pain.  Almost as one, they all grabbed their heads and darted about or fell to the ground screaming.
Hargon could almost feel their pain, and he reveled in it.  The power to kill thousands at once gave him the strength to keep standing, even though the effects of the spell were making his knees shake.  As the goblins fell and died, his smile grew.
At the far side of the fallen horde, the sight of warriors fighting a Stone Ogre was revealed.  They were still fighting, despite the goblins falling down around them.  For a moment, he was surprised to see them out in the open.  Then, as blackness started to narrow his vision, he felt some empathy for their imminent death.  It was a shame that some of his allies would fall victim to his spell, but that was the nature of warfare.  Sometimes sacrifices had to be made.
The last thing he saw before blackness overwhelmed him was the Stone Ogre falling to the ground.
***
Denn bounced away from the strike of the Stone Ogre, trying to distract it so that Herrin could jump on its back and thrust a sword through its eye.  They had already been successful once with this tactic, but this Stone Ogre was quicker than last, and Herrin wasn’t able to get on its back.  His arms were sore from striking its stone-skin, but he couldn’t worry about his pain or fatigue.
Then the Stone Ogre reared back and let out a horrifying cry of pain.  It grabbed its head with its own hands and stumbled backward into the wall.  It thrashed about, continuing to scream.  Herrin, who had been about to jump on its back darted away, confused as well.
Denn looked about, and all his men were standing about, confused.  Those that had formed a perimeter to keep the goblins at bay were warily watching the goblins around them thrash about as well.  Moments later, all the goblins were on the ground, each letting out a last cry of pain.  And then they were dead.
That was when Denn felt the tingle on the back of his neck.  It was like the hot breezes that swept across the center of their island in the middle of summer.  He turned his head looking around to see if someone had touched him.  He even reached back to touch his neck to feel for blood.
And then the feeling was gone, just as were the sounds of battle.  There was not much that surprised highly trained warriors, but the sudden and obviously painful death of the goblins and Stone Ogres was one that left the Sak’Hurai is stunned silence.  They looked at one another, then at the dead bodies.
Denn walked over to the Stone Ogre and rapped his sword across its chest, but it did not move.  It’s eyes were still wide open, and its face frozen in a final painful contortion.  Shouting and the clang of steel caught his attention.  It was all coming from inside the walls.  Everything outside the walls other than his own men were dead.
They had trained for many things, but this was one that he had not prepared for.  He could only guess as to what happened, but he did not have time to consider it.  Later, when the battle was won and they were sharing a victory feast, he would finally think about what he had seen.  They were warriors, and there was still fighting to be done. 
“Inside!” he shouted.
His Sak’Hurai did not need to be given a second command.  They raced for the holes in the walls to join the fighting.  Their spirits were up as they knew the battle was about to be over, and it was about to be won by them.
***
Conner’s arms burned with pain and fatigue.  He had to force his body to lift the sword, and he cringed with the thought of the pain that would come as the spiked club came crashing down at his head.  He could not parry the blow as if it were a sword.  He could only deflect it, redirecting the club past his body.  He was spending all his energy simply defending against the Masher and had nothing left to fight back.  The end was coming, and that only made him angrier.  To keep from letting those thoughts fill his mind, he let out a scream and forced his body to charge forward, but the Masher easily parried his attack. 
The tickle in the back of his mind caught him off guard.  Fortunately, he was on the offensive, so a slight hesitation did not cause him to miss a parry.  The Masher did, however, detect Conner’s hesitation and quickly went on the offensive himself.  Conner danced away, avoiding the Masher’s attack by retreating.  He hoped the tickle meant Hargon had been found, but he knew he could not count on him.  This battle would need to be won without magic, and they just did not have enough fighters to do that.
At least he would go down fighting.
A yell from behind him caused him to quickly look back at the wall.  He expected to see the stream of goblins pouring through and the desperate fighters trying to fend them off, but he only saw a wide gaping hole and no goblins.  He turned his attention back the Masher and then he was surrounded.
The yelling continued as the Sak’Hurai swept across the courtyard, engaging the Mashers.  There were still many goblins that remained alive, but suddenly there were many more allies than enemies.
Denn stepped in front of Conner and took the massive club with both swords crossed together.  The club was stopped inches from Denn’s head, but the crossed swords held the club long enough for other Sak’Hurai to jump at the Masher and brought it down quickly.
Conner lowered his swords and let himself breathe.  His chest heaved as he saw the battle turn in their favor.  It did not take long for the Sak’Hurai and the Knights to join together and finish off the remaining goblins and Mashers.
In only moments the battle had turned from defeat to victory, and the thought did not escape Conner.  The weight of what had happened fell on his shoulders, and he shuddered as his emotions overwhelmed him.
A silent stillness filled the courtyard as the last of the Mashers fell.  There were many dead, but many, many more were still alive.  Most were wounded in one fashion or another, but they were alive.  Conner walked among the goblins and Mashers, ensuring that they were all dead.
Glaerion, still holding his daggers, walked up to Conner.  “No more goblins are coming in through the wall.”
“Is it over?  How?”
“Massive magic,” Glaerion replied.
“Hargon?”
Glaerion nodded.  “He came through for us.”
Conner smiled.  “Like I knew he would.”
“You Humans continue to surprise me.”
Conner was about to reply with a humorous retort, but a shout from atop the wall cut him off.
“Open the gate!”
With weary steps, they made their way across the courtyard.
It took several minutes for both the outer gate and the inner gate to be opened.  The timbers that blocked the gates needed to be pulled back, so the doors could swing open.  Once the outer gate was opened, it was quickly closed.  By the time the inner gate was opened, the outer gate was sealed.
Conner recognized the black robes of Hargon and ran forward.  He was being held up by Marila, who was surprisingly able to support him and drag him through the gate.
Conner and Glaerion reached him together and took over for Marila, who stepped aside.
“Is he hurt?” Conner asked.
“He exhausted his power,” Glearion said.  “He will need to rest.  Bring him into the castle.”
“No!” Hargon creaked out.  He tried to push Glaerion away, but he was not strong enough.
“Your body is rebelling against the power that you used.  If you do not rest, you will die.”
A circle of people now surrounded them.
“No time!” Hargon croaked out.
“I saw what you did,” Glaerion said.  “That is a spell that should have killed you.”
Hargon shook his head firmly.  “Ark of Life.”
“What did he do?” Conner asked.
“What he should have done hours ago,” King Illichian said from behind him.  His words dripped with anger.
“He did it, though,” Glaerion defended.
“Not soon enough.  Look how many are dead.  Their lives are on him!”
Hargon glared at the king.  “It is not over.”
“Right.  The Deceiver is still alive.  We need to find him and kill him.”
“No.  The battle!” Hargon said.  “There’s more!”  He straightened himself up and stepped forward, but his knees gave out, and he almost stumbled to the ground, but Glaerion and Conner caught him.
“He’s trying to tell you there’s another army out there,” Marila said.
All heads turned towards her.
“Yes!” Hargon said.  “Another army.”
King Illichian stepped up to Marila and said, “What is this other army?  What do you know of this?”
Marila looked up at him, afraid not for herself, or what might happen to her, but for what might happen to these people.  “I did not know about it.  They are making machines in the woods, and they will be coming soon.  They are soldiers and will be a much more powerful army.”
“There are still many of us that can fight,” Conner said.  “Hargon will rest up, and he’ll kill them like he did the goblins.”
Hargon looked up at Conner with a painful expression.  He knew that he had expended all his energy on killing the goblins and would have little left for the next battle.  For a brief moment, he was impressed at the Deceiver’s tactic, but the moment quickly passed.  He became angry at himself for missing what was such an obvious move.  He could not tell Conner he had nothing left, but he would give all that he had, even if it killed him.
“And if they are all as strong as those beasts that fought with the goblins?” the king asked.  “It took all of your strength just to kill one.  What if the Deceiver brings an army of those?”
“We will fight.  We have no other option.”
“No,” King Illichian said.  “We have an option.  At least to save our people.”
“Lord Martin’s plan?”
The King nodded his head.  “We get as many out that back exit as we can.”
“We buried it in rocks,” Glaerion said.
“Then unbury it!” King Illichian snapped.
A large shadow crossed over them, and they all looked up to see not one, but two Dragons circling overhead.  They both descended quickly and landed in an open area next to the wall.
“You now know of the full extent of the Deceiver’s army?” Myllia asked.  She slowly turned her head to look around at the weary soldiers.  They had all fought valiantly, and won the battle because each of the races was willing to fight as one, and sacrifice as needed.  It gave her hope for the future of the world.
“Did you know of them?” King Illichian demanded.
“No, King Illichian,” Myllia replied.  “I did not know of them.  They were well hidden to the north in the mountains that you see on the horizon.  I only saw them as I arrived just now.  They have been marching south for some time, probably since yesterday.  They are almost here. It is good that you did not try and escape to the north, else you would have run into them and been slaughtered.”
“How big?” Conner asked.
“Ten thousand or so.  And Marila is correct.  They are not goblins.  They are men.  True soldiers and not just battle fodder like the goblins were.”
“How could an army of that size hide?”
“Our eyes were focused down here, and to the west, and not to the north.”
The champions looked silently from one to another, each unwilling to share their thoughts openly.
Finally, King Illichian asked one of the questions they had all been thinking.  “Where are they from?”
“They look Human.  Maybe from this world.  Maybe the Deceiver reached out to all the lands of the world and found allies to help him fight his war.  With enough promises, you can convince the willing to do anything you want.”
Hargon nodded and pulled out the necklace that hung from his neck.  “Before he can conquer this world, he needs this necklace.  Conquering Taran first prevented them from sending my Taran Centurions to help us.  Forcing me to expend my power on the goblins first has allowed him to send his strongest army after us.  He knew we could defeat the goblins.  He knew we could defeat the Stone Ogres.  He knew we could defeat those ugly bare-chested beings.  He knew we would do it with magic to keep casualties to a minimum.  Now, he sends his true army, and we are wounded and weak.”
“All is not lost,” Myllia said.  “The Deceiver is not omniscient.  He does not know what is going on throughout the world.  He does not know that an army is coming.”
All ears perked up.
“An army of Sak’Hurai?” Conner asked.  “We could use more like them.”
“No.  A larger army of men.”
“Tarans?” Hargon asked hopefully.
“No.  Taran is no more.  These are warriors from lands to the north and west.”
“The Bargoroth?” Hargon asked with a raised eyebrow.
“Yes.  That is the name of one of their tribes.”
“They are backward barbarians,” Hargon said with contempt.  “They would be of little help.”
Myllia’a ears perked up, and if she could have smiled, she would have.  “And yet, they defeated Taran Centurions rather handily.
“We need fighters,” Conner said.  “Do we care where they come from?  How far away are they?”
“They are at least a week’s march away,” Myllia replied.  “Maybe two.  You Humans do not move very fast.”
Everyone seemed to let out a sigh of defeat.
“Then they will march to a defeated castle,” King Illichian said.
Myllia took several steps forward and lowered her head towards the ground so that her eyes were level with the King’s.  “There is another way.”




Chapter Twenty

“Get up!” Rufus growled angrily.
Lord Martin was huddled in a dark corner of the castle’s kitchen.  All of the food supplies and most of the food preparation pots, pans, and utensils had been moved to the large cavern under the mountain.  Meals were being prepared there by the women and elderly who were not capable of fighting.  This left a quiet place for him to hide.
At first, he had tried to find a way to the cavern, but the courtyard was being overrun by goblins, and there was no chance that he would risk his life attempting to cross it.  As he turned back from the courtyard and into the castle, he ran from the screams of the dying.  Panic ruled his actions, and he did not think about finding a safe place to hide, only a quiet one.  There were no torches in the kitchen, which allowed him to hide in the darkness, but that did not keep Rufus from finding him.  He kept his head buried in his hands, hoping that Rufus would just let him be.  Instead, a sharp pain erupted in his leg.
“Ow!” Lord Martin shouted.  Rufus had kicked him hard.  “That hurt!”
“It was supposed to.  Now get up.”
“How dare you!” Lord Martin replied, his face turning bright red from the anger that was building up from inside.
Rufus laughed, which made Lord Martin angrier.
“I will have you flogged!”
“By who?” Rufus asked, continuing to laugh.  “By you?  By your precious Karmon Knights, who are about to be slaughtered by the Deceiver’s army?”
The anger inside of Lord Martin quickly subsided, but it remained simmering just underneath his skin.
“I have need of you,” Rufus said, putting his hands on his hips and standing over Lord Martin.  “Get up.”
“I’ll stay here.”
Rufus leaned down and grabbed the front of Lord Martin’s tunic and pulled back sharply with surprising strength.  For a brief moment, Lord Martin fought back, but Rufus was too strong, and he just let himself be pulled forward onto his hands and knees.  Before he could protest again, a sharp dagger was placed under his chin.
“Now listen to me, you fat oaf.  You will do as I say, exactly as I say it, or I will slice your double chin in two so that you have four of them.”
All anger that Lord Martin had felt was gone, and in its place was a cold fear.  His hands shook, even though they were firmly planted on the ground.  He tried not to breathe, lest movement of his chin would cause the sharp edge of the dagger to slice his skin.  Rufus pulled the dagger away, and Lord Martin struggled to his feet.  When he finally was fully standing up, his chest heaved with the exertion of standing up.
Rufus tucked the dagger into his belt.
“What do you want?” Lord Martin asked, eyeing the dagger that was no longer a threat.  His voice was just a little bit stronger, but his hands still shook.
“We are going to meet someone.  You and I are both well-known in the castle, but you most of all.  No one asks questions as you come and go, which allows you to run off and hide when there is trouble.  This time, though, you will escort our guest and me directly towards the trouble.”
“Guest?” Lord Martin’s voice cracked.
Rufus turned to look at the far end of the kitchen where a man stood in the shadows.  He had a dark gray cloak pulled about his shoulders, which allowed him to melt into the dark shadows of the kitchen.  At being mentioned, the man started walking forward.  Halfway across the kitchen, the light that seeped in from the corridors allowed Lord Martin to see that he had dark, curly hair that was common with Tarans.  He had a firm jaw, but hallow cheeks and his eyes seemed to be sunken into his head more than what might be normal.
“Hello, Lord Martin,” the man said.  His voice was not overly powerful, but there was a hint of a tone of nobility.
“Who are you?” Lord Martin asked.  His entire body suddenly was cold, and he shivered.  It took effort to not chatter his teeth.
The man smiled.  “I go by many names.  I even had a Human name, but I do not remember what it was.  My followers call me the Adversary.  My enemies call me…”
“The Deceiver?” Lord Martin said, his entire body shaking.
Yellow-stained teeth showed through the Deceiver’s smile.  “Yes.”
Lord Martin looked from the Deceiver to Rufus, and his mouth hung open.  Too many thoughts swam through his head, and he couldn’t put them together to make a coherent sentence, so he remained silent.
“We need to move quickly,” the Deceiver said.  “Once my army arrives, this castle will be quickly overwhelmed, and I can’t have anyone try and escape.  We have to find the necklace before that happens, else they might jump onto the back of a Dragon and ride to the other side of the world.  I have no more patience for finding the missing piece of the Ark.”
It was Rufus’ turn to be surprised.  “But your army has already arrived.  I saw them fighting in the courtyard.”
“The creatures that are now being slaughtered by your defenses are just expendable fodder.  They are easily made from the elements of this world, but that also makes them easy to kill.  I would not waste my best soldiers on the task of softening the defenses.  No, Rufus, the main elements of my army are now marching from the north, and they will soon be at the gates of this castle.”  The Deceiver stepped forward until he was inches from Lord Martin.  “I have allowed your people to have hope, but I will now pull all hope away.  I will not only crush your bodies, but I will crush your spirit and your will.  The fight that you have put up so far has been admirable, but in the end, it has been to no avail.  You will lose this battle.  You will lose this war.  And, you will lose this world.  I will let some of you survive and be my slaves.  This world is not devoid of resources that I can use in my fight against the Creator.  I will need slaves to harvest these resources, and I will also need leaders to help manage these slaves.”
Lord Martin’s mind spun as he took in all that the Deceiver said.  Despite being completely overwhelmed with fright, he understood what the Deceiver was offering.  It would be his only chance to survive, and he needed to take the opportunity as soon as possible.
“I can do that,” Lord Martin said softly, his voice still shaking.
“Be a slave?  Of course, you can.”
“No, I mean, be someone to lead the slaves.  I am a Lord in this realm, and I know how to be a leader.  I can help you.”
The Deceiver leaned back and smiled, rubbing his smooth chin.  “You think you can?  Rufus, what do you think?”
Rufus tried not to let his smirk show, but it did.  “Lord Martin is a feeble coward who will do whatever it takes to survive, even if it means sacrificing those around him.”
“Is that true?” the Deceiver asked.
Lord Martin looked from Rufus to the Deceiver and opened his mouth to protest, but the words did not come out.  Instead of saying what he wanted to say to defend himself, the words that came out seemed foreign, but also seemed wholly true.  “I am a coward,” Lord Martin said.  “I am just what Rufus said.  I care nothing for those around me, only for myself.”
The Deceiver laughed.
Once the words came out, Lord Martin put a hand to his mouth to keep from saying any more.  He could not believe that he said what he said, even though he knew that it was true.
“Your mind is as weak as your body,” the Deceiver said with a laugh.  “You will be worthless as a slave, but if you follow my every command, I will find a place for you after I have retrieved the necklace and have conquered your world.”
“I will do as you command.”
“Of course, you will, for to do otherwise will lead to a very long, and painful death.  Now, tell me about the Human named Hargon, and where can I find him?”
***
Conner burst through the double doors that opened into the cavern where his people were hiding.  The doors were not locked, for if the enemy got this far, no lock or bar would stop them.  Torches lined the cavern walls providing plenty of light to see, but there was no sign of anyone.  There were still remnants of living spaces cast about, and clear evidence that the cavern was once occupied, but only an eerie silence greeted him.
Cautiously, he walked forward, wondering if he should call out.  A metallic rattle echoed off the walls, followed by the soft sound of pattering feet.
“Hello?” Conner called out.  His voice echoed as well, reverberating back to him for several heartbeats.  Conner moved further into the cavern, allowing those behind him to enter as well.  Glaerion and Marik held Hargon between them.  He had regained enough strength to stand on his own, but he still needed help to walk.  King Illichian stood behind them surrounded by a guard force of four Elves.  Hemli also joined them.  His large battle ax rested comfortably on his shoulder.  His face and beard were caked with blood and grime.  Conner hardly recognized him anymore as he had completed the transition to an accomplished warrior.  Even though only a few weeks had passed since they conquered the Dark Elf that had cast a spell on the Dwarves, it seemed like a lifetime ago.  No more were they timid and subservient.  Their years of pent-up anger had been released in this battle, which had made them as effective as the Sak’Hurai.  He was the only one who was actually sad that the battle had ended.  He itched for more.
Muffled sounds came from the shadows, and then came the sound of running feet.  Conner smiled as he saw Ellisa sprinting towards him, her arms pumping uncomfortably around her pregnant belly.  She crashed into him, embracing him with a firm hug.
“You should not be running!” Conner said, squeezing her back.
“I could not help it,” she said between sobs.
They held each other for several moment as they were joined by many others.  Soon they were surrounded.  Hugs and tears were shared.
“Is it over?” Elissa finally asked.
Conner gently pulled away so that he could look into her eyes.  He slowly shook his head.  Seeing his wife was more overwhelming than he expected, and his reply got caught in his throat.  He knew that if he tried to talk, only blubbering and incomprehensible words would come out.
“There is another army coming,” Glaerion said from his side.  “The goblins and Stone Ogres were just a first wave.  Myllia saw them marching towards us.  They will arrive soon.  Maybe even by nightfall.”
“They are already building siege engines,” Hargon added.  “They have been building them for some time.  The goblins and Stone Ogres were just a diversion and an attempt to soften our defenses.”
“We can defend the castle, right?” Elissa asked.
Everyone looked at one another.  They had all been asking themselves that question, and each had come up with the same answer.  No one wanted to say it, though.
Finally, Hargon croaked out an answer, “No.  No, we cannot.  Not against what comes against us now.”
“But you?  You have the necklace.  And your spells.  And the Elves?  The Elves have spells and their arrows.  Sir Marik!  You have your Knights, right?  We are still strong!”
King Illichian cleared his throat and stepped forward.  He gripped the Spear of Salvation with his right hand, using it to help him walk.  He had been doing his best to hide his weakness, but it was catching up to him.  “We have all fought hard.  There are but a handful of arrows left.  We are fletching more, but we are out of time.  The Sak’Hurai came from the west, and they have made a tremendous difference, but too many good men have fallen.  Even with their numbers added to our defenses, we just will not be able to defend the walls against a large army.  We will hold for some time.  Days, maybe.  But not long.”
“But Hargon?  His magic?  He was supposed to save us all!”
“He did.  He used a mighty spell that killed all the goblins and the rest of the Stone Ogres, but as you can see, it has taken a toll on his body.  He overextended himself.  I could feel the power that he drew from the Web of Magic, and if he did not have the necklace to help him, he would have died.  But since he doesn’t have the full power of the Ark of Life, he cannot recover his strength quickly.  It will take some time for him to recover.  A day or two, but then it will be too late.  This new army of the Deceiver’s will already be at our walls, and we simply do not have the men to defeat it.”
Elissa’s demeanor changed.  Everyone thought she was going to break down in despair, but instead, she grew angry.
She stepped back from Conner and looked around.  “Then we all pick up swords to fight!  Every woman, child, old and young. All of us!  There are hundreds of us huddled down in the cavern hiding.  We can fight!”
Conner gently touched her arm and said, “Elissa, calm down.”
She snapped her head around and glared at him.  “Don’t tell me to calm down!  You all have given up!  We’re going to fight!”
“Elissa!” Conner said sharply, trying not to shout.  “We have a plan.  We are not giving up.”
“Oh,” she replied.  Her tone no longer had the sharp edge, but her eyes were still full of fire, and she stood defiantly with her hands on her hips.
“The Dragon’s egg.  We need it.”
“Myllia’s egg?  Immerallis said to protect it with our lives.  He said it was the most important thing in all the world.  If it were to fall into the Deceiver’s hands, the world would surely be lost.”
“Yes, and now we need it to save it.”
“How?”
King Illichian spoke for several minutes, explaining what Myllia had told them.
When he was done speaking, more of his strength had slipped away, and he could barely stand.  The Elves that stood behind him noticed him about to fall, and they moved forward to keep him from falling down.  Glaerion darted over as well.
“Your Majesty?” Glaerion said, concern clearly in his voice.
King Illichian smiled.  “I am okay.  Just getting old.”
Glaerion looked at the Elves that were holding him up and commanded, “Let him sit.  He needs to rest.”
“No!” the King snapped.  “Do not treat me as some feeble old man!  I am still king and still strong enough to stand on my own!”
“But you are not!” Glaerion snapped back.  “Your pride will kill us all.  You do not have the strength to stand, much less use your magic.  If you try, not only will you kill yourself, but the spell will fail.  I will stand in your place.  I can cast this spell that we need.”
King Illichian let out a long sigh.  Conner set a stool behind him.  There were many household items left by the Karmons before they had moved farther into the caverns.  It did not take much time to find a stool.  The king lowered himself onto the seat and gave Conner a smile and a nod of thanks.
“Glaerion,” King Illichian said softly.  “You do not have the strength that is needed.  You are a fine Elven warrior, but we need someone that can draw deeply from the Web.”
“Who, then?” Glaerion asked.
“Hallendrielle.  She is the only one.” 
“Hallendrielle?” Glaerion questioned.
King Illichian looked at Glaerion for several heartbeats.  “I have been teaching and training her for a long time, now.  Did you not know?”
“No, I did not know.  But that should not be surprising because we drifted apart for many years.”
“Mmm.  That is a shame, for she is an incredible Elf.  Her abilities are even stronger than mine.”  He held up the Spear of Salvation.  “It was she that embued the power of the magic back into this.  I helped, but it was mostly her.”
“I had no idea,” Glaerion said solemnly.  “I’ve always known she was special, but I was too busy to notice.”
“We were all too busy to notice many things,” King Illichian said.  “Now is not the time to wallow in what could have been.  Now is the time for action.  Where is she?”
“She is on the wall,” Glaerion said.  “I will find her.”
The King held out a hand to keep Glaerion from sprinting away.  “Laennik can do it.  You stay with me.”
King Illichian motioned for one of his Elven guards to find Hallendrielle and sprinted off.
“This will work?” Elissa asked.
“It will,” King Illichian replied.  “We have no other choice.”
“But the Dragons?”
“Remember, it was Myllia’s idea.  She also knows it is the only way.”  The King pushed himself to his feet and looked around.  “This is as good a place as any.  Fetch the Dragon’s Egg so we can begin.”
***
“You were smart to tell the Deceiver everything,” Rufus said, leading Lord Martin down an empty corridor.  Rufus walked straight and tall, with his chest puffed out.  There was a slight curl to his lips as he looked down at the shorter man.  For several minutes, they walked with only the sound of their footfalls filling the air.  The castle had completely emptied out, with everyone outside defending the castle against the invaders from the Deceiver’s realm.
“You took his offer, too?” Lord Martin asked, his voice soft and defeated.  Face to face with the Deceiver, he could not hold back his words and had spilled everything he knew about the castle, about the Elves, Conner, the Dragon.  He told even more than he really knew, embellishing his words to make sure that when the conversation was over, he was still standing.  As he spoke, he knew his words were treason, but he continued to have the belief that in the end, he would still be able to be a leader of his people.  A man as powerful as the Deceiver would not want to rule an empty world.  He would want to rule a world that was full of people, and those people would still need the type of leadership that he could provide.
Rufus’ smirk spread to a smile.  “I was one of the Deceiver’s first recruits, and he did not need to offer me anything.  This world is full of pretentious windbags and cowards who pretend to be important men.  It needs a change, and the Deceiver is just the one to make the necessary changes.  He has promised me nothing other than that I will be justly rewarded for my service.  You probably think it was you that sought me out to help you, but in reality, it was me that sought you out.  From the beginning, I have been using you.”  Rufus laughed.  “How does that feel?”
Lord Martin shivered in silence as he recalled the day when he had found Rufus huddling hungry in a dark corner of the cavern.  He replayed their first conversation in his head several times, and as he remembered it, he had given a magnificent and persuasive speech.  Rufus had been on the verge of starvation and in desperate need of a good friend.  Outcast and unliked, no one cared to talk to him or pay him any attention, so he was able to move about the castle grounds without being noticed.  Always doing as he was asked, he seemed the perfect collaborator to help Lord Martin reach his goal of attaining more power. The betrayal stung him, and he wavered between anger and despair.  No words could express how he felt, so Lord Martin kept his jaw clenched, and his lips squeezed shut.
Before long, they reached the wide central corridor that opened to the outside courtyard.  Bright light from the overcast day gave them enough light to see by but provided them shadows in which they could disappear from anyone looking through the castle doors.  The courtyard was littered with the dead.  Most of them were goblins, but many of them were Karmon farmers, merchants, and soldiers.  Men and boys alike had fallen, having given their lives to defend the castle.  Lord Martin was truly saddened by the death that he saw, but knew that if only they had all listened to him and left the castle, they would still be alive.
“Where is Hargon?” A new voice said.
Lord Martin jumped, his heart racing at seeing the Deceiver standing next to him, appearing seemingly out of nowhere.
Stuttering, Lord Martin squeaked out, “I don’t know.  I’m sure he’s nearby.”
Although the Deceiver appeared like a normal person and was even dressed in dirty, simple clothes, his eyes were dark and sinister.  There was a clear aura of evil around him.  Even Rufus had taken a step away and stood behind them.
“Then I think you should find him.”  The Deceiver’s voice was deep and soft, but they sent a chill up Lord Martin’s spine.
Lord Martin shuffled forward, unsure where to start looking.  The fighting was over, but the courtyard was still full of chaos.  Between the bodies that were on the ground and the fighters that were stumbling around in a confused stupor, he could not see anyone that he recognized.  He started to pant as panic came over him.  If he could not find Hargon, he knew the Deceiver would become angry, and he could only imagine what might happen to him then.
His voice cracked as he said, “I don’t see him.  I don’t see anyone.  Wait!”  His gaze had drifted up to the top of the wall and finally recognized someone.  With excitement in his voice, he continued, “Look! On the wall! That his Hallenedrielle, Glaerion’s wife.  She will know where he is.”
Lord Martin started to walk away, but a firm grasp on his shoulder stopped him.  He turned to see the Deceiver towering over him, his large hand holding him back from moving.  His knees shook, and his teeth chattered in fear.  He almost wet himself.
“Where are you going?”
He squeaked out a feeble reply.  “To Hallendrielle.”
“Not alone.”
“What if they recognize you?”
The Deceiver laughed.  “Only you and Rufus know who I am.  Lead the way.  And quickly, for she seems to be in a hurry.”
Walking quickly through the courtyard, they dodged the fighters who were walking around in a dumb-founded haze.  The fighting was over, but many didn’t seem to know what to do.  Some just dropped to the ground and sobbed, their lives shattered as loved ones had not survived the battle.  Others wondered aimlessly, wondering what was next.  Lord Martin moved his legs as fast he could get them to move, skirting both the living and the dead.  Rufus and the Deceiver easily kept pace.
They met up with Hallendrielle in the middle of the courtyard.  She was walking purposefully with her head down and did not notice his first three attempts at getting her attention.
Finally, he stepped right in front of her and asked, “Hallendrielle?  You are Glaerion’s wife?”
Hallendrielle’s mind was not in the moment, so it took her a second to gather her thoughts and answer.  “Yes.”  She looked at him and Rufus. They had been together since they arrived at the castle and didn’t think anything of their presence.  “What do you want?”
Lord Martin cleared his throat.  “I am looking for Hargon.”
She tilted her head, looking at him closely as if she were deciding whether or not to answer him.  “I am heading to him now.  You were not here when the Dragons came?”
“No,” he replied as confidently as he could.  “I was inside the castle.”
She did not reply with her words, but her eyes told him what she thought of him and his answer.
“Follow me,” she said.  “And you better keep up, or you won’t make it in time.”
“In time for what?” Lord Martin asked.
Hallendirelle did not respond.  She turned and jogged towards the big double doors that led into the cavern.
Lord Martin glanced back at the Deceiver, who had let his lips curl up into a smile.  He gave a sharp nod, and the three of them trotted after Hallendrielle.




Chapter Twenty-One

Conner and Glaerion followed Elissa through the voluminous underground chamber and straight to one of the side tunnels that led toward a small cave that had been carved out millions of years ago by a trickling underground stream.  They stepped over the stream and went straight to the back of the cave.  Elissa knew there was an illusion cast by the Elves that covered the back half of the cave, making it appear smaller than it really was.  She walked right through it without hesitation.  Conner paused only a moment before he walked through.  His mind knew that there was not a wall there, but he had a hard time convincing his eyes.  He closed them as he stepped through.
Their torches lit up the large blue-speckled Dragon’s Egg that sat on a bed of straw near the far wall.  Silently, they walked up to it.  Elissa bent down and set her palm against the hard shell.
“It’s warm,” she said.  Then she let out a gasp and smiled.  “I can feel it’s heart beating.”
“She,” Conner said.  “The baby Dragon is a she.  Myllia named her Melissa.”
“Strange name for a Dragon,” Glaerion said from behind them.  He stayed several paces away, wary of the power that connected the baby Dragon to the Web of Magic, and he was not going to take it granted.
“Where is Myllia?” Elissa asked, her voice barely above a whisper.
“She and Immerallis are scouting the Deceiver’s new army,” Conner replied.  “Once they reach the mountain passes, they will let us know.”
Elissa put her other hand on the egg and closed her eyes, trying to absorb the presence of the baby Dragon.  She said, “You are sure she is okay with this?  Does she know what it means?”
Conner nodded his head.  “She knows what all of this means.”
Elissa stood, setting her hands on her belly.  Her robes were loose and flowed about her body, but it was evident that she was with child.  “I don’t think I could do it.”
“Even to save the world?” Glaerion asked.
“I would gladly give my own life,” Elissa replied.  “But an innocent life?  One that has yet to be born?  It is a cruel twist of fate.  Could the One God really let this happen?”
“Many more thousands will die if we do not do this.  The whole world will be lost if we do not do this.  I also question why the One God has allowed all of this to happen, but what I do know is that he is supreme and we are not.  We can question and judge all we want, but in the end, we can only do what we believe is right.  Not only what is right for us, but what is right for the whole world.”
“Evil and death have been a part of the One God’s creation from the beginning.  That is the balance that He put into his universe.  People live.  People Die.  Some are good.  Some are evil.”
“If there is always this balance, though, then won’t the One God step in and make sure there is a balance and that the Deceiver won’t win?”
“We are the One God’s balance to the Deceiver,” Conner said.  “You, me, Glaerion.  The Dragon. The Elves.  Sir Marik and his Knights. We are all the One God’s answer to the Deceiver’s evil.  It is why we won’t fail.”
“You really believe that?” Elissa asked.
Conner sharply nodded his head.  “Yes.  I have to.  Without that belief, there is no hope, and if we don’t have hope, why would we bother fighting?  We cannot think of ourselves.  We must think of those who will come after us, and if we don’t fight now, there will be nothing after us.”
Tears came to Elissa’s eyes, and she could say no more.  She knew Conner was right, but she did not have to like it.  She was tired and angry at all of the death and the dying.  She wanted the peaceful times of her father’s castle to return.  Life was safe and comfortable, then.  Never would their lives be the same, but that didn’t mean they had to spend the rest of their lives fighting, either.  This war needed to end so that her people, and their world, could find peace once again.
She took a step back, let out a long sigh, and nodded her head sharply.  “Okay.  Let’s finish this.”
Conner stepped forward and squatted next to the egg.  Gently, he touched the shell with the tips of his fingers and felt the radiant warmth that was coming from it.  Then he put his palm against the shell and let comfortable and soothing heat fill him with peace and energy.  He closed his eyes and envisioned the baby Dragon flying high in the sky, soaring through a crisp and clear blue sky.  As the Dragon banked, she turned her head to look downward, and Conner saw what the Dragon saw.  The ground below was scorched and smoldering.  Forests had been cleared and burned up.  Mountains had been cast down, their rocks spread across fields and plains, filling lakes and ponds, and covering villages and cities.  The seas churned and boiled.  Sea creatures floated dead, unable to live in the boiling hot water.  Tall towers filled the landscape, rising high into the sky.  Streaming from within the towers were unimaginably evil creatures, spreading death and destruction all across the globe.  No land animal survived.  No sea creature survived.  There were no birds that flew in the air.  Only the Dragon was left alive.  Conner felt the loneliness and despair that the Dragon felt.  His heart sank and ached.
Glaerion pulled Conner away.  He looked up and saw Elissa’s face was full of fright, and tears streamed down her cheeks.
“You were screaming in pain,” Glaerion said.  “I thought it was killing you.”
Conner looked down at his hands, which were bright red.  If there had been pain, he did not feel it now.
“No,” Conner said with a slight shake of his head.  “I didn’t hurt.  I think I saw what the world would be like if the Deceiver won.”
“I think we all know what that will be like,” Glaerion said.
“I think it will be worse,” Conner replied softly.  He turned to Elissa and said, “We cannot imagine what the world will be like.  We all have fought so hard and for so long.  We cannot stop now, even if it means the ultimate sacrifice.”
Biting her lip, Elissa nodded.
Conner crouched down again and looked at his hands before wrapping his arms around the egg.  They were still bright red, and even though they did not hurt, he hesitated at the thought of picking up the egg.”
“Maybe I should carry it,” Glaerion asked.
“No!” Elissa said with almost too much force.  “I want to.”
“Elissa,” Conner protested.  “It is too heavy for you.”
Her eyes narrowed, knowing that if she were not pregnant, he would not have questioned her.  “It is not.  I can carry it, and I think it wants me to.  She gave you a vision that scared you.  She filled me with thoughts of peace and joy.  I think she’s telling me she wants me to carry her to the end.”
Conner stood and stepped back so Elissa could step forward.  She bent over and gripped the sides of the Egg, and instantly a smile crossed her face.  A gentle warmth spread through the egg and into her hands, filling her with a comforting bliss.  For a moment, she feared that she would see what Conner saw, or felt what he felt, but she did not.  Confidently, she lifted the Egg and then cradled it in her arms.  The sparkles on the Egg’s shell twinkled, and a light came from inside the Egg, casting a light blue brightness around the shell and onto Elissa’s face.
“See,” she said with a smile.  “It’s very light.”
“Do you see anything?” Conner asked.  “Visions of the world being destroyed?”
Elissa shook her head.  “No, nothing like that.  But, I do feel warmth and love coming from her.  There is no anger or fear, only peace.”
“She really knows what’s going to happen?”
Elissa nodded her head, trying to keep the tears from coming back.  She took in a deep breath and said, “She knows.”  Before she could let out a sob, she turned and walked past Conner.
Conner watched her leave, unsure if the vision of a destroyed earth or the sight of his wife sobbing was worse.
***
Expectant, grim faces greeted the arrival of the Dragon’s Egg.  King Illichian and Hallendrielle stood in the center of a half-circle of their companions, patiently waiting.  Elissa strode forward, the Dragon’s Egg cradled comfortably and securely in her arms.  Conner followed right behind, and his mood soured when he saw Lord Martin standing in the back row.  He had even brought two of his cronies with him.  He thought the war would have taken the fat lord’s life by now, but somehow he had figured out how to survive thus far.  For a moment, he felt guilty for wishing for his death, but the guilt quickly left.  Lord Martin only thought of himself, and his presence here was not only suspicious but dangerous.  Even before the war started, Lord Martin did all he could to gain power and prestige at the expense of others.  To this point, Lord Martin had been harmless, but there could come a time when his cowardice and drive for undeserved power would backfire not only on himself but on everyone else around him.  Conner set himself in a spot where he could both keep his eye on Elissa and Lord Martin.  He was also glad his swords were comfortably strapped to his back.
“How does this work?” Elissa asked, holding out the egg.
Hallendrielle looked at King Illichian, who gave her a single sharp-nod.  She was to be in charge of the spellcasting, so she said, “We will need Hargon.  Come forward.”
Slowly, and still with some discomfort, Hargon walked to them.  With each passing moment, his strength and energy returned.  In time, he would be able to start casting spells, and with the help of Hallendrielle and the Dragon’s egg, he might even be able to help defend against the oncoming army.
King Illichian cleared his throat and spoke with a loud voice so all could hear.  “When the One God created the universe, he populated it with many races and many types of animals.  Humans, Elves, Dwarves, and Dragons are but a fraction of the beings that fill this world, but they are the only ones that can think for themselves.  This was a gift from the One God so that he had children who could worship him and fill his world.  To two of his races, he gave the power of magic.  The Elves could touch the Web of Magic, but the Dragons lived within it.  Their very existence touches the Web at all times giving them the ability to live for eternity.  Humans, though, could not use magic in the beginning.  Through that first age, the Races interacted with one another, and the power of casting spells fell to Human and Elven offspring.  Unlike true Elves that could always touch the Web of Magic, these offspring could only access the Web of Magic through the use of concentration and meditation.  This became the spells that they learned to cast.  Another side effect is that the type of spell they could cast was much more powerful than what Elves could cast.  These Human and Elf offspring looked more Human than Elf, and their offspring looked even more Human.  After generation upon generation, these offspring eventually looked fully Human, but they still had the power to cast spells.  Humans today can cast spells, but only if they had Elven blood in their ancient history.  To use it, though, they have to be taught this power.  It does not come naturally to them, as it does to Elvenkind.”
Glaerion looked at Hallendirelle with wide eyes.
She shook her head and said, “I did not know, either.”
King Illichian walked over to them and put a hand on each of their shoulders.  “That is a piece of information I have carried with me for thousands of years since the crown was first placed upon my head.”
“You could have told us!” Glaerion snapped.  “Maybe if we knew that we were fighting our own kind, we might have been able to find peace!”
“It was a secret that I was sworn to keep, for to reveal it would have brought civil war among Elves, tearing us apart, and dividing our own kind.  Our strength has always been in our ability to live together as one.  We fought together, and then we went into exile together.  When Conner and Elissa came to us, their presence split Elves into two, as I feared it would.  That many of our kind went further into exile because they were too afraid to help Humans confirmed to me at the time that keeping this a secret was the right thing to do.  Now, though, as I look among us, those who are gathered together, I know that I was wrong to keep it a secret.  From the beginning, we were truly one race, and if we had all known that thousands of years ago, maybe we could have figured out how to live together as the One God intended.  It is not a mistake that I, or we, will make again.  We are all here together to live, fight, and die as one.”
“So I’m part Elf?” Hargon asked.
King Illichian smiled and nodded his head.  “Yes, your family lineage, many thousands of years in the past, has an Elf in it.  Without that, you would not be able to cast spells.”
“What about his power to heal?” Conner asked.  “No other Elf can heal like him, right?”
“No one ever taught me that,” Hargon said.  “I just knew how to do it from a little boy.”
“That is a question that I have pondered since I first heard of you,” King Illichian said.  “Elves do not need to be taught how to use magic.  They need to be taught how to control it and control themselves when they use it.  The power of the Web is beyond anything we can really understand.  I’ve been alive longer than any, and I think I can say I have an understanding of its power, but only the One God truly understands the full power of magic.  The fact that you were able to heal as a young boy without being taught indicates that you indeed are powerful, and more powerful than you might imagine.”
“Well, isn’t that a scary thought,” Glaerion said in a low, quiet voice.
King Illichian heard Glaerion, but he continued as if he hadn’t. “The power of the Web of Magic is more than just something that can be cast through a spell.  Magic can be imbued in objects, which can hold its power for as long as that object exists.  As you know, your necklace is a part of an artifact that was created many ages of years ago by the One God.  As you are so aware, on its own, the Ark of Life gives you more power than you would normally have.  It can help protect you from being consumed by your own power if you cast a spell that is too powerful.  The spell you used to kill all the goblins should have killed you as well, as you are far from ready to cast that powerful of a spell. It was your necklace that gave you the extra power and protected you from it. Once the gem is added to the necklace to complete the Ark of Life, then its power will be ten-fold, plus you would not have to worry about resting at all, as you would have infinite strength to cast spell after spell.”
King Illichian stepped over to Elissa and put a hand on the Dragon’s Egg while she held it.  “Only Elves have the ability to imbue objects with their own power.  We can cast illusions on walls, or give strength to steel, or accuracy to our arrows.  Humans, though, do not have that type of ability.  On their own, at least.  They discovered, though, that by using the power of an unborn dragon, they could imbue that power into an object of their choice.  Magical weapons, talismans, and other objects were rampant thousands of years ago when Humans slaughtered unborn Dragons to make them.”
“We didn’t kill Dragons just because we hated them?” Elissa asked.
King Illichian shook his head.  “Humans slaughtered Dragons for many reasons, and one of them was to get to their Eggs, or to keep the Elves from getting to them.  There are many reasons to hate the Humans of the past, and that is one of them.  But today, it is what will save us all.  We will use the Dragon’s Egg to increase our ability to imbue a simple rock with the same power as the Ark of Life.”
Silence filled the chamber.  In the distance, the sound of water dripping from the top of the cavern wall into a small puddle could be heard.
Elissa looked down at the Dragon’s Egg and said with a low, soft voice, “You said you could do this yourself.  Why do we need the Dragon’s Egg?”
“My dear Queen Elissa, we are not nearly powerful enough.  By using the Dragon’s Egg, we will have a direct link into the Web of Magic which will allow us to imbue at a level that rivals the real Ark of Life gem.  It can never replace it, and over time its power will wane and disappear.  However, it should last long enough so that Hargon can stand at the front of our army and destroy the Deceiver’s army, and hopefully the Deceiver himself.”
“If this was always an option, why wait until now?” Elissa asked.  “Could we not have saved many, many of my people and your people if we had done this months ago?”
“Even Myllia had hoped that we could defeat the Deceiver with the army that we had put together.  Humans, Elves, Dwarves, and Dragons all working together for the first time in history was simply not enough.  You also have to understand the sacrifice that is about to happen.  Myllia’s offspring will be sacrificed for this, and that is not done lightly.  Not only because Myllia is the Dragon’s mother, but this unborn Dragon could have restarted her race.  This sacrifice may end up sending Dragons into extinction.  There is still hope left, but we are running out of it.  Myllia has recognized this and is willing to sacrifice not only her offspring but her race for the survival of this world.  This is our last chance. If this doesn’t work, then we won’t be able to stop the Deceiver’s army.”
***
If the Deceiver knew fear, it would have caused him to shake uncontrollably as he listened to the words of the Elven king.  Maybe his heart would have pounded hard in his chest, hard enough for it to burst.  But he did not know fear, so the words of the King of the Elves only gave him the impetus to act immediately, rather than waiting for a more opportune time.  He knew the danger of the Dragon’s Egg and wanted to destroy it to keep another Dragon from being born, but now there was another reason to destroy the Egg.  He could not let it be turned into a magical talisman that could be used against him.
Then the Human named Hargon pulled out the necklace, and the physical heart in his Human body did begin to pound hard.  It was a new feeling that he had never experienced before.  His Human body let out an audible gasp, and a warm flow of electricity seemed to flow through all the veins in his body.  With the burst of energy, all his Human senses were enhanced.  He was focused solely on the thought of the necklace finally being in his grasp.  These puny Humans and Elves could not stand up to him.  It would be trivial to kill them all and just take the necklace.  The amulet hanging around his neck suddenly burned hot, and he knew it was time to make his move.
***
Marila shook with fear.  She suddenly realized who the stranger was, and the thought of him so near was overwhelming her newfound emotions.  At one time, she had dreamed of being in the Deceiver’s presence, basking in his evil glow.  Now, though, it made her shiver and feel ill with guilt.  She had always known what he was, but all she had ever known was his evil.  In her mind, there had been some idea of what good was, but it had always been something that she couldn’t really grasp, so she didn’t care about it.  Now that she’d experienced this world and the goodness that it was, she could see how wrong, and how awful, she had been.  She had served an evil whose only purpose was to destroy others.  She knew that she could never be accepted by these people and by the One God, regardless of what she did.  Having gone so far down the path of evil, there was no way to come all the way back.
That didn’t mean she couldn’t help these people, though.  They had fought hard against an enemy she thought for sure would overwhelm them.  Instead, they had not only survived, but they had defeated a horde of thousands of goblins.  If she didn’t do something, though, all their victories would be for naught.  The words of the Elven King struck her hard.  The sacrifice of so many would not have been worth anything if she stayed silent and did nothing.
So, she acted.
***
Conner listened intently to King Illichian’s words as he let his eyes wander around the group that had assembled.  He was annoyed that Lord Martin brought two of his henchmen into their midst.  He recognized one, but the other had the hood of his cloak partially obscuring his face.  Standing on the other side of the half-circle was Marila.  Although he trusted Elissa’s judgment, he still was not sure how he felt about her.  Even though she had helped Hargon back into the castle after he had cast his spell to destroy all the goblins, it was hard for him to believe that a follower of the Deceiver could turn good as quickly as she had.
On the other hand, if she was not on their side, she had the opportunity to kill Hargon without anyone knowing.  By allowing him to live, Marila should have finally convinced them all that she was changed.  He knew that she needed to accept who she now was, for she had done that with all the other people that he had come across.  Glaerion had not been friendly to him, or any Human, at first.  Now though, he was Conner’s best friend.  Hargon had been Emperor of Taran before being poisoned by his brother and removed from his rightful throne.  Maybe Hargon had not changed as much as Glaerion, but he was certainly not their enemy.  Even Hemli, who had tried to sacrifice him to the Dark Elf, was now fighting at their side.  Just because Marila was not born of this earth did not mean that she wasn’t deserving of the same grace and forgiveness that he showed all his other friends.  At that moment, he finally convinced himself that Marila was on their side.
He had been watching her as he processed his thoughts, and she began to act oddly.  She looked around nervously, pulling her cloak tightly around her body as if she didn’t want to be seen.  As King Illichian’s finished speaking, Marila moved with a grace and speed that he forgot she had.  In one smooth move, she tossed off her cloak and leaped at Lord Martin’s cloaked henchman.  If he had realized that it was the Deceiver she was attacking, he might have started his attack immediately.  Instead, he watched with a surprised and dumbfounded stare.
The leap was so long that Marila seemed as if she were flying through the air.  Her hands were outstretched, reaching out for the Deceiver’s face.  He reacted a heartbeat slow, and he put up a hand to defend against her attack, but it was clear that she was going to crash right into him.  But, at the last instant, Marila was suddenly thrust backward, tumbling through the air.  As she spun, her illusion disappeared, revealing her hairless gray body.  When she landed, it was on all fours, legs crouched underneath her, ready to spring her forward.
The Deceiver did not stop his attack with Marila.  With quick precision, he turned and aimed his palms at each of them.  The force of his attacks sent everyone else tumbling across the hard ground.  The Elven Guard was closest to him, and they took the brunt of his attacks.  Two of them twisted as they fell, their necks breaking with a loud crack.  King Illichian tried to jump out of the way, but he was caught in the attack.  He rolled more than tumbled, which saved his life, but his arm got jammed underneath him and snapped.
Conner drew his swords and charged, even with bodies flying around him.  He still did not know that it was the Deceiver he was attacking.  If he had known, it would not have made a difference.  Elissa had not yet been attacked, and he knew that he needed to get to this man before she was.  With an angry cry, he pulled a sword back and prepared to slice the Deceiver in two.
The Deceiver smiled and casually put his palm towards him.  Conner felt the tingle of magic as it swept over him, but nothing happened.  The Deceiver thrust his hand out again, trying to force more power out of himself, but Conner raced forward confidently, sword cocked and ready to strike.  Conner’s confidence was not in knowing that the Deceiver’s magic could not harm, but from the fear that this man who was attacking them could kill Elissa.  Without thinking about how his Hurai blood had just saved his life, he slashed down, slicing off the Deceiver’s arm.
The Deceiver’s eyes went wide in a mix of confusion and fear.  He grabbed his arm and watched incredulously as blood pumped out of it.
Conner did not pause or hesitated.  He slashed his swords across the front of the Deceiver’s body twice.  The Deceiver stumbled backward, his face frozen in pain, his mouth open, but no sound coming out.  Then Conner slashed his sword horizontally through the Deceiver’s neck.  The head tumbled down a moment before the body fell.
Conner stood over the dead body, his heart pounding hard in his ears.  He did not hear anything around him.  His entire focus was on the dead body in front of him.  Whoever it was had cast magic to try and kill him but had failed because he was Hurai.  He began to wonder who else could be like Hargon, able to cast magic.  Somehow the Elves had missed sensing him among them, and their mistake had nearly killed them all.  Fortunately, he had reacted out of instinct and took care of the problem.  A hand touched him on the shoulder, and he turned to see Glaerion and Hallendrielle standing next to him.  Both their eyes were wide, and their mouths hung open.
In a soft voice that he rarely used, Glaerion said, “The power he drew from the Web was stronger than anything I’d ever felt, and it was just getting stronger.  If he had another moment to cast a more powerful spell, he would have killed us all.  How did you know to attack him so quickly?  He had hardly started when you were on him.”
“What?” Conner asked, not sure what his Elven friend meant.  “I don’t know.  I saw Marila attack him first, and then I just acted on instinct.”
“Is it really him?” Hallendrielle asked. “We did not need the Spear?”
“Him?” Conner said.  Slowly, the realization came to him.  “It wasn’t him, was it?  Did we just kill the Deceiver?”
Glaerion squatted down next to the body and touched it as if it might somehow stand up and move without a head.  “He is dead, so I guess it’s over.”
Marila, still in her natural form, walked over to the body and gave the head a swift kick.  In any other circumstance, it would have been comical.  In this one, though, it seemed entirely appropriate.
“You killed the body!” Marila said sharply.  “Now we don’t know where he is!”
“What?” Conner asked, confused.
“You can’t kill the body without killing his essence first!” Marila continued with frustrated exasperation.  “Your Human swords do nothing to him!  He does not fully exist in this realm like me or his other creatures.  Only his essence exists in this realm, and it can move from body to body.”  She reached down and grabbed the leather pouch that had held the Ark of Life gem.  It was wrapped around the part of his neck that was still attached to his body and came up into her hands easily.  She squeezed it to show that it was empty.  “Whoever has the gem is the Deceiver.”
Hargon was still sitting on the ground.  He rubbed his chest where the Deceiver’s spell had struck him while he slowly scanned the cavern.  “Where is Elissa?”
“What?” Conner asked, unsure if he heard Hargon correctly.  Then he started to spin around, looking for Elissa.  She was nowhere to be found. 
“Elissa!” Conner cried out in a desperate panic.  He took two steps and stumbled.  A fuzzy blackness filled his vision, and his head started spinning.  Glaerion caught him before he collapsed, and gently guided him to the ground.
“No,” Conner said with a shake of his head.  “No.”
“Lord Martin and the other one are not here anymore, either,” Glaerion whispered into his ear.  “It is likely that the Deceiver took one of their bodies.  He would certainly not take the body of a pregnant woman.”
Despite Glaerion’s words, Conner’s head continued to spin.  Lights flashed in his eyes, and the darkness threatened to overtake his vision.
“Get it together,” Glaerion said sharply.  “We’ll find her, but you need to have your mind straight.”
“She’s my wife,” he stuttered.  “My child.”
Glaerion’s eyes narrowed, and his nostrils flared.  “Everyone has lost someone, and if they haven’t, they soon will.  This war is far from over, but if the Deceiver gets away, we may never have this chance again!”
Conner allowed himself to breathe, and his vision slowly returned to normal.
“The longer we sit here wallowing in despair, the farther away he will get!” Glaerion said.  He pointed at Marila.  “You!  Can you track them?”
“Yes,” Marila replied.  “He can try and hide his presence, but I now know what it feels like when he is near.  It feels like death, and that is something I will never forget.”
Glaerion pulled Conner to his feet.  “Is your mind right, now?”
The fear and despair that had swept over him were gone.  In its place was pure rage.  “Death will be too easy for him when I catch up to him.”
“Good,” Glearion said.  He pointed at Marila again and said, “You, let’s go!”
He turned to leave, but a shout from King Illichian stopped.  “Glaerion!”
King Illichian held his broken arm close to his body.  His eyes were glassy, and it looked like he was about to pass out, but he shuffled over to Glaerion.  In his good hand, he held Spear of Salvation, which he lifted and presented to Glaerion.  “You will need this.”
Glaerion looked down at the weapon, and for a brief moment, he feared that touching it would burn him like the Ark of Life did.  When he and Conner had first discovered the black gem, he had touched it, and it sent a burning pain through his body.  He had been stabbed, slashed, and stuck with all sort of weapons, but none had been as painful as what he had felt then.  But the shaft was just cold, solid wood.  King Illichian was holding it, so it should not harm him.  He reached out and took it, expecting to feel something, but it felt just like any other weapon.  When he looked up, Conner had an anxious look on his face.
“Are you ready?” Glaerion asked.
Conner gave a sharp nod and turned to Marila.  “Lead us!”
Marila looked around the cavern for a moment and held up her nose to the air.  “This way,” she said.  Not waiting for either Glaerion or Conner, she started jogging off towards the back of the cavern.
***
King Illichian was helped down to a sitting position by Hallendrielle.  He moved his broken arm and let out a sharp cry.  Hargon, who had been absently looking around, brought himself out of his confused state.  He rushed over to the king and kneeled next to him.  Closing his eyes, he let his healing power be released through him and into the King.  A moment later, he opened his eyes and looked into the king’s eyes.
“You healed me,” King Illichian said.
“Of course,” Hargon replied.
“You should have saved your energy.”
Hargon shook his head.  “You were in pain.  I could not just let you be.”
King Illichian smiled.  “You are an interesting man.  Powerful and deadly, and yet, you are concerned for an old man like me.”
Hargon did his best to ignore the compliment.  He was not even sure why he healed the king, other than it was what he was supposed to do.  To change the subject away from himself, he nodded towards the Dragon’s Egg, which rested on the ground several paces away.  Fortunately, the Deceiver had not been able to do anything to it before he ran away.  “What do we do with that?”
“We finish what we started.  The Deceiver’s army is still coming, and more than ever we need to use the Dragon’s Egg to create a talisman that you can use.  You will need all the power that you can get.  Without it, you will not survive.”
The double doors behind them blew open.  For a moment they could see the chaos of the soldiers and men preparing for the next battle, then Myllia’s head and neck pushed through blocking their view and most of the daylight.  “You need to hurry,” she said.  “The army has crossed the mountain pass and is heading right for the castle.  Their machines are being pushed out of the forest as well.  Immerallis and I will try and slow them down as much as we can.  Sir Marik is preparing his Knights to charge at them, but that will not slow them down much.”
“This is not something that can be hurried,” King Illichian said.  “To do so would be deadly.”
The Dragon let out a low growl. “To not do so will be even more deadly.”
She pulled her head from the doorway and left, allowing light to come streaming in.
Hallendrielle helped King Illichian over to the egg.  They stared at it for several long moments.
“Shall we begin?” Hallendrielle asked.




Chapter Twenty-Two

Hallendrielle looked down at the small, oval stone.  It was slightly smaller than her palm, which was roughly the same size as the black gem that the Deceiver had kept in his leather pouch.  It fit almost perfectly into the pendant that hung from the necklace, but if anything, it was a bit smaller.  Hemli insisted that he would be able to set the gem so it would look like it belonged.  Right now, though, it was merely a smooth gray stone that would likely do well slung from a slingshot.
She had done this before, but never with so much on the line.  Many, many years ago she enchanted rocks so that they glowed at nighttime, marking paths through the jungle.  Those had been simple spells that didn’t fundamentally change the properties of the stones that were enchanted.  It was also similar to what she and King Illichian had done to the Spear of Salvation, which was much more difficult than enchanting stones.  The Spear of Salvation was an artifact from ancient times, forged and imbued with magic millennia before she was born.  With the Spear, she and King Illichian were not remaking the weapon.  They were repairing it, restoring the enchantment that had been broken.  It had been a difficult process that took a toll on King Illichian, which gave him the wisdom to know he could not try what she was about to try.
“Are you sure that you can’t use the necklace?” Hargon asked.  “It helped me.”
Hellendrielle had been starting to get herself into a deep state of focus, and Hargon’s words interrupted her concentration.  She looked up at him and glared, but didn’t reply.  She returned her attention back to the spell that was forming in her head.  Glaerion had told her about his experience with touching the Ark of Life, and she knew she could not touch the necklace without excruciating pain, much less use its power.
As Hallendrielle went back to concentrating on preparing for the spell, King Illichian replied in a voice just above a whisper, “Just the touch of it will burn her skin and cause immense pain.  Elves cannot use artifacts created by the One God.  I think He knew that it would give us too much power.  All Elves can use magic, even the youngest of us.  Just imagine if a young child picked up such an artifact and was able to access nearly unlimited power without training.  Humans at least have to develop the skill and learn how to use their power.  It doesn’t make them any less susceptible to being corrupted by that power, but having to earn their way to that power is better than just having it without earning it.”
Hellendrielle’s glare at the king caught his attention.  He snapped his jaws tight, and she returned her focus back to stone.  Closing her eyes, she focused on the words of the spell that needed to be recited.  The touch of the Web of Magic was always there, like a light breeze on a warm summer day.  It was noticeable when she wanted to notice it, but did not bother her otherwise.  To complete the spell, she would have to open her focus up to the Web of Magic in a way that she had never done before.  Rather than a light breeze, the power of the Web needed to flow into her like a hurricane.  Every few years such weather would come to their village in the jungle, brought inland from the seas, tearing the jungle apart.  The Elves put up a magical canopy to protect themselves, but they could still see the devastation of such powerful wind.  Even deeply rooted trees could be ripped out of the ground if the ground became soft enough and the winds strong enough.  She needed to ensure that her ground was solid, that her focus was secure, for when the magic flowed through her, she needed to prepare for it.
Her mind slowly cleared of any outside influence.  She heard nothing.  She felt nothing.  To those who were watching, she appeared as calm and relaxed as she felt.  Her breathing was slow and steady, so she could easily have been mistaken for being asleep.  It was more difficult for her than one might imagine, for using magic is normally a natural and almost instinctive process.  Having to focus on casting a spell was a skill that Elves spent many years training for, but rarely did in practice.
A gasp came out of her as the flow of magic from the Web doubled, and then tripled, and then was so strong that her bodied rebelled.  She fell forward, dropping to her knees, her hands catching her fall.  Her eyes were still closed, and only with the help of King Illichian did she not tumble forward onto her face.  Not only was he there for moral support, he was there to support her physically, in case something like this happened.  She was now ignorant of everything around her, which made her vulnerable to threats or accidents.
Hargon watched with sudden concern, seeing the pain that was on her face.  King Illichian, though, was calm and seemed unconcerned, whispering words to her in Elvish.  The flash of pain left, and her face muscles relaxed.
The stone twitched.  Hargon thought he was seeing things, but when it twitched again, he knew that it had started.  A heartbeat later, he too felt the power flow through the Web of Magic.  Anyone that could touch the Web and use magic could feel the same thing.  Everyone was tied together, and what one felt, everyone felt.  They just didn’t feel it with the same power and intensity.  It was similar to standing inside castle walls while a storm brewed outside.  He could hear the wind, smell the storm, and even feel that the air felt differently, but he was protected by the effects of the storm.  Whatever was happening to Hallendrielle was a storm of epic proportions, and he was glad it was happening to her and not to him.
King Illichian continued to stay by Hallendrielle’s side as the spell progressed.  Her words, spoken in Elvish, were unintelligible, but Hargon somehow knew what she was saying.  They had meaning not only in what was being said but how the words were spoken.  The words focused the energy of magic through her and into the stone.  She began to shake, and the King held her tight.
Hallendrielle could feel the power begin to overwhelm her, and soon it would consume her.  The energy that she was pulling from the Web of Magic was more significant than anything she could manage or control.  Before it was too late, she knew it was time to bring the Dragon’s Egg into the spell.  She held out her hands, and King Illichian placed the Egg in them.  She could feel the beat of the unborn Dragon’s heart.  It was alive inside, and she could feel it.  If she continued with the spell, it would kill it, and guilt and shame entered her thoughts, and she started to lose focus.
This is my choice, she heard in her head but putting a voice to the Dragon made it worse, and her concentration slipped even more.
Suddenly, it felt as if a weight was on her chest, and she couldn’t breathe anymore.  Her skin felt on fire, and if she let the spell continue, she knew that the fire would only burn brighter and more intense.  The power of the Web of Magic was beginning to consume her, and if it got any farther, she would not be able to stop it.  The end would come quickly, but painfully.
Focus! The voice said loudly and firmly.  This is as it was meant to be!  Think of the one thing that you cannot live without, and focus on that!
The image of Glaerion instantly came to mind, and her heart melted at the thought of him.  For many hundreds of years, they lived as stoic companions.  There was little love, some friendship, and hardly any companionship.  But, after he had returned with Conner and Elissa, he had changed to be a different person.  He was someone that she could love once again, and in turn, she was someone that he could love.  Every moment of every day was dangerous.  The war could kill any of them quickly, but somehow they had survived this far, but if she didn’t get her mind right, they wouldn’t live past this moment.
With the same intensity that made her a strong Elven woman, she forced herself to clear her mind and push aside all distractions.  The power of the Web flowed through her and into the Dragon’s Egg, which lifted a great weight from her shoulders and she began to breathe easily.  Her skin no longer burned, and the euphoria of life filled her soul.  The weight of the Egg suddenly went away, as if it had disappeared, but she could still feel it in her hands.  It was time to finish the spell.
The words came out of her mouth as a brilliant song, lifting the spirits of herself and those around her.  She could even feel the unborn Dragon as it embraced the song and shared its feelings with her.  It would never be born, but it would serve the purpose of the One God, and that was all that anyone could ask.  As the spell grew in power, she no longer felt restricted by her own abilities.  The Dragon’s Egg took all the power, pulling it away from her, and allowing it to consume itself.  The shell became translucent, and for a moment, the body of the unborn Dragon was visible.  An instant later the Egg was absorbed in the power of the Web of Magic, and it was turned into a ball of white and blue light that drifted out of her hands and towards the stone.  As it moved on its own, it shifted colors until it was a pulsating deep red.  It engulfed the stone and then shrunk until it was no more.  What was left was the stone, which now glowed bright red, as if it were super-heated.  There was a blinding, bright light, causing everyone to jump and avert their eyes.  Hallendrielle could sense the bright light, and although her eyes were still closed, her focus was solely on the spell.  The words of her spell became rhythmic, and she repeated the final phrase over and over.  The stone lifted into the air and began to spin faster and faster.  The bright white light increased even more until it was just a blur, and it was so bright, and no one could even look in its direction without hurting their eyes.  With one last outburst, Hallendrielle screamed out the last words of the spell.  The rock impossibly stopped spinning immediately and dropped to the ground.
No longer was it a rock, but a deep, dark red gem that glistened in the light of nearby torches.
Silence filled the chamber, and no one moved.  Hallendrielle was still standing, but her legs were wobbly, and King Illichian helped her back down to the ground.  She took in a deep breath, and it became a sob.  The drain of her strength was as emotionally taxing as it was physical.  After another deep breath, she put her hands to her head to keep everyone from seeing the tears that were coming out.  At the last moment, she felt the Dragon’s presence as it left this world and gave off a soothing feeling of comfort and contentment.  A deep, dark hole was left in its wake.  It was a hole that could never be filled, and she would always remember the presence of the unborn Dragon.
Hargon stepped forward and kneeled down, looking closely at the gem before he gently picked it up.  It was hot to the touch, but not so hot that it burned him.  It was a soothing heat, as hot bath water is after spending hours in the cold.  He squeezed it tightly, letting its heat come through his hand and envelop him.  Immediately he felt its power join with the necklace.  The strength that he had been waiting to be restored was now fully returned.  He knew he could cast any spell he wanted, and for as long as he needed.
Hemli stepped forward and held out a hand.  Hargon looked at it like he was asking for his first-born son.  The comfort and warmth of the gem were soothing to Hargon’s soul, and he could not imagine letting it go.  He pulled it into his body, covering it with both hands.
“If you want it to work as one single artifact,” Hemli said.  “the gem must be attached to the necklace.  That is something my people are very good at, and I can do, too.  But first, you must give it to me.”
Hargon reluctantly held out his hand so that Hemli cloud take the gem.  Hemli quickly snatched it, flinched as he took it, expecting it to be hot to the touch.  Instead, it was cool, as if it had been sitting in the cold cavern untouched.  Hargon took off the necklace, and Hemli took that as well.
“There are tools nearby that I can use,” Hemli said.  He saw the expectant looks of those around him and added, “It is a simple job.  It will not take long.”
Watching Hemli dart away to another corner of the chamber, Hargon rubbed his shoulders and neck where the necklace used to lay.  It felt as if he was missing an appendage.  He took in a deep breath to try and get himself to relax.
Hallendrielle shifted to a sitting position and held her head between her knees.  She breathed deeply and slowly, trying to force herself to restore the energy that she just expended and not let the feeling of the Dragon touching her soul overwhelm her into tears.
“You have done well,” King Illichian assured.  “Your part is now done.  Now it is up to others to finish what was started.  Hargon will use his power to defeat the army, and Glaerion will use the Spear of Salvation to kill the Deceiver.”
***
“Hold on!” Glaerion said.  “We’ll need some light.”
Marila was about to enter a dark tunnel that led from the main chamber, but she stopped and turned when Glaerion spoke.  For a moment she forgot that Humans didn’t have the same ability to see in darkness as she did.
Glaerion pulled out his dagger and cast a simple light spell on it.  A moment later a soft blue light emanated from the blade.  He pointed it down the opening to the tunnel.  The light extended about fifty feet in front of them, giving them plenty of light to guide their way.
“Why did he go down there?” Conner asked. “Why would he not stay here and try and take the necklace from Hargon?”
“Are you asking me?” Marila asked, looking at Conner.  “I do not know.”
“You’re one of his kind, aren’t you?”
Marila fully turned towards him.  She had returned to her illusion of a pretty Human with dark brown hair wearing a loose white blouse.  It did not take much effort at all to maintain the illusion, and she felt more comfortable being around Humans when she looked like them.  They didn’t give her any sideways glances or stare at her with mouths hanging open.
“He is a god, and I am not,” Marila snapped back angrily.  “I am of a people called the Tukch.  We are one of the many realms that he rules.  That he has enslaved, I mean.  I served him only because I had no choice and did not know anything else.”  She let her illusion disappear so that she stood in front of them in her natural form.  She had no clothes on, which caused Conner to avert his eyes.  “This is what I look like.  I know I am hideous to all of you.  I have seen the looks from your people when they see me.  And you, Conner, cannot look at me as I truly am!”
Conner forced himself to look back.  “But, you have no clothes.”
“It is who I am.”
“Then stop hiding it,” Glaerion said.
“Maybe I will!” She snapped back, crossing her arms.
“No one's stopping you.  Only you.”
Anger had built up quickly, but it dissipated almost right away.  This time, she dropped her gaze and let her arms fall to her said.  “You are right.  This world is different than mine.  Better than mine.  I thought if I looked like you, then I could get lost in your world and be like you.”
“Do you want to be Human?” Glaerion asked.
This time it was Marila that averted her eyes from them.
“There is nothing wrong with being Human,” Conner said.
In a low, guttural voice, Glaerion replied, “There is a lot wrong with being Human, but that is not the point.  It’s okay to not be satisfied with the person that you are.  We change and grow.  I am not the same now that I was centuries ago when the Elves and Humans were at war.  I am not even the same person I was last year when I was lost with the rest of the Elves in exile, hating Humans.  I figured out how to tolerate and then appreciate Humans for who they are, but that did not mean I needed to change to be them.  I am still an Elf, and will always be.  I am proud of that.  You are who the One God created you to be, so learn to be proud of that.”
“I cannot believe the One God created my people.  We are evil and vile compared to the rest of his creations.”
“The One God created everything in the universe.  He created it all to be good, but the Deceiver has corrupted much of it.  That is why we are fighting and why we must defeat him in the realm, else he will corrupt it, too.”
“Maybe you will help me free my kind, then?”
Glaerion lifted an eyebrow, but answered directly.  “We will do whatever it takes to fight the Deceiver and destroy his evil.  It would be an honor to stand at your side and free your people.”
“Count me in, too,” Conner added.
Marila sniffled and turned her head to look down the tunnel.  She did not want either of them to see the tears that were streaming down her cheeks.  The emotions that she had suppressed all her life were pouring out and were nearly uncontrollable.  Never in her wildest dreams would she believe that she could even think about freeing her kind from the slavery of the Deceiver.  Ironically, her greatest moment was being called in front of the Deceiver and proving her worth so that she could use her innate skills to infiltrate the Humans.  That loyalty and allowed her to become a traitor to evil, but an ally to the righteous.
After taking in a deep breath and letting it out, she was able to control her emotions.  She pointed down the tunnel towards the darkness.  “They are down there and not far away.  The fat one you call Lord Martin has a certain pungent scent that I can easily follow.  It is very strong, and he clearly went down this tunnel.”
Conner sniffed, trying to pick up the scent.
This caused Marila to smile.  “You Humans have many capabilities, but your eyesight and sense of smell are weak!”
Glaerion suddenly looked sharply down the tunnel.  “We have to hurry.”
“Why?” Conner asked, but Glaerion already had started trotting down the tunnel, his dagger out lighting their way.  Conner sprinted a few steps to catch up.  “What is it?”
“I know why the Deceiver left so quickly.  He lost his power when his Human body was killed, but now he’s regaining his strength.  I can feel a new draw of power from the Web of Magic.  It is weak but growing.  We have to hurry before he regains his full strength.  He still has part of the Ark of Life, and I won’t be able to stand up to him if he regains the strength that he lost.”
“I can stand up to him,” Conner said.  “He can’t hurt me with his spells!”
“No, not directly.  He can still affect the world around you, and that can hurt you.”
“What’s our plan, then?” Marila asked, walking with quick, long strides while Conner and Glaerion trotted.
“Kill him before he kills us,” Glaerion said, flashing a rare smile.
Marila led them with her nose.  The tunnel had been naturally cut by a stream that had once flowed through the mountain, cutting the softer dirt and rocks away, and leaving a tunnel wide enough for two people to walk comfortably side-by-side.  The floor of the tunnel wasn’t smooth, but it was even enough to walk on without tripping or slipping.  Glaerion’s dagger gave them plenty of light to guide their way, although neither he nor Marila needed the light to see.  Conner, however, would have been lost without the light.  The deeper they went into the tunnels, the wetter they were.  Dampness could be felt, and there was a musty scent that hung in the air.  Water dripped down the sides of the tunnels and puddled in their path, or flowed back through porous stones.  It was deathly silent, other then the occasional sound of their feet splashing through puddles, or the pattering of their wet boots on the hard, rocky ground.
“Are you sure they went this way?” Conner asked after what seemed an hour.  It had only been a few minutes, but his anxiousness and emotions made it feel like it was longer.  Although he had not spoken very loudly, his voice echoed through the tunnels.
Glaerion whispered back with irritation clearly in his voice, “Yes, and he’ll hear us coming if you can’t talk in a quieter voice!”
“The scent is clear and strong,” Marila whispered, trying to make sure she wasn’t too loud. “I think they are close.  Let me scout ahead in the darkness.  If he sees your light, he’ll be prepared for us.  We need the element of surprise.”
Glaerion reluctantly nodded.  He did not like Marila going ahead of them, but it was a sound strategy.  Silently, he and Conner followed from a distance.  She didn’t go too far ahead, staying just outside of the range of the light of his dagger.
After not a dozen steps, she lifted a hand and waved it.  Glaerion sheathed his dagger, and the tunnel became instantly darker than night.  Conner could not see his hands in front of his face.
“Take the back of my shirt,” Glaerion whispered to Conner.  “I’ll lead you the rest of the way.”
Conner walked carefully, setting his feet down slowly and testing the ground before putting his full weight down.  The last thing he wanted to do right now was to trip and make unnecessary noise.  He also kept one hand out and let his fingers run along the side of the tunnel to help guide him.  It was uncomfortable for him to walk without being able to see.  With each step, he thought he would run right into a solid wall.
Glaerion moved to his right, which Conner thought would cause him to run into the side of the tunnel, but they reached a junction with another tunnel.  Conner released his grip on Glaerion’s shirt because there was light ahead and he could now see down the tunnel.  About a hundred feet ahead of them was a small cavern or another tunnel that was being lit by a bright yellow light.  The light leaked out into the tunnel giving him enough light to see his way.  Marila was crouched low at the entrance to the cavern, but she made sure that she could not be seen.  She waved for Glaerion and Conner to come forward.
As Conner approached, he saw that it was a small natural cavern.  A small rock in the center of the cavern was giving off plenty of light to fill the cavern. There were not any sounds coming from the cavern, so Conner was beginning to think that the cavern was empty, and they had reached a dead end.  This he looked to his round and his heart jumped at the sight of Elissa.  She was sitting on the ground with her back against the far wall of the cavern.  She had her legs pulled up to her chest but spread wide so her pregnant belly wouldn’t get squeezed.  Her arms were wrapped around her legs, and her head was bowed with her long, blonde hair hanging down to the ground.
Both Marila and Glaerion tried to stop him, but he dodged their grasps and ran into the cavern, shouting her name.  She looked up at him with a face stained with tears.  She let out a sob and tried to stand up, but with her pregnant belly, she could not easily get up.  His heart broke as he saw her struggle, and when he reached her, he took her hands and pulled her to her feet.  Shedding his own tears of joy, he pulled her close and tight.  She sobbed and tried to talk, but nothing coherent came out.
“Get away from her!  It’s him!”
Conner snapped his head to the left to see Lord Martin standing alone atop a rocky ledge.  Between them was a pool of water that filled almost half of the cavern.  His clothes were wet as he had swum through the water.  His eyes were wide with fear, and his jowls shook as he continued to yell at him to get away from Elissa.
He looked down at Elissa, who was still holding him tightly.  “Elissa?” he said softly.
She looked up at him with her green eyes, that were still full of tears.  Her lips curled into the smile that had melted his heart since the first day they had met.  “It is me,” she said. “Believe me, it is me.  Something is wrong with him.  Lord Martin is not himself.  He dragged me down here, and I tried to leave, but he was too strong.”
“He’s over there,” Conner said.  He believed her, but if Lord Martin was really trying to stop her from leaving, why was he on the other side of the cavern away from the door?
“He ran over there right as you arrived.  He wants you to think that I am the Deceiver, but it is him.  I am sure that it is the Deceiver.”  She pulled out of his embrace and pointed a hand at him.  “Kill him!  Glaerion!  You have the Spear!  Kill him before he gets stronger!”
Glaerion and Marila stood in the opening, looking from Elissa to Lord Martin.  Glaerion gripped the spear with both hands and pointed it at Lord Martin.
“Glaerion?” Conner asked.
Glaerion moved the spear to point at Elissa.  “I can feel that someone nearby is touching the Web of Magic, but I cannot tell which one it is.  The feelings aren’t that precise.”
Marila, crouched low and touched the ground.  “I can feel the Deceiver.  He is here, for certain.”
A cold fear went up Conner’s spine.  Elissa looked and acted just like he would have expected her to act.  She was sweet but had a tough side, and she was showing that right now.
“Conner,” Elissa said firmly, but with a quiet voice.  “He has the Ark of Life in his hand.”
He looked over at Lord Martin, who wiped sweat from his forehead, even though it was cold.  His right hand was balled into a fist as if he were holding something in his palm.
“Lord Martin!” Conner called out.  “What is in your hand?”
Lord Martin’s eyes went wide, and his face went white.  He looked down at his hand and opened it up.  A black gem was there.  He let out a shriek and jumped back, dropping it onto the ground at his feet.  “That is not mine!” he cried out.
Glaerion hefted the Spear of Salvation up to his shoulder and prepared to launch it.
Conner turned to face Lord Martin and kept Elissa behind him, protecting her with his body.
Marila moved towards the center of the cavern where the stone was giving off light.  She sniffed, and then looked around.
“There is a trail, here,” Marila said.  “A trail of magic.  Neither one of them can cast spells, right?  So the trail will lead back to the one who cast the spell!”
Marila sniffed again and took a step towards Conner and Elissa.  She tilted her head and wrinkled her nose as if she smelled something.
Conner suddenly found himself falling forward.  Something had pushed him in the back with enough force that he lost his balance and he hit the ground hard.  He turned to see Elissa, her eyes no longer green but jet black.  She held out a hand as strange words came off her lips.  An instant later the black gem that had been on the ground was flying through the air.  Before anyone else could react, she caught the gem with her right hand and let out an audible sigh.
Marila jumped at her, but a fuzzy wave of air struck her, sending her hard to the ground, dazed.
“I thought I killed you once,” Elissa's voice said, but the words were clearly not coming from her.
Conner was on his backside, looking up at her.  It was her voice, but no longer her eyes.  His world fell apart around him, and he was sure his heart stopped beating.  He gasped for air, as the realization of what was happening hit him.
“No,” cried out.
Elissa/Deceiver smiled at him and said, “I thought I was far enough away to regain my powers without being interrupted, but it seems that you three are a bit more tenacious than I thought.”
Glaerion pointed the Spear of Salvation at Elissa, and the tip of the spear started to sparkle and snap.  He let out a cry as the shaft sent a spike of electricity into him.  He could not help but to drop the Spear.  He jumped away, waving his hand in pain.  He had felt this same pain once before when he had first tried to pick up the Ark of Life underneath South Karmon’s castle.  The Spear of Salvation’s power was activated by the Deceiver’s presence, and when activated, the ancient artifact could not be held by an Elf.
“What’s the problem?” the Deceiver asked.  “Something wrong with your weapon?  If you thought it was going to kill me, you are wrong.  Nothing can kill me.  Sure, you can kill my body, but I will just jump to someone else.  Maybe someone stronger than the last one, although the Taran Centurion was a pretty strong man.  This body, though, is weak.”
Glaerion reached down to try and pick up the Spear of Salvation again but just getting his hand near the shaft sent a spike of electricity through his arm.  Marila jumped back to the Spear and reached down to pick it up herself.  With her eyes on Elissa, she took the shaft of the Spear in each hand and lifted it up.  The tip continued to sparkle and pop as she pointed it at Elissa.
“He might not be able to kill you with it, but I can,” Marila growled.
The Deceiver shook his head slowly and clucked his tongue inside his mouth.  “I thought I had trained my slaves better.  Your death will be slow this time, and I will be sure that it is done by my hand.”
The Deceiver lifted a hand and thrust it at Marila.  Another fuzzy wave of air struck her, sending her backward.  The Spear flew out of her hands and bounced away from her.  He looked at Glaerion and smiled just before he thrust a hand at him.  He tried to dodge the wave of air, but it still caught him and sent him flying against the far wall.  His head struck the wall, and he lay on the ground dazed and confused.
Conner watched from the ground, his mind unable to process what was happening around him.  Marila and Glaerion had both been hurt.  They were on the ground and moving, but not very well.  Lord Martin was cowering against the far wall, his whimpering loud enough for him to hear.  Elissa stood nearby, the black gem of the Ark of Life in her right hand, and her face snarling in anger.  He closed his eyes, wishing that what he was seeing was not true, but he knew it was.
“I have almost fully taken over this body,” The Deceiver said.  “Maybe if you were a little quicker, you could have come here when I struggled to cast a simple light spell.  But, as your friends can attest to, I am ready to fight.  I will go back up to the surface, find this Human mage of yours, and rip him apart.  You think that you can make a replacement for this gem?  Well, you cannot.  You will be sadly disappointed when your Hargon tries to use a spell that is too powerful for him, and the magic will consume him.  I understand it is an excruciating process to die that way.”
“Elissa,” Conner said, shaking his head, still not believing what was happening.  “She is too strong for you.  She will fight you!”
The Deceiver tossed his head back and laughed.  “Elissa is no more.  All that remains of her is the shell.  Your tears actually make me sad.  I did not understand the attachment that you Humans have towards one another, but as I’ve now taken over a second of your bodies, I am beginning to understand.  It is a shame, though, for it is a weakness that will be your downfall.  The more you care for one another, the weaker you become.”
Conner’s tears made him angry. His heart was broken, but his body still worked.  He pushed himself to his feet and drew his swords.
The Deceiver laughed.  “Kill me!  Yes, kill me!  Slay your beloved wife, and she will die, but I will live.  You can never kill me.  I will move from one body to another, and each time I will regain my power.  In fact, I will go into your body, next.  You look pretty strong and durable, unlike this frail body.”
Conner took an angry step forward, but he knew that he could not attack Elissa’s body.
“The Spear,” Glaerion called out.  “It’s the only way!”
“Oh, shut up,” the Deceiver said.  He lifted a hand and sent another wave of fuzzy air over to Glaerion.  He was lifted up and struck hard against the wall.  He dropped to the ground and did not move.
Conner looked back at the Spear of Salvation, which lay on the ground five steps from him.
“Go ahead,” the Deceiver said.  “Stab me with it.  Kill this body.  I will just move on.”
Elissa suddenly let out a cry and dropped hard to her knees.  Her eyes cleared revealing the bright green that he had fallen in love with.  “Conner!” Elissa cried out.
Conner rushed forward and dropped to his knees right on front of her.
“He is so strong!” She said, trying to hold back tears.  “I am trying to fight, but I am failing.  I can feel his evil, and it is tearing me up from the inside.”
“Fight it!  You can fight him!”
She shook her head.  “No, I cannot.”  She put her hands on his cheeks and pulled him close.  “I know what he is going to do.  I can hear his thoughts, or feel his thoughts, or something!  I don’t know, I don’t understand.  It is so confusing.  But he is going to kill all of you, but he was waiting until he has fully taken me over.  That will be soon.  Any minute.  I don’t have long!  Listen to me!  You have to use the Spear of Salvation.  He knows it will do more than just kill me.  It will send him back to his own realm, and he won’t be able to jump to another body.”
Conner shook his head, trying to hold back his tears.  “No!  I cannot do that.”
She smiled at him.  “You have to.  You are the only one that can.  Glaerion cannot hold the Spear.  Marila is hurt.  Lord Martin is catatonic.  He can’t hurt you, either.  Everyone else he can use his magic on, but he can’t do that to you.  You must do it!”
He continued to shake his head.  “You are the love of my life.  I could never do that!”
“If you don’t, the world will end.  If the Deceiver wins, it won’t be worth living in this world anyway.  No one person is more important than everyone else.  Myllia knew that, which is why she let her unborn child be sacrificed.  It is my turn to give myself up for the world.”
“It is not just one of you.  Our child!”
“Yes, our child.  I can feel him inside of me, and he is giving me the strength to fight the Deceiver.  If not for him, I would have been taken over a long time ago.”
“He?”
“Yes, he.  He is strong, just like his father, and he uses that strength not only for himself but to give strength to others.  He is doing that for me.”  She let out a cry and grabbed at her belly.  “The Deceiver is fighting him inside me.  It will not be long before I do not have the strength to fight him.  I love you.  I will love you forever, and I know that when I am with the One God in his realm, I will still be with you!”
Conner leaned forward and kissed her gently on the lips.
With more force than he could have imagined, she pushed him away.   Black, evil eyes looked back at him.
Conner let his instincts take over.  If he thought about it, or if he let his heart control him, he would have failed.  He knew he could not fail in this.  He pushed the Deceiver back, catching him off guard, and he stumbled far enough away that he could get to the Spear of Salvation.  He picked it up, feeling its hard, cold shaft in his hands.  He pointed it at the Deceiver, and the tip crackled and popped.  A tingling feeling came through the shaft and into his hands, filling his body with the fortitude to do what was right.
He let out a scream of anger and frustration as he charged forward.  The Deceiver’s eyes went wide.  Waves of fuzzy air, fireballs, and lightning were all cast at him in the seconds that it took him to cover the distance between them.  All the magic just passed through him, not harming him or affecting him at all.
There was no more thinking about what he had to do.  There was this one and only chance to end this war, and he had to take it.  He could not think about losing his wife or his child.  If he did, then he would flinch and hesitate, giving the Deceiver the chance to survive.  His screams echoed through the chamber, and up the tunnels.  The entire castle came to a sudden stop as he reached the Deceiver and the tip of the Spear went into Elissa’s chest.  He continued to run, pushing her body towards the wall, where he came to a sudden stop.  A flash of light exploded from the wound, and there were more popping sounds.
Her eyes flashed green again, and her lips slowly mouthed the words, I love you.
He dropped to the ground wailing in emotional pain.  He knew that he had done the only thing that he could have done, but it still hurt him to the core.
Two hands pulled him up.  Conner turned to see Glaerion’s face, which was bloodied and bruised.
“We have to move, now!”
“What?” He asked, unsure what Glaerion was talking about.  His mind was fuzzy and not understanding what Glaerion wanted him to understand.
“Hargon!” Glaerion shouted.  “Hargon can heal her!”
Marila was already at Elissa’s side.  She, too, was bleeding from a wound on the side of the head.  She quickly picked up Elissa’s limp body and said, “I’ll find Hargon.”
In a flash, she was gone.
Glaerion gripped Conner on the shoulders, and said, “You did it.  You got rid of the Deceiver.”
“You are sure?”
“I cannot feel him.  As soon as the Spear when into Elissa, he was gone.  And look!  The gem.  It’s on the ground.”
Conner looked at the ground that was stained with Elissa’s blood.  The black gem was there.  Conner reached down to pick it up.  He had touched it before, but he still expected to feel something that would tell him that he was touching an ancient, powerful artifact.  It felt no different than that first time.  He squeezed it tightly.
“We have to destroy it,” Conner said.
“If there’s a way, we will.  Now let’s move!”




Chapter Twenty-Three

Sir Marik pulled hard on his horse’s reins to keep it from charging forward.  The inner gate had just been pushed open by four healthy young men, but the men operating the outer gate had not yet pulled back the massive logs that served to keep those doors from opening inward.  His horse only saw the opening right in front of it, and to it, that meant it was time to run.
Marik was ready for what he knew would be the final battle of the war.  Everyone had been confident that Hargon would help them survive against the onslaught of the goblin horde, and although he had been late coming to battle, he had come through.  Now, though, they faced a new enemy that threatened to be stronger and more dangerous.  Hargon was weakened, their walls were weakened, and their resolve was weakened.  It was time for desperate measures, and that meant it was time to take the fight directly to the enemy.  He had no illusions that they could win this battle by charging out into their midst, but they could stall their charge, allowing Hargon to rest and recover, and giving their defenses a chance to be fully prepared.  For almost thirty years he had lived his life for Karmon, training and preparing for this very moment.  As a soldier and warrior, there was only one true and honorable way to die, and that was on the battlefield in defense of the kingdom that he had committed to defend.
On his left arm, he held his shield. It was elongated, wide at the top and narrow at the bottom.  On the front, a cross had been painted in red, but it was now faded and scratched from use.  His left arm went through a strap to hold it firmly to his forearm, which allowed him to quickly move the shield as he moved his arm.  His left hand gripped a second leather strap that helped him keep the shield tight against his body or allowed him to shove it away from his body as a weapon.  His sword was sheathed at his left hip, ready to be pulled out as they neared the oncoming army.  Two smaller daggers were tucked into his belt, just in case he was tossed from his horse, and he lost his sword.  In this battle, losing his saddle would mean death, but having the daggers would ensure he wouldn’t go alone.  He was armored as heavily as he could be.  When facing the agile goblins, he needed to be as quick as he could, which meant he had been clad in only thick leather with strips of banded plates woven into his outer coat.  Now, though, they were facing soldiers like themselves, and this meant they would be facing weapons of steel that could be deterred by layers of steel.  Encased in full plate armor made him heavier, but his warhorse hardly felt the extra weight.  Karmon warhorses were strong beasts bred for battle.
Over his head was a full helm that hid his face from those around him.  The helm was stifling and uncomfortable, but it kept everyone from seeing the fear that was etched clearly on his face.  He had faced death so many times since this war had begun it would be a cause to reason that it should now be normal, but the more times he faced death and survived, the more he knew his time was coming closer.  He was almost resigned to his fate, and that was what scared him.  Too much fear could render a Knight useless and dangerous to himself and others.  A lack of fear could make him careless and just as dangerous.  But, with just a little fear, a Knight was sharp and focused.  Now though, he wavered between no fear and too much fear, and that meant his mind was working too hard.  The outer gate needed to be opened so that he could get his horse moving and stop his mind from working.  The waiting was the worst part.  Once that battle started, he knew his instincts would take over, and whatever fear he held inside would be gone.
He glanced up toward the top of the wall.  Elves were up there with baskets of arrows ready to be launched.  When the goblins had attacked, those baskets were crammed full of arrows.  Now, they were barely half full.  In the lull between the time the goblins were defeated and the arrival of the new army, the fletchers had worked overtime, but there were still not enough arrows to fight off the army that was coming.
Turning around in his saddle, he looked behind him not at his fellow Knights, but at the men, and now women, who gathered in the courtyard, swords, and clubs in hands, ready to do their part in this final battle.  Many of them were still bloodied and wounded from the goblin attack.  There were many many fewer now than before, and that hurt his heart.  Too many good men and women had died already.  Knights and soldiers were trained to fight and disciplined to understand that death was an inevitable outcome of the battle.  The Karmon people though, should not be worried about dying in battle.  They should be living their lives to the fullest, with the burden of protecting them solely on the Karmon Knights.  He knew he should not feel like he let down the kingdom, but he did.  It was his job to protect Karmon, but he had not.  They did their best in that first fight at South Karmon, and even more so on the fields outside of Tyre, when most of their number had fallen to the first goblin horde.  There were too few remaining to protect the entire castle, but it was their duty and obligation to try, and that was why they were here now.  Once last chance to save the kingdom or to die trying.
A loud groan came from the outer gate doors as the last giant log that served as a door bar was pulled back into the gatehouse room.  Almost immediately, the double doors that comprised the outer gate swung inward.  He shouted the command for his Knights to march through.  He held his warhorse firmly, allowing all the remaining Karmon Knights to pass him by.  Most of them still had their face shields up so he could see their eyes.  He pushed his up so they could see his eyes.  There was not one of them that wasn’t ready for what was about to happen.  Nodding at each one, he wanted to see in their faces that they were prepared for this fight, and he wanted them to see that he, too, was prepared for what was to come.  He did not need to tell them that they would not be coming back.  They all knew.
He followed the last Knight through the outer gate and then pulled his horse to a stop.  The rest of the Knights formed up in front of him, waiting for him to lead them out onto the battlefield.
The six men who had pushed the outer gate open stood on either side of him, waiting to push the doors closed.  Marik turned to them and said, “Seal up the doors behind us.  Both sets.”
The men glanced among themselves.  One of them spoke up and said, “Sir Knight!  We won’t have time to pull the door bars out to bring you back inside.”
“These doors don’t open until the battle is over.  Understood?”
“Yes, sire.”
Marik did not wait for any further discussion.  He kicked his horse into a trot to take his position at the front of the column of Knights.  The door closed quickly, and he heard the logs being pushed into place.
Switching his reins to his shield hand, he drew his sword.  The rest of the Knights did the same.
Ahead of them, he could see the enemy marching in columns out of the mountains.  Unlike the goblins that jumped and thrashed about in a chaotic mess, these soldiers were disciplined enough to step in formation.  The goblins were not an easy fight, because there were so many of them and they fought without care for their own survival.  They could not be intimidated or threatened with overwhelming force.  The evil creatures fought to kill and continued to do so until they were dead.  Facing true soldiers would not be any easier.  They would fight with skill and cunning, and with a sense of purpose.  It would be the Knight’s job to do their best to prevent them from reaching the castle and fulfilling their purpose.  It would be a tall order, but they had to try.
Marik gave his Knights one last look.  He looked them over trying to find the words to say that would inspire them to victory, but nothing came to mind.  It was one reason why he knew he would never make a good leader, for he never knew what to say when it was time for an inspirational speech.  Frustrated with his own inabilities, he slammed his face shield down and spun his horse towards the enemy and kicked it into a sprint.
His Knights were professional and did not need inspirational speeches to inspire them.  Anything that could have been said had already been said.  They knew what was happening.  They knew that they were facing an insurmountable enemy.  What they needed was a leader who would lead them through his actions.  Marik spurred his horse toward the enemy without caring if any of his Knights were following him was all the leadership they needed.  A half heartbeat after Marik’s horse started its sprint, the rest of the Karmon Knights did the same.  There was no cheering or shouting to motivate themselves to fight to the death.  It was their duty as Karmon Knights to protect the kingdom.
***
Hargon fingered the red gem that was firmly in its place in the pendant that hung from the necklace.  The power that emanated from the artifact was filling him with an energy that he had never felt before.  He dared not call it the Ark of Life, for he knew it was not the true Ark of Life.  That would not happen until the Deceiver was killed and they replaced the temporary red gem with the black one.  He had charged up the steps to the top of the wall with a bounce that he had not felt since he was a boy.  His chest did not heave with exertion.  He actually wished the walls were taller so he would have more steps to run up.
Standing near the gate, he could feel the great logs being pushed back into place after the gates were shut.  The Karmon Knights, too few of them, were lined up in the field just outside the wall.  Sir Marik was leading them.  He wondered what the Knight was saying to them, what words of encouragement he would proclaim to help ease their minds in the upcoming battle.  He knew what he would have said, had he stood in front of them.  He would lift their spirits by reminding them that they were heroes and that their actions would be in the memories of the people of Karmon for centuries to come.  Songs would be written of their accomplishments.  Scrolls would document their deeds.  Tapestries would be hung from the walls of the castle that depicted this last, great battle.  They had the One God behind them, and they would not fail.  Adrenaline rushed through his system as he recited the speech in his mind, encouraging himself to fight in a battle that he would not ever be close to.
Before his own speech had finished in his mind, Hargon watched Marik lead his Knights in a thundering charge towards the enemy.
“Short, but sweet,” Hargon said softly.
“What?” King Illichian asked.  He stood nearby, surrounded by his customary troop of Elven Guards.  For the moment, they were safe upon the wall.  But as the enemy neared, it was likely they would be attacked, and the Elven guardsmen were ready to cast shield spells to deflect any aerial weapons sent their way.
“Nothing,” Hargon replied.
“Are you ready?”
“Of course.”
Hargon lifted his hands and started casting fireballs at the oncoming army.  He tossed them one after another, faster than he had ever done before.  As he threw each one, his energy and strength did not go down.  In fact, he felt it increase.  The power that his necklace and the red gem was giving him was as intoxicating as anything that he had ever felt.  No amount of sweet wine could compare to how the flow of power through his body was making him feel.  He smiled, and then let out a whoop and a long laugh.
He stopped momentarily to see the damage that he had done.  He expected the enemy lines to have broken and they would be running away in wild panic.  Instead, they continued on a steady forward march.  The front elements of each large regiment of soldiers had been killed by his fireballs, but the soldiers behind directly marched over their fallen brethren.  He took in a deep breath and raised his hands to fire more fireballs at a faster rate when an explosion rocked the wall.
The booming sound and force of the explosion sent his heart racing, and his confident power was immediately replaced by panic.  He ducked and looked around, hoping to find a place to hide, but atop the wall, there was no place to hide.  The euphoria that he had felt only a moment ago was replaced by the terror of seeing more large clumps of burning rocks heading towards the wall.  They came from the forest, quickly filling the sky, heading along slow arcs that would not only strike the wall but the courtyard and castle behind them.
The Elves did not panic.  They quickly cast spells that formed a shield around their defensive positions.  As the balls of flaming rocks came down, they struck the shield, exploding with a thunderous sound that caused him to jump each time.
Movement from the trees drew his attention.  The forest that had once served up a horde of goblins now served up another army of soldiers who were now marching from under cover of the trees.  They did not rush out like the goblins did but advanced in even lines, shields ready and swords drawn to fight.
He looked to his left, toward the charging Karmon Knights.  They were only moments from engaging the northern army.  They seemed insignificant compared to the size of the Deceiver’s army that was marching out of the mountains.  Then he looked back at the soldiers who were coming out of the forest.  There was nothing and no one to stop their march towards the castle.  Unimpeded, both armies would reach the castle at the same time.  He quickly launched a series of his own fireballs at the soldiers hoping to stop them but knowing he would be lucky to even slow them down.
A moment later, another explosion rocked the wall near him.  The force of the blast was enough to knock him to his knees.  Elven archers that had been near where the rocks struck had shards of flaming stone hit them, starting their loose clothes on fire.  The more they tried to put out the fire, the more it spread until they were fully engulfed in flames.  Screaming in pain and terror, several jumped off the wall to their deaths to put out the fires the hard way.  Others had their flames smothered by magic, but the damage was done.  Their bodies were burned so severely that they screamed and begged for death.
Myllia and Immerallis swooped down across the top of the trees, spreading their Dragon Fire down on the catapults that were launching the burning rocks.  A wall of arrows shot from the forest followed them as they flew away, but arrows just bounced off their hard scales.  Many catapults caught on fire and burned, but many still survived.
The Elven magic shield stopped most of the rocks, but the shield could not cover the entire Karmon defenses.  Some of the rocks struck the castle, sending rocks and debris falling into the courtyard.  The courtyard was struck as well, killing or seriously injuring many Karmons who had not yet joined in the battle.
Hargon looked around, the euphoria of his new power having left, leaving an empty hole in its wake.  The Knights were about to engage the army coming from the mountains.  The Elves were barely able to contain the balls of fire that were coming from the catapults hidden in the forest.  The ranks of soldiers coming out of the forest were marching towards the castle walls.  He had done much damage with his own spells, but his mind was now frozen in panic.  He didn’t know what to do, for there were too many possibilities to choose from.  If he helped the Elves fend off the rocks shot from catapults, then the soldiers from the forest would arrive at the castle gates fully ready to invade the castle.  If he fired at the soldiers, more rocks would make it through the shield and kill many more Elves and the fighters that were congregated in the courtyard behind him.  If he chose either one of those options, the Knights would quickly be overwhelmed and slaughtered.
Myllia thumped down on the wall next to him.  Many arrows were stuck between her scales and hung from her leathery skin that wasn’t covered by her protective scales.  She seemed not to notice or care.
“You have the power, now!” She shouted at him.  “Use it!”
He looked over at her, slightly dumbfounded that she not only could speak in his mind, but she could use voice inflection to make her sound louder and angrier.
He fired a handful of fireballs at the army coming out of the forest and then another handful at the army that was about to be engaged by the Knights.  It was a pitiful attempt, but it was all he could do.  His mind was still cloudy with panic, and he couldn’t think straight.
“You have so much more power than fireballs!  That is the magic of the uncivilized.  You might not be enlightened, but you are not a barbaric savage!”
Frustrated, he screamed back at her, “I don’t know what else to do.  We are being attacked on all sides!  I can’t think!”
“Get out your book,” she said calmly.  Rocks were crashing down around them, but her voice did not show any panic or recognition of their dire situation.
“My book?”  He pulled out his book of spells from an inner pock of his robe.  He had not looked at it in several days, and certainly not since Hemli had set the red gem in his necklace’s pendant.  He opened it to the front and turned a few pages, his eyes scanning for a spell that he could use.  His mind was swimming with thoughts of the battle, and he couldn’t focus on the words. All he saw were symbols and letters that now meant nothing to him.
“To the back,” Myllia said.
“There are no spells there,” Hargon argued.  “Only the first few pages of the book have spells.”
“Your power has grown.  Look.”
Hargon flipped the pages of the book towards the back.  Where there previously had been blank pages were now pages full of symbols and letters.  In some cases, there were even pictures.  His mind spun even more with the idea that he now could cast even more spells.
He took in a deep breath and asked, “How?”
“Do you want me to waste time teaching you everything you should already know, or would you like me to help you?”
“Help me, of course!”
“Well then stop asking questions and just do what I tell you!  Go to the back of your book.  Three pages from the end.  What do you see?”
Hargon quickly pushed all the book’s pages to the left until he was at the end of the book, and then flipped back three pages.  “There is a picture of a big flaming circle.  The flames are blue.  There is a picture of what looks like houses or a farm inside of the circle.  Trees.  Some people.  Underneath are the words to the spell.  What does this mean?  What kind of spell is this?  How will this help us?”
“Enough!” Myllia snapped.  “No more questions, remember?  Just do what I tell you to do.  The spell on that page of your book allows you to open up a doorway between two places.  Anyone who passes through the doorway can move from one place to another.”
“So, we open a doorway to escape?  You want us to run away and hide?”
“You know the time for running is long past.  No, we will bring help to us.  An army that will rival the Deceiver’s.”
“There is no such army,” Hargon declared.
“You say that with such conviction as if you know the happenings of the rest of the world.”
“I was the Emperor of Taran for many years.  I know the nations of this world, and I know no other nation will have an army that would stand up to the Deceiver’s.”
“You presume too much.  There is indeed such an army, and they have already started marching east, but they are still a week’s hard march from here.  They will arrive too late to help unless you open up this doorway and allow them to come through.”
Hargon felt another explosion reverberate through the wall.  The battle was going to be lost before it really began.
“How do I do this?”
“The doorway is between two places, but you must either be able to see both places or have a memory of the places for the spell to work.  There is a village about three days ride to the northeast of Iseron.  It is in the middle of Taran’s Eastern Province.  I believe the local people call it Forestkeep.”
“Forestkeep,” Hargon repeated.  “I know this village.  How do you know about it?”
“The army is camped there.  An army of men from the north that you know as the Bargoroth.  They have been marching for a week, now.”
“Bargoroth?  That is your army?  They are a bunch of wild barbarians.”
“Tens of thousands of wild barbarians,” Myllia corrected.  “Does it matter who they are?  They are coming this way to help defend this castle, but if you do not open this doorway, they will arrive at a burning castle.  So, you know of this village?”
“When I was young, my brother and I spent many summers there when my father tired of us being in the palace with him.  There is a small river that runs through the forest, and we used to fish there.”  He took a deep breath and let his heart rate fall.  “How is it that there is an army camped at a village that I visited when I was young.”
“The One God works in mysterious ways.”
Hargon narrowed his eyes.  “I don’t believe you.”
“The One God is very powerful.  More powerful than you or I.”
“The One God has been specifically absent from this war.  I do not believe that it is a coincidence that this army is there.”
Myllia lifted her head.  “I think the One God is making his presence quite clear.”
“What!  Do you see all this death around us!  We are being attacked by an army that we cannot defend against!  If the One God really wanted us to defeat this army, would he have put us in such dire straits?  Would he not send us help?”
Myllia took several steps forward.  “The One God has been sending help.  Elves, Dwarves, Humans, all in one place for the first time in thousands of years.  You have the power to bring an entire army from hundreds of miles away to save this castle and save what might be the last chance to defeat the Deceiver and his army.  Open this doorway and bring the Bargoroth here.”
“Some of my most memorable memories of my childhood are from Forestkeep.  Other than the palace of Taran, no other place is so ingrained in my memory that I can picture where I fished, where I camped, where I healed a dead frog that my brother killed.  If this army were any other place in the entire world, I would not be able to bring them, but only because they are at Forestkeep can I do this.  I cannot believe that this is a coincidence, and I do not believe that it is a miracle of the One God.”
Myllia let out her own audible sigh.  She glanced at the approaching army, knowing their time was growing short.  “No, it is not a coincidence, and you are right, it is not the One God.  I cannot read minds, but I can feel things that are important to people.  Sometimes they are images.  I saw the image of this place in your mind, and then I saw those places when I was flying west to find Princess Nikki.  I directed Princess Nikki to lead the Bargoroth to this place.”
“You need to stay out of my mind,” Hargon growled.
“I will not do this ever again, but I was desperate to find a way to help.  We are running out of time, and you must hurry.”
Hargon looked down at the page in his spellbook.  “Why this spell?  Is there not another spell I can use to destroy this army?  There must be!”
“Given a year of training, yes, there are spells that you could use to destroy this army.  But, we don’t have a year to give to training, so we make due with what we have.  This is a very powerful spell, but it is one I believe you can handle.  You need a mentor else you’ll just end up killing yourself and everyone else around you.”  Myllia moved closer so that she was only a few feet from Hargon.  “For now, I’ll have to do.”
Hargon tried to understand the words and symbols and shook his head slowly.  “It will take me some time to memorize this spell.  There can be no hurry to this.”
Myllia said, “Rather than using your own focus and concentration to generate the power to cast the spell, you only need to use the power of the Ark of Life.  This new power that you possess not only helps you cast more spells but more powerful spells as well.  You also don’t need to concentrate so hard and memorize the spells. Most of the time, you will only need to read the spell once, and you will be able to recite the spell and cast it.”
Hargon looked back at the book and continued to see only symbols and letters that did not make sense to him.  He even squinted to try and read the spell, but nothing made sense.
“You’re still panicking.  Relax, and let the words come to you.  The training and mentorship of a mage should take decades, not minutes.  You will have to trust me.  Relax, and it will come to you.”
Hargon closed his eyes and tried to clear out his mind from all that was happening around him.  He took the pendant in his hand and squeezed it, letting the sharp edges of the metal cut into his hand.  The pain allowed him to concentrate and focus his mind on the tiny thread that connected him to the Web of Magic.  The more he thought, and the more he focused, the larger that thread became.  The red gem became warm in his palm, and he thought he remembered what some of those symbols meant. 
When he opened his eyes, the symbols and letters were words that he could read.  Squeezing harder on the pendant, he began reading the words knowing that if he stumbled or stuttered over any of them, the spell might be broken or even worse, backfire on him.  He knew he had the power to cast the spell, and he now had the confidence to make it happen.




Chapter Twenty-Four

Aeneas limped over to Princess Nikki, who was sitting in front of a small fire.  It was obvious his wounds still hurt tremendously, but he was a soldier, and he was capable of ignoring pain.  With a grunt and a groan, he sat next to her.  She acknowledged him by handing over a strip of freshly cooked meat.  He gladly accepted it and ripped off a big chunk, shoving it into his mouth and chewing heartily.  The meat was tough and difficult to chew, but it was still meat and satisfied his grumbling stomach.
There was not much fresh meat to go around, but a recent hunting expedition had come across a herd of elk.  Although the rations were meager, everyone was tired of the vegetable stew that the Bargoroth cooks had thrown together for their meals.  A dozen yards away, two tribal leaders, Ulg and Barr, were quietly talking.  Nikki wondered what they were talking about, but she could not let it concern her.  Hopefully, it was just some mundane discussion about the logistics of a large army traveling across open land.  Surrounding her was the entire Bargoroth army.  Although there were many other tribes of the people from the north that made up the army, she used the Taran term for their people.  It made it easier when talking about them rather than trying to know which tribe they came from.
Aeneas shoved the last of his meat into his mouth, and said with a mouthful of food, “We have lost almost an entire day waiting here.  The Bargoroth seemed relieved to not have to push from daybreak to nightfall, but if your friends are in as dire need as you say, one missed day could be the difference between victory and defeat.”
“Myllia said to wait,” Nikki replied.  She was just as anxious to get Karmon to help her friends, but Myllia had been clear about waiting at the outskirts of the small village until Myllia returned.
“Remember, I was in charge of moving thousands of Centurions across the northern Taran Steppes.  Believe me when I say there are some practical reasons to keep moving.  We have no supply troops to help provide food and clean water.  In another day, two at most, all that we have hunted and gathered will be gone.”
“There is plenty of clean water.”
“Soldiers cannot fight on water alone, and I gather our Bargoroth friends cannot, either.  We have to move on in the morning.”
“Myllia told us to stay here and wait.”
Aeneas shook his head.  “Myllia is a Dragon.  What does she know about the logistics of moving an army?  I am a professional soldier, and moving armies is my life, so you have to trust me in this.  We have to move in the morning, else we will starve.”
“They do seem to be getting restless,” Nikki said.
“That might be because they have traveled farther south than they had ever been.”
“I have seen many of them shed their furs.  It is cold for me, but it seems to be balmy for them.”
They both chuckled, sharing a comfortable moment in the middle of a war where either of them could die at any time.
As their laughter faded, Nikki took in a deep breath and let it out slowly.  “Okay,” she said.  “We will leave in the morning, whether we hear from Myllia or not.”
“It’s the right thing to do,” Aeneas said.
They both fell silent.  Nikki kept an eye on him, and after a few moments, he looked up at her, but quickly looked away.  He picked up a small dead twig and threw it into the fire.
“What will you do next?” Nikki asked.  Kile was the only other one that she had spent any time with, and he was off taking care of his own business.  The Bargoroth kept to themselves and seemed to be wary of her.  That left Aeneas as the only other person that she cared to talk to.  She actually enjoyed his company, more than she expected or let on.  “Will you really be able to stop being a soldier when this is over?”
Aeneas held up his hands, showing the bloody bandages that covered his wrist wounds.  “I can barely hold a sword.  I think my days of soldiering are over whether I like them or not.  It is time for me to settle down.  Find a nice woman and spend the rest of my days in comfort.”
She locked eyes with him and felt a fluttering in her heart.  “You are a good man, Aeneas.  You deserve a good woman.”
He smiled at her. “I’m sure there’s at least one good woman left in this world.”
She smiled and glanced away.
He quickly continued before the moment became uncomfortable.  “You know, I have been a soldier my entire life.  Even as a young child, I knew I wanted to be a soldier.  I have been all over the continent, going from one war to another.  The Tarans like to keep themselves busy with being in a constant state of war.  I think I’m ready for something different.”
Aeneas rubbed his hands together and put his palms toward the flames.
“Cold?” she asked.  “You only have on a light cloak.”
“It’s getting a little chilly, but I’ll be fine.  I’ve been up here too long to get cold this time of year.  Besides, summer will soon be here, and we will be begging for a cool day.”
“Where I’m from, it’s summer year-round.  Winter is the season when it rains, but it is still mostly hot.  This is almost too cold for me.”
“Iseron used to be the most perfect place to live.  It’s only a few days ride south from here.  It’s a beautiful city right on the Gulf of Taran.  The water seemed to always keep it cool when the days were hot and kept the cold days from getting too cold.  I hope we have a chance to rebuild that city.”
“Barr told me that the devastation he saw was complete.  He could not imagine a city ever being rebuilt.  The ground was scorched, and all the buildings were piles of rubble.”
Aeneas smiled.  “Tarans are resourceful.  We will rebuild.”
“What if you’re the last Taran alive?”
“Then I’ll rebuild alone if I must.  Since my days of soldiering are over, I’ll find a small plot of land that has good soil, maybe next to a lake where I can fish.  My father taught me to fish when I was a boy, but as a soldier, I haven’t had much time for it.  Once the war is over, I should have time for many things I haven’t had time for.”  He glanced over at her, and this time, when she looked back at him, he held her gaze.
“What about you?” he asked after a moment.  “You’ll head back to Hurai?”
She broke his gaze and looked down into the fire, watching the dancing flames.  “My father is not well, and I am his only child.  I will have to put up my swords for the throne.”
“But you are a warrior, not a ruler.”
She smiled.  “You know me, well.”
“Your kind is easy to spot.  You do what is right, regardless of the consequences.  Those who rule must compromise.  To them, right is only what is right for the moment.  For us warriors, right is absolute.”
She let out a burst of laughter.  “I will make a horrible queen.  I do not have the patience for it.”
“Then don’t go back.”
She smiled and started to laugh but saw the serious look on his face.  He wasn’t kidding.  “I am Hurai, and I do not have the luxury of following my whims.  I must do what duty requires, and that means serving as queen once my father passes into the next realm.”
“Is it really your duty?”
“If not me, then who?”
“Which is worse, to be ruled by the incompetent, or ruled by the unmotivated?  The one can be taught, the other can’t.”
“Many would say that my father is an incompetent, unmotivated buffoon who should be replaced.  The line of Hurai kings has been in my family for many, many generations.  We have ruled well, and our people are prosperous.”
“Then why do your people want to revolt?”
“They believe we are not prosperous enough.  There are many nations nearby, including Taran, that have grown and become powerful.  Hurai has remained the same for many generations.  Some people believe it is time to move on and become a part of the world.  My father believes we should never conform to the world, as it is evil and rife with pagan heathens.”
“And you just want to be a warrior.”
“It’s all I ever wanted to be.  I didn’t want to be a princess or a queen.  I don’t care about royalty politics.  My earliest memories are learning how to hold a Sak’Turana with two hands.  I was clumsy, but I figured it out pretty quickly.  As a rule, royalty does not become Sak’Hurai, but I knew I was destined to become one.”  She dropped her gaze to the fire, her thoughts taking her back to her childhood when she spent many lonely hours practicing with her Sak’Turana.  “My father made an exception, but it made me an outcast.  As royalty, I was untouchable.  As a Sak’Hurai, I was unapproachable.  No one knew what to do with me, so they just left me alone, and I trained and worked hard.  I had to train harder than everyone else to prove that I was worthy of being a Sak’Hurai and not just because my father was king.”
“Now, you lead them?  You are a general of sorts?”
“I earned my place.  Unlike my title of princess, I earned being a Sak’Hurai.  Eventually, I accepted my role as princess, but the idea of being queen is not appealing.”
“That is one of the benefits of Taran’s political system.  Only those that want to be in a position of power are in a position of power.”  He paused for a moment to look at Nikki carefully.  She was looking down at the ground, and he smiled at what he saw.  “Sometimes, the people who want power are the ones who should not be in power.  It is those who do not wish it who are really the most qualified.  I think you would make an outstanding queen.  Queen Nikki, greatest ruler Hurai has ever known!”
Nikki let out a laugh.  “I have seen my father grow old and age beyond his years.  Leadership has pulled all the life out of my father, and it is literally killing him.  I do not wish that for me.”
“We are not all made for leadership, but sometimes, our choices are not our own.”
“Discipline and sacrifice are the creed of the Sak’Hurai,” Nikki said.  “We do not live for ourselves, but for the protection of our kingdom.  I would actually have more freedoms and live a fuller life as queen, rather than as a Sak’Hurai, but it is not a life I want.  The simple life of a Sak’Hurai is all I have ever wanted.”
“Then that is the life you should lead.”
“And what of Hurai?”
“What of it?  Will the world come to a stop if you choose not to be queen?  Will the people of Hurai suddenly fall to the ground and die because you choose not to be queen?  We all have to take responsibility for those things that we are responsible for, but we do not have to be responsible for everything.  Hurai, I believe, is bigger than just one person, is it not?  I do not know your father, so I cannot make any judgments of what he is like as a leader, but even if he is the best king Hurai has ever known, will Hurai cease to exist as a kingdom?  Will there not be someone to take the throne who might be just as good?”
Nikki’s response was firm and direct, with a slight hint of anger.  “The lineage of my family ruling the Hurai goes back as far as history can go.  To break that lineage would be to disgrace all my ancestors, and to defy the One God himself!”
“Then it is settled.  You must be queen.”
“Of course, I must!  Why are you arguing with me and trying to convince me otherwise?”
Aeneas lightly shook his head.  “You said yourself you would make a horrible queen.  Don’t confuse duty with obligation.  You just said that if you do not become queen, you will defy the One God.  Yet, he has made you a warrior through and through.  You have leadership skills, I can see that, but do you have the temperament for ruling?  Do you have a willingness to compromise your principles and beliefs for the betterment of your people?  Sometimes, as ruler of a nation of individuals, what you might think is right for some may not be right for the many, and then we must compromise not to keep the peace, but to build the strong foundation of your kingdom.  Refusing to compromise will only tear a kingdom apart, and a hard-nosed warrior such as yourself would be hard-pressed to compromise, right?”
Nikki started to respond.  She even got to the point of opening her mouth to reply.  She absolutely did not believe that anyone should compromise their beliefs or principles, for that is the core of who they are.  Once compromise happened, then all respect and trust would be lost.  If her decisions twisted with the wind, in the end, no one would be happy as she tried to make everyone happy. Yet, as she pondered those thoughts, she thought about her father, who was a wise and firm king, who did not compromise at all.  He stood by his beliefs and principles, and the kingdom was falling down around him.  He refused to even listen to the rebellious villages and threatened to send his soldiers there to quell the uprising.  She would do the same thing, for how could the villagers dare to try and subvert the authority of the king?  Certainly, she would not have had the patience of her father.  She would have sent the Sak’Hurai in to suppress their arrogant uprising.
She let out a heavy sigh.  She would have killed her own people without listening to them only because they were defiant, regardless of whether or not their defiance was justified.
“I would not make a good ruler,” she said softly.  “I would rule with a sword, as is my nature.”
“The worst rulers are the soldiers,” Aeneas agreed.  “Politicians are slimy and unscrupulous.  Taran politics is rife with corruption, but our empire has grown tremendously at the same time.  Our people are fed, fat, and happy.  It is not perfect by any stretch of the imagination, but it works, and works well enough for our empire to grow and be prosperous.”  He let his words fade into the twilight.  With his own heavy sigh, he corrected himself.  “I mean, they were fat and happy, until they were all killed.”
“I’m sorry for your people.  And your family.”
A gentle smile crossed his face.  “Thanks,” he replied softly.
Nikki wasn’t sure what else to say, so she remained quiet.  Her gaze moved from the flames of the fire to Aeneas’ face, which was somber and still.  His eyes were also focused on the fire, watching the flames dance around the logs.  A tingling sensation tickled the back of her neck, and then quickly spread through her entire body.  At first, she thought it was her feelings and emotions that were overwhelming her, but then the look on Aeneas’ face caused some concern.  His head tilted, and his eyes showed confusion.
“What is that?” he asked, looking around.
She stood, turning in place.  Like a wave, the Bargoroth army that had been spread out from the village began to rise and look about.  The tingling became uncomfortably hot, almost to the point of being painful.  Rubbing her neck did not help.  Whatever was happening to her was not on the skin, but deep inside her, and she could not stop it.
She spun around, looking for an attack, but all she saw was the sea of Bargoroth acting as she was, searching for the source of the strange feeling.
Then she saw it.  It started as a bright bluish-white light in the middle of the field, about a hundred yards from where she was standing, hovering just above their heads.  There were many Bargoroth around it, and they began to run away in panic, causing a minor stampede.  After a few seconds, the light began to expand into a glowing ring of fire that touched the ground, lighting the grass on fire.  Fortunately, the ground was wet enough that the weeds and grasses did not catch on fire.  They were charred from the flames that immediately died out.  Slowly, the ring grew in size.  It became wider than tall, spreading to her right and left until it nearly touched one of the village’s buildings at least two hundred yards from where she was standing.
The ring of blue flame began to pulsate, tips of the flame exploding up high into the air and far out to the side.  The building that was near the ring was hit by the flames, singing the thatched roof, but not setting it on fire.  Bargoroth that were still close to the ring were also singed, causing them to run away, shouting and cursing in their language.
Instinctively, Nikki drew her swords.  Aeneas pushed himself to his feet and stood at her side.
“Is this an attack from the Deceiver?” Aeneas asked.
Nikki could only assume so, but she could not speak, as she was frozen in awe. 
The air within the ring began to shimmer, disrupting her view of the field beyond the ring.  The shimmering continued for several minutes until the area was entirely hidden by a light gray fog, then it flashed white, temporarily blinding everyone who was looking at it.
When her vision cleared, she thought she saw the field beyond the ring.  It was a field, but it was not what she had seen before.  In the distance, within the circle, there were tree-covered mountain peaks.  The trees came down from the mountains and ended in the distance, and in front of the trees was an army marching towards them.  They were columns of men with swords, shields, and spears, heavily armored and ready for battle.
“The Deceiver is coming here,” Nikki said.  “To arms!  We must gather the army together to fight!”
Before they could move, a dark shadow crossed from one side of the ring to the other, and then a large creature flew through the ring from the other side.  It flew in so fast, they could not see what it was until it slowed and hovered above them.
“Myllia?” Nikki said.
The golden-eyed Dragon pumped her wings slowly, but with enough force to keep her above them.
“Hurry!” they all heard in their heads.  “The ring will not stay open long, but long enough for you to come through.  The army you see is the enemy.  It is time.”
Myllia did not wait.  She twisted her body and pumped her wings with enough force to generate a stiff breeze.  Then she flew back through the ring of fire, heading for the columns of enemy soldiers.
Barr ran up to Nikki, out of breath.  Between gasps for air, he asked, “What devilry is this!”
“This is why we were waiting,” Nikki said.  “We follow the dragon through the ring.”
Barr hesitated for a moment.
“Are you afraid?”
Barr’s eyes narrowed.  “Do not insult me.”
“Then lead your men through that ring of fire,” Nikki said.
Barr let out a grunt and walked away to gather his warriors.
Aeneas had drawn his sword and limped up to Nikki.  “Let’s go,” he said.
“You can barely move, and you barely have enough strength to hold your sword.  Don’t waste your life.”
Aeneas lifted an eyebrow and then laughed.  “Are you really telling me not to fight with you?  Fighting is what I do.  It is who I am.”
“Stay close,” Nikki said, without hesitation.  There was no chance that she would ever be able to convince him to not fight, so she simply embraced his decision. 
Drumbeats started, and Barr lead his warriors through the ring of fire.  The first few ranks hesitated for a moment, as their apprehension of the magical ring of fire almost overwhelmed them.  The press of the warriors behind them caused the first ranks to be pushed through, but once they were emerged on the other side and realized they survived, they smelled blood and rushed after the Deceiver’s soldiers.
“Are you coming?” Kile asked, nearly out of breath.  Once the flaming ring had appeared, he had sprinted through the Bargoroth army to reach Nikki.
They were surrounded by Bargoroth warriors pushing their way towards the ring of fire.  Aeneas moved first, limping and hobbling his way towards the fight.  Nikki followed, just behind him.
“He won’t last five minutes,” Kile said, trotting beside Nikki. “Look at him.  He can barely walk.”
Nikki looked at Kile and gave him a stern gaze.  “He’s a soldier.  He’ll do fine.”
“He’s a general who’s stayed behind the fighting for most of his life.  How long do think it’s been since he actually fought alongside his Centurions?”
“Would you do any different if it were you?” Nikki snapped back.  He did not reply immediately, which answered her question.  “Then don’t judge.  Just stay close and watch his back.”
She turned and pushed her way through the Bargoroth warriors to catch up to Aeneas.  Side by side, the three ran through the ring of fire, shouting at the top of the lungs, readying themselves for the bloodiest fighting any of them had ever been involved n.
***
Marik felt the rush of battle spread through every ounce of his being.  This was the type of fighting that they had trained for.  Soldier against soldier.  Fighting the goblins was difficult, even though they were easy to kill.  They were unpredictable and fearless.  Soldiers were just men, and they could be intimidated and forced to run with overwhelming might.  The charge of his Knights was thunderous, even with only a fraction of what their number should be.  Their hooves of the warhorses pounded hard on the muddy ground, sending chunks of dirt and grass flying behind them.  The goblins had not been intimidated but such a charge, but hardened soldiers would find it difficult to hold their ranks tight.
Ahead, he had hoped to see the ranks of the enemy wavering at their charge, but they did just the opposite.  It didn’t mean they weren’t fearful.  It only meant they were disciplined and hardened soldiers.  The front ranks lowered their shields and spears and set themselves to receive the charging Knights.  He wished he had a lance to strike the formation first.  The lance would shatter on impact, but it would break the lines and cause enough disruption to let them get close enough at full speed.  If they charged through at full speed now, their horses would be impaled by spears, and they would be sent tumbling to the ground.  For a few seconds, he wondered what it would be like if they had a full thousand Knights charging at the enemy, each with a hardened lance.  Even the thought of it sounded intimidating.  No wonder the Karmon Knights were feared as the greatest force that ever existed.  It wasn’t only their individual skill that made them powerful, but their collective tactics.  Each one on their own was strong, but together, they were unbeatable.
They were only seconds away from the front line of the enemy when a sharp tingling sensation came over him.  He had felt it before, but not this strong.  Never would he understand the power of magic, and most of the time he feared it, but at this moment, he welcomed anything that could help them win this war.  Seeing the whites of the eyes of the enemy, and smelling their collective sweaty odor, he didn’t have time to think about what else was happening around them.  His goal was to disrupt the enemy army and kill as many of them as possible.
Their warhorses wanted to crash headfirst into the line of enemy soldiers, but the Knights knew that was suicide.  Just before they reached the first tip of spears, they pulled their horses from a sprint to a fast walk, allowing them to push into the front lines and not be impaled.  The enemy was expecting a full charge and had planted themselves in a defensive stance, which left them open to attack when the Knights quickly changed their tactics.
Marik led the way, swinging his sword, slicing down onto the enemy, hacking a path for his Knights to follow.
***
The ring of fire stretched across the ground in front of her.  Most everyone was jumping over it, afraid to touch the fire.  She hopped over it as well but did not feel any heat from it.  A tingling sensation swept through her body but it only lasted for the instant she passed from the fields of Taran to the mountains of Karmon.  The enemy was spread out before her, grouped into neat regiments that were marching across the muddy fields at the base of the mountains.  Karmons on horseback had already engaged one of the regiments, but there were too few of them to last long. 
Drumbeats from drums near them were pounding directions to the Bargoroth warriors.
“Barr is leading his warriors towards their main force,” Nikki shouted over the pounding of the drums.  “Over there are Karmons on horseback that need help.”
She grabbed the thick fur pelt of the closest Bargoroth and pointed toward the Karmon Knights.  “That way!”
The Bargoroth responded, but in his own language.  He started to walk away, but Nikki grabbed on his fur pelt again.  The warrior snapped his head around more in irritation than anger.  Aeneas quickly intervened and quickly spoke to the Bargoroth.  The warrior let out a grunt and shouted out to those around him.  They all started running towards the Karmon Knights.
“You can speak to them?” Nikki asked.
“Know your enemy,” he responded.  “I’ve been out here a long time, and their language isn’t that difficult to learn.”
“What did you tell them?”
“I reminded them that it was you who killed Olofar, and they were obligated to follow you.”  His lips spread into a wide smile.  “Or something like that.”
“It doesn’t matter,” Kile said.  “If we’re going to save them, we have to get moving.”
Without another word, she began running across the field towards Sir Marik and his Knights.  She kept her pace, so Aeneas did not fall behind.  She could see he was suffering, but he pushed forward, running as fast as his wounded feet could take him.
The three of them reached the enemy soldiers a dozen steps behind the last of the Bargoroth warriors, which allowed them to pick and choose how they were going to join into the fight.  Many of the enemy soldiers had turned away from the Knights and were now engaged with the Bargoroth warriors.  Nikki did not hesitate to engage the enemy, swinging her sword, slicing through their armor as if it were nonexistent.  Her superior quickness was even more apparent because they wore bulky armor and swung large twin-bladed broadswords.  They were tough and resilient, though.  They fought hard and without fear, even when the barbarians arrived with overwhelming numbers.
The Karmon Knights had pushed their way into the enemy soldiers, but they were not faring well.  Only a handful were still mounted, swinging down trying to not only kill their opponents but also to keep their horses from getting cut out from under them.  The large warhorses did their best to help, kicking with their strong hooves, knocking down any soldier that ended up behind them.  She pushed on, knowing that the only way they could survive would be for her to reach them.
***
Atop his large warhorse, Marik swung down with his sword, slicing deep into the skull of an enemy soldier.  He gave a sharp yank on his sword to pull it free and then swung it down towards another.  The strike was blocked, but he spun his horse, knocking the soldier to the ground with the horse’s muscular haunches.  Without having to direct her, Marik’s warhorse stepped backward right onto the fallen soldier, breaking enough bones to keep him from ever walking again.  Again and again, Marik’s sword swung down to kill, and his shield swung out to protect himself, but it was clear that the charge of the Karmon Knights had done little to make a dent in the enemy’s front line.  At worst, he had been hopeful that their charge would cause many of the enemy soldiers to turn and run.  Unfortunately, the enemy soldiers were too disciplined to be a victim of fear and fought harder and braver than he had hoped.
He knew it was only a matter of time before a sword or spear would catch him with a hard blow to knock him off his horse.  His quick and strong arms kept his sword and shield at the ready, blocking any attack that got too close, but he knew it wouldn’t last.  Eventually, his arms would tire, and he would be just a split second too slow, and he would be unable to block a deathblow. Fatigue was a more challenging opponent, for he could not outwit his muscles losing their strength and endurance.  He could push and grind all he wanted, but eventually, his body would give out, and death would follow quickly.
As he swung his sword, killing the enemy with nearly every blow, Marik saw too many fallen Knights around him.  They had all fought to their last breath, dying courageously fighting for what they believed in.  His mind drifted, thinking about how the world would be if they lost.  With his demise inevitable, he let his focus slip.  Coupled with his growing fatigue, he missed parrying a spear aimed for his horse’s heart.
The horse dropped immediately, and adrenaline pumped through his system, giving him a temporary boost of strength and focus.  Without having to think about what to do, his body reacted for him, performing a maneuver he had practiced many times.  Although he had never really perfected it when wearing a full suit of armor, he did it well enough to not be crushed under the weight of his warhorse.  The warhorse fell forward, then to his left.  Marik released his left foot from his stirrup and twisted his body to jump free of the saddle.  He landed hard on his sword arm, and it went instantly numb, and he lost his grip on the sword, which went sliding away out of his reach.  Not thinking about his sword, he kept his momentum going into a shoulder roll, knowing that if he came to a stop on his back, he would not be able to get up quickly.  If he rolled far enough, he could use his momentum to get up onto his feet.  It was a move that was first taught to him as a squire, and he did it flawlessly, ending up on his feet, surrounded by the enemy.
The daggers were still in his belt.  He pulled those out and jumped at the first soldier that came after him.  He used his left arm to parry a sword strike.  Fortunately, he caught the flat of the blade against his arm, which allowed him to keep his arm, but the shock of the blow reverberated through his body.  Quickly, he drove his dagger up and into the chest of the soldier.  The soldier let out a gasp and fell backward, the blade embedded in his chest.  Marik let the dagger go and turned to face the next combatant.
A spear was thrust at him, but he dodged away.  Then a sword strike hit him across the right arm, cutting deep into his armor and his skin underneath.  The spear was thrust at him again, and he blocked it, but the tip still clipped his armored thigh.  The blow didn’t cut him, but it did cause him to stumble and nearly lose his balance.  He was tired, beat up, and wounded.  If he lasted another minute, he would have been surprised.
A sword caught him on the side.  Again, his armor kept the blade of the sword from cutting into him, but the force of the blow took his breath away, and in his already dazed state, he stumbled to one knee.  He turned towards an enemy soldier who was standing over him, sword ready to strike down in a killing blow.  Desperately, Marik put up his sword, but he knew it would be too late to stop the blow.  Then, the man suddenly froze, his sword hanging in the air, poised over him.  The tip of a wide-bladed sword appeared from the center of his chest.  The man dropped to his knees and then fell forward, landing right in front of Marik.  Standing behind him was a Taran Centurion in dirty, bloody clothes.  Then the enemy soldier next to him lost his head.  Two warriors, each wielding two swords cut down every enemy around him easier than he had killed goblins.  The enemy soldiers had been so intent on killing the Knights, they had not seen these three warriors come up from behind.
The Taran Centurion stepped forward and held out a hand.  It was covered in a bloody bandage.  Marik gripped it, and despite the grimace of the Centurion’s face, he pulled Marik to his feet.
Still grasping his hand, Marik took a step towards him and said, “Thanks.”
He released the Centurion’s grip and looked around.  The area around them had been cleared. Not only were there the two warriors slicing the enemy soldiers to bits, but large fur-clad hairy men were beating the remaining soldiers with large clubs and rusty swords.  He spotted his sword a few feet away.  It had been pushed into the mud by the fur-clad men as they swept through the enemy soldiers.  He pulled it free and wiped its blade across the back of a dead soldier.  Exhaustion overwhelmed him, and he dropped back to a knee and lowered his head.
A moment later, his helmet was taken off, and he looked up into the dark, small eyes of a woman too beautiful to be a warrior.  Blood covered her face, and he wondered for a moment if it were hers.  Her mouth moved, but he did not hear what she said.  He could not believe that he was still alive and wondered for a moment if he was dreaming.  More fur-clad warriors streamed by, screaming loudly, letting their berserker rage fuel them.
“Can you stand on your own?” she asked again.
This time, he heard her and nodded his head.  He looked her over carefully.  She was dressed in a light, loose tunic and leather trousers, similar to what a man might wear.  Her hair was tied back behind her head in a single braided ponytail.  Her eyes were as cold as steel and showed no emotion.
The Taran Centurion and the other dual sword-wielding warrior stood at her side.
“Where did you come?” Marik asked.
“From the west, in Taran.  The big Dragon came to us through the ring of fire.  We followed her back through.  You are hurt.  Can you still fight?
“I am still standing,” Marik replied confidently.  His body ached all over as the rush of battle swept away the adrenaline that was energizing him.  He tried to lift his left arm, but a shooting pain rocketed up from the tips of his fingers to his shoulder.  With his right hand, he gripped his sword tighter, and it took all his focused effort to keep his sword from slipping out of his grasp.
“I can still fight,” Marik added.  He looked closer and his saviors and said, “You don’t look Taran.  He doesn’t either.  But he does.”
“I am Princess Nikki of the Hurai.  This is Kile.  We are Sak’Hurai.  This is General Aeneas of the Taran Empire.”
“Nikki?  Hurai?” Marik repeated wearily.  “I have heard that name before.  Conner is Hurai.”
“You know Conner?”
Nikki’s eyes went wide with recognition, and she nodded her head.  “Yes!  He is a good friend.”
“Nikki!  Yes, of course.  You are the one that helped him retrieve the Spear of Salvation.”
“Yes, and now we are here to help him fight this enemy.”
“Just in time.”
She looked around her.  There were many dead enemy soldiers, but there were also many dead Karmon Knights.  “Just in time for some, too late for many.”
Then she looked past Marik to the walls that surrounded the castle.  They had taken massive damage and were still being bombarded by catapults hidden in the trees at the top of the valley.  Most of the rocks that were being thrown exploded in midair, but some made their way to the wall, or over the wall.  Another army was marching from another forest on the other side of the valley, heading directly for the castle.
The two dragons appeared from high in the sky and flew over the marching army, sending their fire through their ranks, killing hundreds in only seconds.  Many of the soldiers scattered, but not to run away, only to avoid the deadly flames.  Scores of arrows were launched high into the air from the top of the walls and descended with deadly accuracy into the marching soldiers, but they were undeterred.  The forest continued to expunge ranks upon ranks of soldiers, marching with deliberate efficiency towards the castle.
“This battle is far from over,” she said.  “The Bargoroth have turned the tide of this side of the battlefield, but there is still a large army to fight.”
Marik looked over his shoulder at the barbarian army that was now chasing the enemy soldiers back into the mountains.  His eyes caught the dead laying on the ground.  Many of them were enemy soldiers, but many were also Karmon Knights.  There were few moans from the dying, but none of his Knights were moving.  They had all fought to the end.  His heart broke at seeing the devastation of his dead brothers.
“I hope there are more Karmon Knights behind those walls?” Nikki asked, watching Marik solemnly take in the sight of his fallen comrades.
“No,” he replied soberly.  He turned his back to the dead and looked firmly into Nikki’s eyes.  “There are no more Knights, but there are still many more that can fight.  We also have Hargon.”
“What’s a Hargon?”
Marik did his best to allow a smile on his dirty, bloody face.  “Hargon is a who.  He has saved us before.  He’ll need to save us again.”
“One man can save us?” Nikki asked.
“He is a powerful man,” Marik replied.
“I hope so.”
“We are alone with the dead and dying,” Kile said anxiously, looking around to see if any stray enemy soldiers were wandering around, looking to continue the fight.  “We need to get to the safety of the castle.”
Aeneas walked up to Marik and asked, “Can you make it?”
Marik looked Aeneas over and almost laughed.  “You look worse off than me.  Can you make it yourself?”
Aeneas laughed.
Marik took a tentative step, and his wounded leg held up.  “Let’s move.  The Karmons that are gathering behind the wall will need our help.”
Marik took two steps and his leg buckled, but he caught himself before he fell onto the mud.  Aeneas quickly stepped over and put Marik’s arm around his shoulder to help keep as much weight off his leg as he could.
“You’re limping, too,” Marik observed.
Aeneas shook his head.  “Not at all.”
With Aeneas’s support, Marik was able to move forward at a slow jog.




Chapter Twenty-Five

Hargon focused all his energy to keep the ring of fire open.  Unlike fireball spells, which were extremely easy to cast, the spell to keep the ring open needed his continual and sharp focus.  In his right hand, he squeezed the red gem that Hallendrielle had formed from the Dragon’s Egg.  It burned hot, but not enough to burn his skin.  He rejoiced in the pain he felt, using the agony to fuel his concentration on the spell.  He ignored everything around him.  All sounds and smells were pushed away.  His eyes centered on the ring of fire that burned in the middle of the field, just north of the valley that the castle overlooked.
Then he felt something odd.  It was like a steady breeze that suddenly stopped, and he could now hear the buzzing of bugs and the chirping of birds all around him.  Within a single heartbeat, all the external noise became sensory overload.  It all pressed in on him and threatened to overwhelm him and bring him to his knees.  He had felt this same feeling before when he had first become emperor.  All sorts of political factions had pulled him in every direction, and he had come within hours of having his reign overthrown by the powerful Taran senate.  He did the same thing now that he had done then.  He focused on one thing.  It didn’t need to be the loudest or quietist.  It just needed to be the one thing.  Pushing aside all other sights and sounds, he focused solely on a single bird that sat deep within the needles of an evergreen tree.  It had just flown from the south part of the continent, as it did every year, and it had come across a chaos that it did not comprehend.  It only knew that all the noise around it were threatening its life.  He did not think about how he managed to sense only the one bird, and it was over a mile away, but he focused on it anyway.  Hargon reached out to it, touching it with his mind, comforting it, letting it know that he was there to protect it, and everything else in this world.
Then he took one step back and sensed the spring scent of evergreens.  One thing at a time.  That was how he took control of his empire, and how he would control the Ark of Life.  One easily became two.  Two easily became three.  In what seemed hours to him, but was only another handful of heartbeats, he no longer felt overwhelmed.  The Ark of Life was pure power.  It was a power that could consume him if he let it.  He did not let it.  Slowly, one step at a time, he controlled it as he had once controlled the immense power of the Taran Empire.  Those around him saw him smile, as he knew he could control it.  There was nothing in this world, or outside of it, that could stop him.
He drew his focus closer to those around him.  He felt each tendril that linked someone to the Web of Magic.  He traced those vines back to their source and was able to identify each Elf that was connected to the Web of Magic.  Glaerion had once mentioned that he could sense when magic was being used, but he could never know exactly who or where. As magic was being used, the links swelled, and he could sense who it was that was casting magic, and he could also know where they were.  The power of the Ark of Life was indeed far greater than anyone could imagine.
Quickly, he scanned through all the tendrils that he could until he found one that was different than the others.  It was like an instrument playing out of tune.  He knew it was there, but it took great focus to find it.  When he did find it, the dark power was obvious and overwhelming.  He knew it was the Deceiver, and he could feel pure evil emanate from it in waves.  Even feeling it from afar he could feel it trying to corrupt him, trying to convince him that its dark power was good.  It reached out to him, singing a song of enticement.  That power could be ten-fold from what he had now.  Not only would he be able to easily conquer the enemy in front of him, but he would also be able to conquer the world.  The Taran Empire would be just a village compared to what he could rule.
Then it was gone.  The thread snapped, sending a mental shock back to him that caused him to physically take a step back.  For a moment, he felt the loss of what could have been, but then as the shadow of the darkness disappeared, he realized the danger and evil of what it would have been.  He knew now how easily his brother had been corrupted by that power.  Tarcious had a wicked heart to begin with, which would have made it easy for the Deceiver to trap him into his game.  Hargon knew he was no saint, but he never felt that he was a bad person.  He now realized that he was corruptible and susceptible to evil influence.  It made him mad at himself, and to question all that he had ever done.  Everything that he had done in his life had been for himself, to gain power.  Unlike his brother, he tried to do it the right way, but like his brother, he had done it by stepping on others underneath him.  He had tried to rule his Empire justly and wisely, and maybe he had done it, but he really had only done it in a way that gave himself more power.
Tears came to his eyes as he realized his failure.  Despite all his power, all his prestige, he had been a failure because he had lived only for himself and never for anyone else.  The tears were not of sadness, but of anger.  The Deceiver was dead, but he felt like he had lost the war.  His heart sank with his own failure.  He squeezed the red gem tightly with anger, its sharp facets cutting painfully into his palm.  The baby Dragon Melissa had given its life so that he could have this gem and the power that came with it.  He knew that he could never allow himself to make that sacrifice, and that made him even angrier.  The world was much bigger than he was, and if they were going to come out of this war and rebuild it, those with the power had to be willing to sacrifice everything.
His focused waned, but he was still able to keep the large ring of fire open.  Blinking through his tears of anger and frustration, he could see the enemy still marching towards them.  The fur-clad barbarians were still rushing through, racing to engage the enemy that was coming from the north.  They were joining the fight and willing to sacrifice their lives without even knowing what they were fighting for.  He turned towards the enemy soldiers that were marching out of the forest.  Soon enough, they would need to be engaged, and although there were Elven and Hurai warriors, the majority of their remaining army were men and boys who had everything to lose.  They were not soldiers.  They were regular people who had lived good lives and had lost all they knew except their lives, and now they were willing to give up that.
It was time to do what he was meant to do.  The Dragon’s Egg had given him the power he needed, and he was going to use it all to destroy everything that was left of the Deceiver.  Even though it had been the plan all along, he had only accepted his role so that he could be the savior, the hero who would rise up afterward to rule them.  What needed to be done needed to be done without reservation, without condition, and without recognition.  It needed to be done because it was the right thing to do.
He looked back at the ring of fire, and the last of the Bargoroth ran through.  He stopped the spell, and the ring quickly collapsed upon itself until it was a large ball of spinning blue and white light.  A moment later, it disappeared, and he could see the mountains in the background again.
The red gem blazed brightly in his hand, but he didn’t feel any pain.  He took in a deep breath and into his mind came a spell that was similar to what he had used to kill the goblins, but much more powerful.  With a wave of his right hand, he cast it up into the air, immediately knocking all the catapult-launched rocks into oblivion.  Then he turned his attention to the army that was still marching towards them, but hesitated, as the power that he once felt was suddenly diminished.  He tried to squeeze the gem harder, to pull more energy out of it, but it was losing its power.  Opening the ring of fire to a field hundreds of miles away had taken so much out of the red gem that it would not last much longer.  He could still cast one last army-killing spell before the power of the red gem was fully gone.
“Hargon!”
At first, he ignored the shouting of his name, as he needed to concentrate on his spell, but when it happened a second time, he angrily turned away from the death and destruction that he was about to unleash.  Standing in front of him was one of the Deceiver’s creatures.  It stood almost as tall as he was with gray, hairless skin.  It had large, black eyes, and a mouth full of sharp teeth.  He could not believe that one of the Deceiver’s creatures would dare confront him.  Didn’t they know how powerful he was?  He lifted his hands to crush the life out of the creature when it shouted his name again.
How did it know his name?
His hesitation allowed his mind to refocus, and then he saw that across both arms, the creature was carrying a woman that had long, flowing blonde hair.  For another heartbeat he looked at the woman, trying to figure out why she looked so familiar.
“Hargon!” it shouted a fourth time.
Hargon blinked, and then realization hit.  “Marila?” he asked.
Marila took another step forward, and then he could see that tears were streaming out of her large eyes.  For a moment, it made her seem Human.
“Help her!”  She lifted Elissa up as if she were presenting her to Hargon.
“Elissa?” Hargon asked.  He glanced back at the army that was marching towards him.  Soon, they would be close to the wall.  More rocks were being launched from the catapults.  If he didn’t start attacking them soon, the inexperienced Karmon army would be forced to engage them.
“Yes!  Help her.  She is hurt badly.  She might be dead.”
“Dead?” Hargon repeated, trying to understand what Marila was asking of him.  A fogginess surrounded him, and he couldn’t think straight.  His head was pounding with indecision.  He turned his body to look at the Deceiver’s army, and then back at Marila and Elissa. 
The sight of the Karmon queen brought him back in time many, many years when Tarcious had purposely killed a small animal just so that he could heal it.  He had been young but couldn’t remember exactly how old.  Maybe it was eight or nine.  It was a long, long time ago, and not only in years.  His brother, who he had once loved, had squeezed the life out of a small rabbit and set it at his feet.  It was the first time he had realized there was evil in the world.  He had resisted at first, but the sorrow he felt for the dead rabbit finally convinced him to try.
“You can heal, right?”
The voice was his brother’s, even though it came from Marila.  He knew he could, but he was afraid.  He had always been afraid.  Of his brother.  Of his power.  Of failing.
“You have to hurry!  Before it’s too late!”
He never understood how he could bring dead things back to life.  If they were dead, how could they then become alive?  Eventually, he figured out that if they were too far gone, then he could indeed no longer heal them.  Plants could be revived after being dead a long time, but Humans and animals could only be revived within an hour or so from their death.  He also couldn’t heal catastrophic wounds.  If she had her head chopped off, there would be nothing that he could have done.  Her wound was in her chest, and his power could heal that.  As long as he had the strength, he could save her, but he knew his power was quickly waning.
He let the pendant that he was holding drop to his chest.  It was barely glowing red and felt heavy as if it were pulling hard on his neck.  He could feel its power diminishing, and with each second that passed by, he felt his own strength weaken.  It would not be long until all that he had felt would be but a memory, and he would be of no use in the battle.  If he expended too much of his remaining power on healing Elissa, he might not have enough to defeat the enemy.
Slowly, he shook his head.  “I’m sorry.  I could, but there is a war to fight.  I only have so much power.  I cannot waste it on one life.  I have to save all our lives.  We all have to be willing to sacrifice to save our world.”
Marila’s eyes flashed wide in surprise.  She looked down at Ellisa’s peaceful face, and then she became angry.
“I am not from this world,” she snapped, her eyes narrowing with anger.  “I am not Human.  I am far from it.  I know what sacrifices so many have given to get us to this point, but what worth will those sacrifices be if we can’t start to save those that we love.  Until days ago, I had no idea what love was.  I only knew hate, but now I know the power of life and the power that this world gives to the universe.  There has been so much death, can we not give a little life?”
“I have only so much to give,” Hargon explained, turning his head towards the enemy that was now so close he could see individual faces.  “No more time.”
“So many have given all they have already!  It’s your turn.  Heal Elissa.  Heal her and her baby.”
Movement caught his eye, and he saw Conner run up the stairs, his face showing the pain and anguish of seeing the love of his life struck down.  He dropped down to his knees at her side and looked up at Hargon.
“Hurry!” Conner shouted with a mix of fear and anger.
Hargon stood still, looking down at Elissa.
“He will not do it,” Marila said.
“The Dragon’s Egg gave me the strength to bring the barbarian army here, but it was a spell beyond my power.  I have so little left.”
Conner put his hand up and unclenched it to expose the black Ark of Life gem sitting in his palm.  “This will give you all the power you need!”
Hargon’s heart pounded at the sight of the black gem.  With it in his hand, he would not be limited.  His strength would never wain, and he could cast spells to destroy the enemy and heal his friends as well.  Slowly, he lifted his hand to reach for it.
“No!” Glaerion cried out.  He had followed Conner up the steps, knowing that Conner would do just what he was doing, but hoping he would not.  With the speed and grace of an Elf, he raced forwards and pushed Hargon away from Conner.
Hargon stumbled but caught himself quickly.  He turned on Glaerion, his eyes ablaze with hanger, and held his hands up, balls of fire swirling around them.
“He cannot have it!” Glaerion shouted out, his mind ready to cast a spell that would deflect any fireballs that Hargon tried to cast at him.  “It is too powerful!  No one man can hold the full power of the Ark of Life!”
“Elissa,” Conner replied.  “He can heal her.”
“Hargon’s own words were right.  We cannot sacrifice the world for one person.”
Conner stood and shouted back, “Easy for you to say!  It isn’t your wife and child that are dead!”
Glaerion clenched his jaw and said, “We have already talked about this!  Hargon cannot have the Ark of Life!”
“What do you mean you’ve already talked about this?” Hargon shouted back.  “It is the only way to win this war!”
“The Deceiver is gone.  No more of his generals or army will be coming.”  Glaerion to the army.  “That is the last of them.  We have our own army to fight them.  An army that is strong enough to defeat them.”
“What is left to fight is not an army,” Hargon snapped.  “Look down there!  Those are merchants and farmers, not soldiers.  The Knights are off fighting the first army that showed up.  We have many Elves, still, but not enough to fight that army.  How many more will die?  No more need to die, starting with Elissa, if you give me the Ark of Life.”
“That’s not going to happen,” Glaerion said.
Conner drew his swords.  “You cannot let her die!”
Glaerion shook his head.  “Don’t let it come to this.  We are friends, not enemies.”
“You are my enemy if you stand in the way of Hargon healing Elissa.”
“What are you afraid of, Glaerion?” Hargon asked.  His hands were at his side but were still encased in balls of fire.  “Me?”
“Yes!  I have seen this countless times.  Humans simply cannot control the power given to them.  It is not your fault, and I don’t blame you.  It’s in your nature.”
Hargon slowly shook his head.  There was no way to explain to Glaerion that he was both right and wrong.  An hour ago, he would have been right, yet now, he was not the same person.  He was different, but he knew there was no way he could convince Glaerion.  He ended the fireball spell that had encased his hands.  “It is not my nature.”
“History proves otherwise,” Glaerion said.
With an even, soft voice, Hargon replied, “You have to trust me.  At some point, you have to trust someone.”
“Give him the opportunity,” Conner said.  “Trust him.”
A silence fell across the top of the wall.  Elves were still holding their shields up to block the catapulted rocks from reaching them, and the twang of the occasional bowstring could be heard, but no one spoke.  Feet shuffled as the curious came closer, wondering how this small battle was going to turn out.  Conner had his swords out, ready to fight.  Hargon stood still, hands at his side, free of fireballs, but open and ready to defend himself.  Glaerion stood between them, his hands near his dagger, and his mind ready to cast a defensive spell in case Hargon attacked him.
Conner sheathed his swords and straightened up.  There was a nearly audible sigh of relief.  “Glaerion, you know me.  You know us.  We are not the same people that lived a thousand years ago.”
“There were good people back then, too, you know,” Glaerion replied.  “There will always be good people, just like there will always be bad people.  Sometimes, it’s impossible to tell that apart in Humans.”
“Hargon is one of the good ones.”
“He may be now, but when the power of the Ark of Life is in his hands, then what will he be?”
Conner took a couple steps forward until he was centered in a small group of curious Elves that had gathered around him.
“This started what seemed a lifetime ago.  I was all alone, minding my own business, hunting for food because I was hungry.  I came upon Elissa, who had been kidnapped.  I saved her life, and from that moment I was a part of something far greater than anything I could have imaged.  When I went to South Karmon’s castle to train with Master Goshin and the Karmon Knights, I thought I reached the pinnacle of what life offered.  What I thought was a grand city was but a tiny spot compared to the rest of the world.  I discovered that there were other people like me, but different.  I discovered other races.  Elves.  Dwarves.”  At that moment a shadow passed over them, and they all looked up to see Myllia banking overhead.  “Dragons.  Ancient creatures from the past.  I realized that I wasn’t even Karmon!  I am Hurai.  One of the fabled chosen ones of the One God, whatever that means!”  He let out an uncomfortable laugh.  “Through all that, I have come to know some really, really good friends.  Some of them are no longer here, having been killed because of me, or for me.  I am here, in this place, at the end of this war only because of each and every one of you.  Hargon healed me from the dead, and Michael told me I would not be alone on this path, and he was right.  Now, though, it is time to finish what was started.  This is the end.  Today.  Now.  It can only happen when we give Hargon this black gem, and he finishes it all.  The One God put us all here and for a reason.  Each one of us has a role to play, and we must play it out.  Glaerion, you are my dearest, and best friend.  I would not have lived through the past couple of years without you at my side.  I do not want to lose that, but you have to let this finish.”
“You have to be willing to let Elissa go if it means the world survives.”
The thought of letting Elissa die caused Conner’s head to spin and stars to sparkle in his eyes.  For a moment he thought he was going to faint, but after a couple of deep breaths, he found his strength and balance.
“The Deceiver is dead.  Gone.  Wherever he went, he is not here.  It is over.  There is no reason to let anyone else die when we have the chance to save them.”
“Let me finish this,” Hargon said.  “Give me the gem, and I will heal Elissa.  Then, I will destroy the rest of the Deceiver’s army.  And then, I will destroy the Ark of Life.  I don’t know how, but I will find a way.  You are right, Glaerion.  The power is too great for any one man.  It is that power that drove my brother to bring the Deceiver into the realm in the first place.  You are also right in that I crave that power.  Who would not?  I have felt more strength and power than I could ever imagine, and I struggle even now to want more.  We always want more power.  Whether that is engrained in Humanity, I do not know.  I see the results of uncontrolled power, and that is the Deceiver, and I do not want that for me or for this world.  You have to trust me that I can control this power and relinquish it once I have it.  I promise you, I will.”
Glaerion’s right hand touched his dagger.
Hargon let the corners of his mouth curl up to a smile.  “Yes, I know you will kill me if I do not.  I hope you do.  I don’t want to crave this power, but I do.  Right now, I feel strong enough to give it up, for I know the corruption that it can bring.  If you must kill me to take it from me, then so be it.”
Hargon walked forward, towards Conner.  Glaerion stepped aside.  Conner lifted the gem up once again and set it in Hargon’s hand.
Hargon felt the power immediately.  It swept through him and into the red gem that had become dull and lifeless.  The red gem pulsed with brightness, temporarily blinding everyone around them.  The Ark of Life had restored the power of the red gem, feeding it an energy that was far greater than what he had felt before.  His mind flashed with images that he knew were not from this age, but from a time long ago.  Skies filled with Dragons as the skies were filled with birds today.  There was peace between all of the One God’s creatures.  Before Humanity, before Elves, and Dwarves, there was just the Dragon and other strange creatures that resembled some that he had seen but looked so different.  The red gem was not just imbued with magic from the Dragon’s Egg but infused with the lifeforce of the unborn baby Dragon.  He could feel it within the energy that came from the gem and knew that the Dragon had not had its life ended but transformed.  The power of the Dragon was now one with him, coupled with the power of the Ark of Life, and it controlled him, and he knew it would not be controlled.
Hargon smiled with joy as he squatted down next to Elissa.  He touched her gently on the cheek, letting all the energy and power of not only the Ark of Life but of the universe flow through him.  It would have corrupted him, he now knew.  The power would have caused him to become the evil creature Glaerion feared he would have become, but the lifeforce of the unborn Dragon was there, to help him control himself.  Then he stepped back, watching Elissa’s eyes pop open and her chest heave with the first breath of her new life.  Conner dropped to Elissa’s side and brought her into a hug.  He was crying.  She was crying.  Everyone squeezed in to hug them, even Glaerion. 
Hargon took a couple more steps back, observing it all.  The last friend he had was his brother, and that friendship had ended the moment when Tarcious had killed the rabbit so he could see Hargon heal it.  From that moment, he had known that friendships were only a means to an end, but now, he realized they were so much more.  They were not all here, atop this wall, in the middle of a battle for no reason.  Each one of them offered a little bit of the whole.  Conner was the glue that held them all together, and he wondered if the young man even really understood it.  He had brought them all together, to this point in time, to stop what had been an unstoppable enemy, and it took all of them working together to do it.  He had healed that rabbit on his own, and from that moment forward, he had lived his life on his own, relying on his own strength to rule an Empire.  Now, if he had relied on that strength, he would have failed.  He would have let the power of the Web of Magic rule him, but by letting his strength to be powered not by himself, but by others, it would not rule him.  He would rule it.
Then Hargon turned away to face the oncoming enemy.  Behind him, he had given life, and in front of him, he would end it.  He closed his eyes and took in a deep breath.
Conner gently helped Elissa to her feet.  She touched the spot on her chest where the spear had entered.  She remembered it striking her but could not remember the pain.  It did not hurt now, nor did it even itch like a freshly healed wound sometimes did.
“You okay?” Conner asked.
She touched her belly and smiled.  “Yes.  I felt a kick.”
Conner could not contain his emotions.  He knew that if he tried to talk right now, he would only let out an uncontrolled sob.  He hugged her again, feeling the soft skin of her cheek against her.
“Is he gone?” she asked.  “Is the Deceiver dead?”
They both turned in panic as explosions rocked near them.  It took only a moment to realize they were not being attacked, but it was Hargon striking down the approaching army.  As she looked past Hargon, she could see the devastation that was being wrought upon the Deceiver’s army.  She knew that she should feel something at the deaths of the enemy, but she felt nothing.  She wanted them to die in the most painful way possible, and she did not feel guilty at all.
***
High in the clear, cloudless sky, Myllia pulled up alongside Immerillis, her wings pumping steadily to drive them forward.  Both had released the last of their fiery Dragon Breath on the enemy, and they would need some time to let it regenerate.
“I no longer feel the touch of evil from the Deceiver on the Web of Magic,” Immerallis said.
“Yes, he is gone,” Myllia replied.  She twisted her neck so that her good eye could see Immerallis.  By now, she had gotten used to not being able to see out of her damaged eye and dealing with it was now almost instinctual.  She had also forgiven the Human named Marik for maiming her as it had been her own arrogant anger that had caused her to try and kill as many Humans as possible.  With her anger gone, she had finally realized that the Humans were good people and could even become her friends.  Maybe she could spend the rest of her days in their midst, rather than hiding from them.
“The war is over, then?”
Explosions erupted below behind them, and they both quickly banked to change direction to head back toward the enemy.  A steady stream of fire had erupted from the wall and was directed towards the enemy soldiers.  As the fire struck the ground, mud and grass were sent erupting high into the air.  The line of fire marched across the field, tearing into the soldiers.  As soon as the fire touched a soldier, they burst into flames, sending them screaming to their deaths.  In only minutes, the field was empty of live soldiers.  Those that had survived were running for their lives through the forest.  More than half of the soldiers, though, were burnt corpses.
“I think it is over, now,” Myllia finally replied.
“You feel the power?” Immerallis asked.
“Hargon has the Ark of Life,” Myllia said calmly.
“What do we do?”
“Do?  We do nothing.  The war is over, and we will help kill the remnants of the Deceiver’s army.”
“What about a Human holding the Ark of Life?  It is too powerful of an artifact for any Human to hold.  We must take it back!”
Myllia once again turned her neck to look at Immerallis.  “The Age of Dragons is over.  It is the Age of Humanity, and it has been for a long time.  King Illichian, Glaerion, Conner, Queen Elissa, and all the others know how powerful, and how dangerous, the Ark of Life is.  It is a problem for them to handle, not for us.”
“We cannot just let them be!  They are Humans!”
“The Humans are in control of their own destiny.  It is their time.  It is their age.  Dragons ruled the world many, many thousands of years ago when the world was new, and Humanity was in its infancy.  Now that Humanity is here and thriving, it is time for us to go.”
“Was that why you so readily allowed Melissa to be sacrificed even before she was born?”
Myllia turned her head away from Immerallis and was silent for several beats of their wings.  The pain of what she had let happen would never go away, even though she knew it had been the right thing to do.  From high in the sky she could see the fallen bodies of the Deceiver’s army.  If she had not done what she had done, those bodies would be Human, Elf, and Dwarf.  
“It was necessary,” Myllia finally said.  “But, inevitable.  Elves, Dwarves, and Humans are but offshoots of the same race.  As their kinds intermingle, they will become one once again, rather than three, as they were meant to be.  Our presence will only get in the way of progress.”
“Intermingle?  You really think they can coexist?”
“To win this war, they needed to.  Now that peace is coming, it will be difficult, but they will have to figure it out.”
“But, if a Human has the Ark of Life, they can become more powerful than the Deceiver!”
Myllia banked to the right to start a slow descent down towards the courtyard.  Immerallis matched Myllia’s moved, flying close at her side.
Myllia replied, “As I said, it is the Age of Humanity, and it is no longer our place to have a say.  Our time is over.”
Immerallis let out a growl loud enough for Myllia to hear even with the rush of wind across her ears.  “We are all of the One God, and this world is all of our responsibility!  We cannot just let it go to the Humans.”
“It is no longer our responsibility to be responsible for the entire world.  It is our responsibility to do what is right and to have faith in the One God.  We are not going to abandon the world to the Humans like we once did.  Instead, we can help them become proper stewards of this world.  That is now our responsibility.”




***
There was little for Conner and Elissa to do.  Even the Elven archers stood around with no targets in their range.  Leaving Hargon to finish off the fleeing army, they left the top of the wall and walked down the stone stairs to the courtyard.
“Conner!”
Conner turned at the sound of his name to see four people walk towards them.  He recognized Marik and Nikki, but the two others he did not know.  All were dirty and bloody and walked with the slow, painful gait of the weary and wounded.
“Marik!” Conner called back, and he trotted forward.  He stopped just short when he got a closer look at him.  “You are hurt!”
“I’ll survive,” Marik replied back with a dismissive wave.
Conner gripped Marik on the shoulder and let out a deep sigh.  The adrenaline that had driven him in battle was now gone and in its place was an overwhelming release of emotion.  He wasn’t sure if he wanted to cry or laugh.  Words stuck in his throat as he held Marik’s eyes for a moment.  They had all survived, and it was just starting to hit them.
Once he regained his composure, he stepped back and turned to Nikki.  “Princess Nikki, I am glad to see you.”
“And you as well,” she replied.  “It’s been a long journey.”
Elissa stepped forward and gave a slight courtesy. “Princess Nikki, I am Queen Elissa.  Welcome to Karmon.  Your warriors were a most welcome addition to our fight.  I don’t think we could have won this without you.”
Nikki smiled and held back a chuckle.  She had seen the power of their magic user.  The Sak’Hurai were certainly helpful, but the war was really won because of the dark-robed man that threw balls of fire from his hands.  If not for him, even the tall walls of the castle would not have been able to stop the Deceiver’s armies.  It was the right and proper things to say, and she was certainly not going to hold that against the queen.  The dance of protocol always annoyed her, but she had grown up with it and was used to it.  She realized Queen Elissa was uncomfortable with trying to maintain proper royal bearing, especially with echoes of battle still ringing in their ears.  Despite her outward feminine appearance, there was clearly an inner strength to her that made her be a leader who was worthy of being followed.
“Your words are are gracious,” Nikki said, with a smile and slight bow of her head.  “But, I think we can all admit the real reason for victory is up on the wall.”
They all turned to look up at Hargon who was still tossing fireballs at their retreating army.
“We all fought hard,” Conner agreed.  “But without Hargon, we would not have won the day.”
Aeneas, intrigued by the magic user, looked more intently at Hargon.  “Hargon?” he said, mostly to himself.
Conner realized that underneath the dirt and blood was the leather armor of a Taran Centurion.  “Who are you?”
“This is General Aeneas,” Nikki said.
“The man up there,” Aeneas asked.  “You call him Hargon?”
“Yes,” Conner replied.  “That is your former emperor.”
“It can’t be!” Aeneas exclaimed.  “It looks like him, but he’s dead!  He’s throwing fire from his hands?”
Aeneas then noticed the Elves around him.  His knees shook, and he started to sway.  Nikki put a hand on his shoulder to steady him.  “I was just getting used to Dragons flying in the sky, and now I see all this.”
Conner laughed.  It felt odd to laugh with all the death and destruction around them, but it also felt good.  For the first time in a while, despair and sorrow were not draining his emotions.
Nikki cleared her throat.  “This war might be over, but there is still fighting to be done.  Those not killed by your mage are running for the forest.  They will surely hide until they are ready to come out and then they will attack us when we least expect it.  They are still enemies, and they will try and kill us until we kill them.”
“Right,” Marik said.  “There are still a handful of horses that we can saddle up to chase after them.”
Elissa gave him a disapproving look.  “You are wounded, Marik.  I know Ilasha is waiting to hear from you.”
“There is still more to do,” Marik countered.
Conner agreed with Elissa, and said in a commanding voice, “Sir Marik, go find your wife.  She can help bandage your wounds, too!”
“Will you take Aeneas?” Nikki said.  “He is hurt as well.”
“Not a chance!” Aeneas growled.
Nikki shook her head at him.  “Go with Sir Marik.  Heal up.  I will find Denn and the other Sak’Hurai.  We will hunt down the enemy.  It is what we do.  Sak’Hurai are warriors, and fighting is in our blood.”
“Go!” Elissa said, giving Marik a light push.
Marik resisted.  “This is Karmon.  I am a Karmon Knight.”
Elissa put a hand on his shoulder and said, “I am still your Queen, and I command you to heal.  You have done more than enough.  You are hurt and exhausted.  For once, let someone else fight the fight.  Soon enough you will be healed, and then you can join them.”
Marik’s face showed that he still felt the need to go with Nikki, but he nodded his head.  He put a hand on Aenea’s back and said, “I guess even soldiers must rest, whether we like it or not.”
Aeneas smiled and winked at Nikki before following Marik to find Ilasha.
“What was that?” Conner asked, a smirk on his face.
Kile chuckled, but Nikki grimaced.  Trying to ignore her emotions, Nikki said, “Kile, let’s find our warriors.”
Conner pointed to the stables.  “I saw them mustering over there.”
Before trotting off, Nikki said, “Conner, I look forward to the next time we fight side-by-side.  You are truly Sak’Hurai.”  Then she turned and went to meet up with her fellow warriors.
“What does that mean?  Sak’Hurai?” Elissa asked.
“Sak’Hurai are their elite warriors.  The best of the best.”
Elissa reached behind him and touched the handles of his sword.  “That may be so, but I think it’s time that you put those away.”
“How will I be your Champion without them?”
She reached her arms around his body and hugged him tightly.  “You do not need those to be my champion.”
For several long minutes, they held one another.  They were still surrounded by Karmon soldiers preparing to march out to chase after the Deceiver’s army, but for the first time in a long time, they had a moment to themselves.  There was chaos around them, but with no one trying to kill them, and with no more threat of death and destruction, they could actually relax and breathe.
After a moment, she released the tight hug and looked up at him.  Her eyes twinkled, and a smile crossed her lips.  “I saw him.”
“Saw who?”
“Michael.”  She dropped her eyes, as her cheeks flushed with embarrassment.  “I have a confession to make.  I never really believed that some man talked to you while you were dead.  It seemed too crazy to think that you were actually dead and Hargon healed you.  I thought maybe it was just a dream you were having.  Now I know it really happened.”
“That’s okay,” Conner said with a comforting smile.  “I find it hard to believe myself, and I was there.  What did he say?”
“He told us to find a quiet place to rest.  It is time for peace and rebuilding our lives and our world.  His words were, ‘Out of the ashes and rubble of destruction will come a new age.  A new world’.”  She glanced around and lowered her voice.  “An age without magic.”
“What does that mean?” Conner asked.
Elissa spoke for a few minutes, explaining more of what Michael had told her.
Conner glanced up at Hargon, who was still busy decimating the Deceiver’s army with his magic.
“And if we lose the power to defend ourselves?” Conner asked.
“It’s not a power that we should have had in the first place,” Elissa said.  “And when it’s gone, so will the ability for the Deceiver to ever come here again.”
“But, the ramifications…”  He let his words trail off as a handful of Elven archers raced passed them.
“I’m not sure what it will mean,” Elissa said.  “It has to be done, right?  For the survival of our world?”
“If it keeps the Deceiver from ever being able to come back here, then yes.”
Elissa shivered and crossed her arms over the top of her belly.  “I don’t like the feeling of being responsible for a decision that will affect so many.”
“It is not yours alone to make.  We will talk with King Illichian, Glaerion, and all the others.”
She let out a heavy sigh.  “The responsibility of leadership is heavy.  Maybe too heavy for me.”
“When Michael came to me, I could have ignored him and just run away to the mountains, or across the sea.  We could just ignore what he told you.  There is a large world out there where we could disappear into.  No one would ever find us.”
“And if you had run away, then the Deceiver would have come here and conquered our world without anyone to stop him.  If we run away now, it will only be worse.  We have to trust what is right and do what is right.”
Conner nodded his head and replied, “Of course, you are right.  We have to stay and finish this.  For me, he not only gave me friends and companions to help me along the way, but he also gave me the courage to do what was right.  Michael came to me for a reason, and now he came to you for a reason.  He knows that you have what it takes to make the right decision.  He needed me to fight the war and save the world from attack, now he needs you to bring peace to the world.  Michael told me I would have friends to help me along the way, and he gave me what I needed to get through everything.  You are not alone.  We are not alone.  The One God is with us, he will give us, give you, what you need.”
Elissa nodded her head and let out a long, weary sigh.  “What now?”
“There are wounded to tend to and dead to bury.  There are soldiers of the Deceiver still out there that need to be caught and dealt with.  Then, when we all have a moment to breathe, we will have to bring this to the Elves and tell them what must be done.”
Elissa took both of Conner’s hands and moved closer to him, as close to him as her belly allowed.  She leaned forward and stood up on her tiptoes to kiss him.
He closed his eyes and let her soft warmth embrace him.  “I sometimes think that when I kiss you, it is just a dream.”
She kissed him again, this time longer.




Chapter Twenty-Six

King Illichian slowly lifted himself from his bed.  As always, his joints were stiff and ached.  The only thing he missed about the Elven jungle exile was the heat and humidity that gave him some reprieve of the effects of old age.  For many thousands of years, he barely aged, but time had finally caught up with him.  Despite their extremely long lives, Elves did not live forever.  Most of those that had passed before him had done so during the war with Humans.  He was the oldest survivor, and it showed in how he walked.  Someday he would finally succumb to an illness that could not be cured, or maybe his body would simply give up living.  The One God’s afterlife was calling, and soon enough he would answer and finally come face to face with the Creator.  There were many regrets in his life, and having lived such a long life, the list was seemingly endless.  He hoped that when his time came, and he kneeled at the feet of the One God, He would look down upon him with grace and forgiveness.
With a shiver, he started walking through his cold chamber toward the door.  The fire in his room’s hearth was still burning, and it gave off some heat, but not enough to warm the room.  At some point in the middle of the night, one of the young Elves had come in and stoke the fire to be sure that it did not go out, but not enough to make it blazing hot.  A second light rapping on the door came when he was only two steps away from his bed.  Despite his strong will, he could not make his leg muscles move any faster.  Normally, it took several minutes for him to be able to move comfortably, much less with any speed.  Moving quickly in his cold chamber was just not going to happen.
Pulling his robe tightly around his body to try and gather more warmth, he mumbled the words that unsealed the door from its magical locks.  He did not like to use magic freely, but in times of war, it was a necessary precaution.  With the magic locks released, whoever it was could come in.  He did not fear spies or intruders, for there were plenty of Elven Guard warriors posted outside his chamber and throughout the castle.  Only someone familiar to them all would even have made it this far.
King Illichian cleared his throat and said loudly, “Come in!”
The door opened slowly, and Elissa stepped through.  “I’m sorry to come calling on you so late,” she said immediately when she noticed the dark room.
King Illichian stepped forward confidently, doing his best to not show his weakness.  He held out a hand to her.  She took it, and he escorted her to a couch.
Before she sat down, she said, “Your chamber is so cold!  May I add some wood to your fire?”
“I have an attendant next door.  I will call him.”
“No, no!” she replied quickly and as friendly as she could.  “I am certainly capable of tossing a couple logs onto your fire.”
He gave her a fatherly smile and said, “By all means, then.”
She walked over to the hearth and grabbed two logs and tossed them onto the fire.  Flames immediately rose up and around the dry wood.  A moment later, she grabbed another log to stir the glowing red ashes.  Once the flames were even higher, she tossed that log onto the fire and then brushed her hands clean.
“There,” she said with a smile.  “Your chamber will be toasty warm in no time.”
King Illichian dipped his head and said, “Thank you.”
She paused for a moment and looked at the Elven King closely.  In the shadows of the yellow light of the fire, he looked old.  She knew how old he was, but when he had been leading their army, he neither looked nor acted his age.  Then he had seemed strong and spry, but now he looked old and week.
“If I woke you, we can talk in the morning,” she said.
“You would not have come here at this hour if it were not urgent.”
King Illichian motioned to a chain.  “Please, join me.  Tell me why you are not asleep yourself.  Your baby is doing well?”
She sat down, but the words that she had practiced did not come out.  For several heartbeats, they sat in silence.
“The words that are in your heart must be heavy,” he said.
She could not look into his eyes, so she kept her gaze on the floor.  With a soft voice, she replied, “You always know what to say, and you can read people so well.”
“Not all the time, but when you’ve been alive for thousands of years, you realize that many people, Elves and Humans alike, are similar.  Facial expressions and body language can tell an astute observer many things.  As King, I have spent many hours just watching people.  Close the mouth, open the eyes, close the mind, open the heart.  It is amazing what you can learn when you choose to be quiet and still.”
“That is wise advice.”
“And so, I will take my own advice and close my mouth and listen.  You have come here to talk, and not for idle chitchat.”
She glanced up at him, and then quickly looked away.  She had spent her walk from the courtyard to his chamber trying to come up with the words that she would say.  Conner had given her some good guidance, but her mind was swimming with too many thoughts.  The moment she thought she was ready to speak, the words seemed insignificant and trite.  She wished she had let him come with her, for he would be able to tell him what needed to be said.  However, since she was queen, she felt it was her duty to speak with King Illichian herself.  Conner had reluctantly agreed, but he was standing outside in the corridor, just in case she really needed him.
King Illichian was patient and waited for her to gather the strength and courage to speak.
“The Ark of Life is dangerous,” Elissa said softly and slowly, still trying to put her thoughts into words.  “We all know that.  It saved our lives, but in the wrong hands, it could be a terrible weapon.”
“I believe it is dangerous in any hands,” King Illichian interjected.  “Not just the wrong ones.”
“Yes, that is true.  Whether it is the Deceiver, or Hargon, or any of us, the power of it is simply too great for one person to control.  Once Hargon had the full power of the Ark of Life, the Deceiver’s armies had no chance to survive.  He killed them quickly and with seemingly ease.  What Human, Elven, or Dwarven army could stand against him?”
“None, of course.  Do you believe he will give it up if we ask for it?”
“I think he will, but I don’t know.”
“We should ask him, then.”
“We have to be prepared for when he says no.”
King Illichian’s eyes sparkled in the soft light of the lamp.  “Yes, you are right.  We have a hundred soldiers that are Hurai.  Plus, your husband.  Hargon’s magic does not affect them even when powered by the Ark of Life.”
“Not at all?” she asked.  “I know I have seen Conner not affected by magic, but even if magic were used by someone using the Ark of Life?”
The king let out a sigh.  “The One God saw fit to give the Hurai the ability to be immune to the effects of magic, but that does not mean they are safe from it.  If Conner or the Hurai were inside the castle, Hargon could use his magic to bring down the castle on top of the Hurai, thus killing them.  Glaerion and I have already had discussions about this and how to handle it.”
“Oh?  You’ve already discussed this?”
“Casual discussions, that is all.  Nothing specific.  Glaerion and Conner have talked as well.  Did you know that?”
“No,” she replied with a tone that showed her irritation.
“I am sure they would have not done anything without discussing it with you, me, and the rest of the war council.”  He watched her begin to seethe internally, so he continued.  “Do not be so hard on Conner or anyone else, for that matter.  It has been a chaotic time and only now have we had time to breathe.  We were on the verge of having our world torn asunder, but through One God’s good graces, we were able to pull out a victory.  Now is the time to take a step back and think about what we must do with a clear head and a clear mind.  That is why you came to see me, right?”
“Yes.”
“And it has to do with the Ark of Life and Elves.”  He did not need to force himself to be patient, for he could feel the struggle that Elissa was feeling within.  She would say what she needed to say but in her own time.  With a few prodding words, though, maybe he could get her to speak freely more quickly.
“Yes.”
“It is not good.”
She looked up at him and forced herself to look into his eyes.  Her heart was pounding in her ears, and her body was sweating, despite the chill in the air.  She gave a quick and sharp shake to her head.
King Illichian did not look away, which forced Elissa to continue to hold his gaze.  “The Ark of Life is a threat, and the only solution is to destroy it.”
“Yes,” was all that Elissa could manage to say before her throat became dry.  She tried to swallow some saliva so she could say more, but her mouth was dry and parched.
“Do not be afraid to speak your mind now, or in front of all our people.  What must be said must be said, and what must be done, must be done.”
She cleared her throat to get her words out.  In a volume just above a whisper, she croaked out, “Then you are okay with what must be done?  The ramifications…”
“Could be disastrous,” he finished for her.  “I know.  I know what the Ark of Life is.  It is not just an artifact created by the One God to give more power to Human mages.  It is the one thread that holds the entire Web of Magic together.  Pull it out, and the Web of Magic will collapse forever separating the Deceiver from ever gaining a physical foothold in our world.”
“But are Elves not tied directly to the Web?  What happens if it goes away?”
It was King Illichian’s turn to shake his head.  “We cannot know.  Maybe we’ll all die an agonizing and painful death.  Maybe it’ll be instant.  Maybe we’ll not even know it’s gone.  I have been putting off discussing the issue until we had a moment to breathe and enjoy our victory.  It seems that moment is gone, and we should call a meeting of the war council.”
“I think it should be more than just us.”
King Illichian took in a deep breath and let it out slowly.  “Yes.  It should be as many of us as possible, and as soon as possible.  We will pass the word.  One hour from now in the castle’s main hall.”
“Tonight?”
“You and Conner cannot be the only ones to have concerns about what will happen if the Ark of Life is destroyed.  If you two know, then how many others know?  Gossip and rumors will spread through the night and who knows what might happen if someone decides to make a rash decision.  If someone believes that Hargon will not give up the Ark, then they might try and take it from him by force.  We have just won a war against our enemies.  We cannot have one start among our allies.”
With a grunt, King Illichian stood.  “One hour.  I will pass the word among the Elves.”
“Conner and I will do so among the rest.”
***
“Stop moving!” Hallendrielle snapped. 
Glaerion was holding up his bloodstained tunic so that she could clean the deep wound across his ribs.  He looked down at his bare skin and winced.
“You’re purposely trying to make it hurt worse!”
Hallendirelle pursed her lips and shook her head.  “You are a baby.”
Glaerion’s eyes narrowed, and he bared his teeth at her.  “It didn’t hurt until you started messing with it.”
“It needs to be cleaned.  I can see mud in it.  If it closed up dirty like this, you would get an infection and likely die.”
“You’re pulling at my skin!” he cried out.
She laughed.  “That time, yes!”
“Well, stop it!”
She continued to laugh.  “Stop fidgeting, and maybe I can get it cleaned up.”
“I had already dressed the wound!”
“You dressed it with dirty, torn rags.  It stopped the bleeding, but it left your wound dirty.  Now shut up and let me fix you up!”
He turned his head away as she used a clean rag to wipe away a clump of dried blood and dirt that was stuck in the wound.  It started bleeding again, which she knew was good.  The blood would help remove any remnants of dirt left in the wound.  After she was sure that the wound had bled enough, she pulled out a needle and thread.
“What’s that?” he asked.
“You know what it is.”
“Hargon can heal me!”
“Hargon is busy taking care of the last of the Deceiver’s army, and this wound isn’t that serious.”
Glaerion looked down at the ground, which was now stained with his blood.  “This isn’t serious?  Do you see all this blood?”
Hallendrielle lifted an eyebrow and replied, “A serious wound is when you’re missing a limb.  Or your head.  Now shut up and let me work.”
Glaerion leaned back against the cold rock of the cavern wall and closed his eyes.  For the first time in years, he allowed himself to relax.  Before he had met Conner and Elissa, he had been existing, but not living.  Their lives were peaceful but without purpose.  Then they came and interrupted that peace and gave him purpose.  He became alive, living to fight for his world.  Until now, he hadn’t realized how much it had taken out of him.  His body was drained, and he felt like he could sleep for days.  Never again would he just exist.  He would live for a purpose.  Although he wasn’t sure what that purpose was, he knew he would find it.  In the meantime, though, they still had much work to do.  There were still enemy soldiers trying to escape.  They would need to be hunted down.  Cities would need to be rebuilt.  Eventually, a contingent of Elves would need to find those that had chosen not to join in their fight.  There was going to be some bad blood, but they were still their brothers and sisters, and they would need to find a way to reconcile.
He awoke with a start as a sharp pain struck his side.
“You were snoring,” Hallendrielle said.
“So, you poked me harder?” Glaerion growled. 
“That was the last stitch.”
He tried to sit up, but she pushed him back down.
“Easy,” she said.  “You will be sore for a few days.  You’ll need to take it easy.”
He looked down at his side.  Almost two dozen stitches were neatly lined up along his ribs, sealing the wound.
“I hadn’t realized how big it was.  I thought you said it wasn’t serious.”
She smiled at him.  His heart, as always, melted at the smile.  “You think I was going to tell you it was serious?  I was tired of hearing you whine, so I was trying to get you to not worry about it.”
“So, you lied to me?”
Her smiled widened.  “Lie is such a harsh word.”  She almost laughed again at the sour look on his face, but then she remembered that King Illichian had visited her while she was stitching him up and he was sleeping.  “There is a big meeting about to happen.”
“Oh?  What kind of meeting?”
“The kind where everyone will be there.”
“When?”
“As soon as I can get you there.”
“Then help me up.”  He turned over so that he was on all fours, and then she helped him to his feet.
“You okay?” she asked, sensing his discomfort.
He gently touched his side.  “I’ll be fine.”
“That means you’re in pain.  Admit it.”
His lips started to curl into a smile.  “Never.  Now let’s go see what this meeting is all about.”
***
Darkness had come to Karmon when Nikki stepped through the wide double doors that led from the castle’s stables.  She looked up into the sky to see infinite darkness and twinkling stars that dotted the heavens.  On the far horizon, the moon shone brightly enough that she could have walked across the courtyard even if the courtyard torches had not been lit.  A cool breeze sent a chill through the air giving a reminder that spring had not yet come.  The harshest of the winter days were past, but warm summer nights were still months away.  A slight pungent scent tickled her nose, telling her that if it took until those summer nights to clean up the dead bodies, the stench of death would be oppressive.
Gently, she pulled the doors shut.  Inside, she already heard the soft snoring of some of her warriors, who had fallen to sleep the moment their heads hit dry straw.  Although they had been exhausted from their march and battle, the Sak’Hurai cleaned the stables and laid down fresh straw.  It was the last of the castle’s straw, but with all the Karmon warhorses having given their lives to the battle, there would be no need for more.  She felt a twinge of jealousy at not being able to get a good night’s sleep.  It might be hours before she could lay her head down, but at least she had been fed a hot meal.  That would keep her going for a while longer.
She stifled a yawn as someone stepped from the shadows.  She tried to hide the smile that fell across her lips when she saw Aeneas limp towards her.
“You do not look well,” she said.
He grinned, and his eyes sparkled in the torchlight.  “You look great, too.”
“You are in pain.”
He shrugged and continued to limp until he was standing right next to her.  “The Karmons cleaned my wounds and gave me fresh bandages.  I will be fine.”
“You should see Hargon.  He is in the cavern healing those that were wounded in battle.”
He shrugged again.  “Maybe I deserve to be like this.”
“What?  You are in pain!  No one deserves to be in pain.”
He turned his head to look at the wall that encircled the castle.  “Do you know what’s just outside the walls?  Bargoroth.  Thousands of them are camped right outside these walls.  Barbarians.  Wild men of the north.  We’ve called them many things, and we’ve tried to kill them for twenty years.  I’ve tried to kill them for twenty years.  They did not deserve it.  None of them deserved to die at the hands of our crossbows or shortswords.”  He held up his hands, which were still bandaged from being nailed to a cross of wood.  “And this is my punishment for that.  Maybe I’m the last Taran left alive, so I should be reminded of my people murdering them.”
“Were you not ordered by your commanders to fight them?”
“That doesn’t make it right.”
“You cannot blame yourself for what others did.”
“No, I cannot.  But I can blame myself for doing what I knew was wrong.  I knew that our war with them was wrong, but I never said anything.  I just did my job and tried to keep moving up through the ranks so that someday I would have command of an entire army.  And then, before I was too old, I could retire to a small countryside estate and live the last days of my life in luxurious peace.”
“Fishing on your small lake?”
Aeneas’s mood softened, and he smiled.  “Right.  Spending my days fishing.”
“You are too hard on yourself.  Let Hargon heal you.”
Aeneas grunted.  “He’s as much to blame as I am!  He didn’t start the war, but he kept it going.  His arrogance and greed killed many people.”
“Many more than you can imagine.”
The voice came from the shadows and startled them both.  Aeneas flinched and then cringed at the pain that exploded up through his legs.  It would take more than time to heal his wounds.  Nikki spun and put her hands on her swords, but she did not draw them.
His black robes had hidden him in the shadows, so when Hargon stepped out, it seemed as if he appeared straight from the darkness.
“I have been looking for you, General Aeneas,” Hargon said.
Aeneas stammered, “I am here, your Imperial Majesty.”
Hargon’s face remained stoic.  “I am no longer an emperor.  I do not even know if Taran exists anymore.  Just call me Hargon.”
“If there is no more Taran, then I am just Aeneas.”
Hargon’s handsome smile returned to his face.  “Unlike you, my title was not earned, and it can be taken away.  You have earned your title, General Aeneas.  I have talked with the Balgoroth tribal leaders, and they spoke well of your courage and your skill.”
“I was the leader of an army that was decimated.  Maybe misplaced courage, but certainly not skill.”
Hargon lifted an eyebrow.  “You should take compliments more readily.”
“You said you were looking for me?” Aeneas asked stiffly, continuing to feel uncomfortable with having a casual conversation with the person he only knew as an emperor.
“Yes, I was.  When I had heard there was another Taran around, I could not help but meet him.  I saw you from across the courtyard and thought I would introduce myself before this big meeting we are about to have.”
“Big meeting?”
“You did not know?” Nikki asked.  “All the leaders of the various peoples were called to a meeting in the castle’s great hall.  You should have been invited.”
“I am a nobody here,” Aeneas said. 
Nikki slapped him on the shoulder with an open hand.  “Enough of this wallowing in your pity!  Hargon, Aeneas was wounded by the Bargoroth and needs to be healed.”
Hargon stepped forward, his hands lifted, but Aeneas stepped back.
“It will not hurt.”
Aeneas shook his head.
“He thinks he does not deserve to be healed,” Nikki said.
Hargon nodded his head knowingly.  “We all have regrets.  We all have many things in our lives that we would like to take back.  When I was emperor, I thought I was a good man, but throughout the last year, I realized that I was not a very good person.  Today, I may not be as good as Conner or Sir Marik, but I’m not the same selfish and arrogant man that I had been.  That man grew and became who I am today.   It is all those things that we have learned in our lives that make us who we are.  If any decision, good or bad, is different, then we would be a different person.  Maybe you could be better, but maybe you could also be worse.  Do not let your past dictate your future.  Your future is not yet written, so let it be whatever you want it to be.  I can tell that you are a good man, for you have regrets.  It would be the bad person that would look upon his past and think that he had always made the right decision.  It takes courage to look deep into your soul and be willing to make changes.”
Hargon took another step forward.  “Taran may never exist again, but there were too many great things about Taran that should never be forgotten.  Yes, we destroyed small kingdoms, taking their gold and other resources.  We killed and pillaged when we should not have.  But, we also built great libraries full of information from the past centuries of our existence.  We had gladiatorial games where prisoners and slaves fought to the death, but we had many amphitheaters for staging plays.  There were universities that taught our youth the sciences and mathematics.  We had positioned ourselves to be the center of the world for the next millennia, and it all came crashing down around us.  Maybe Taran will never grow to be what it was, but we can help make the world a better place by learning from Taran’s mistakes and also learning from her successes.  Our new world will need compassionate and skilled leaders.  Men and women who can learn from the past and grow for the future. I can see you being one of those.”
Aenea’s mouth opened in surprise.  He never would have expected a former emperor to give him such praise.  Almost timidly, Aeneas replied, “But you don’t even know me.”
Hargon reached out and took Aeneas’ hands.  “I know enough.”
Then Hargon closed his eyes and reached out his thoughts, feeling for the pain that Aeneas was feeling.  He cringed as he felt what Aeneas’ felt.  The pain in his wrists and ankles from nails being driven through them was nearly unbearable.  There were broken bones that were starting to mend but would never fully heal because he refused to rest.  If left on his own, Aeneas would limp for the rest of his life and might possibly catch some sort of infection from his partially healed wounds.  It only took a single thought to pull the pain away and to begin to heal the bones and broken skin.
Aeneas tried to pull his hands away as he felt a dull ache spread through his limbs, but Hargon held on tightly.  Then, all the pain was gone.  The dull aches and the sharp, piercing agony were gone.  When Hargon released his hands, he looked down at them.  Stretching his fingers and toes, he felt no pain, just a joyful comfort.  He let a smile come to his lips.
“Thank you, Hargon,” Aeneas said.  “I thought I would never have another day of life without pain.”
Hargon patted him firmly on the arm.  “We will talk later.  I think the meeting is about to start.”
“We’ll be right there,” Aeneas said before Nikki could start walking off.
Hargon noticed the look on Aeneas’ face, and he smiled, holding in a laugh.  He pulled his robes tightly about his body and walked to the castle.
“Should we not go?” Nikki asked.
Aeneas held up his hand, showing his freshly healed pink skin to her.  “Can you believe he healed me!”
“I can.  I think it’s what he does.  Now, we should go before it starts.”
“Okay,” Aeneas said.  He took in a deep breath and let out quickly.  “You’re heading back to Hurai?”
Nikki tilted her head, surprised at the question.  “Eventually.  I think there is still much work to be done here.”
“When you head back, I would hope that you would consider letting me come with you.”
“Hurai is not Taran.”
“I know that.  That’s not what I’m looking for.”
“What are you looking for?”
“Something more than I’ve had.  I’m old enough to know what I don’t want, yet young enough to still pine for what I want.”
“That does not answer my question.”
“You’re going to make me say it out loud?”
Nikki laughed.  “I think you should.”
Aeneas dropped his eyes to the ground, and his cheeks flushed red.  “I think I am smitten by you, Princess Nikki.”
“Smitten is something for children.”
Aeneas shook his head.  “No.  Even crusty old soldiers like me can be smitten.”
“I am Sak’Hurai, committed solely to serving Hurai and my king.”  Her eyes sparkled, and she smiled back at him.  “But Sak’Hurai can be smitten, too.”
He reached out and took her hand.  A warmth spread from his hand into hers, and her heart tingled with joy.  The feeling was so powerful that it took her breath away.  Never in her life had she felt such a wonderful feeling, and she hoped it would never go away.
***
Conner stood next to Elissa at the entrance to the great hall greeting each and everyone who attended.  All the Elves had arrived early, their faces blank and expressionless.  Conner tried to get a good read on what they were thinking, but their demeanor gave no clues.  They were all pleasant but remained quiet and to themselves.  Soon, a steady stream of the Karmon survivors showed up, packing the hall with a standing-room-only crowd.  What was supposed to be a small meeting among the war council quickly spread to a castle-wide meeting.  Those that could not fit into the hall crowded into the corridor or huddled up outside in the cold.
Marik was one of the last to arrive and came with his wife, Ilasha.  He had changed into a light tunic, and for the first time since their days in South Karmon, he did not wear a sword at his side.  He had also taken the time to bathe in a tub of hot water to soak his weary muscles.  Ilasha and Elissa shared a tearful hug, while Conner and Marik shared an awkward hug.
“You have healed?” Conner asked.
“Yes,” Marik replied.  “Hargon visited me a few hours ago and healed me.  As it turns out, I had a pretty deep stab wound.  I’m not sure I’d be here without him.”
Ilasha glanced over and gave him a playful glare.
“I know I am lucky to be alive,” Marik continued.  His voice dropped to be barely audible.  “But I would have easily given my life to bring back my Knights.  We once numbered in the thousands, but there are now only eleven of us remaining.”
“It is a different world,” Conner said.  “Maybe we won’t need them.”
“I have a feeling that there will always be a need.  We will live in peace and harmony for a few years, or maybe even a few dozen years.  Eventually, though, we will forget about the sacrifices and our egos and pride will divide us once again.”
“I hope you are wrong.  I hope that the people of this world can learn from the evil that came, and also learn from the courage of those who came together to fight it.”
Elissa stepped over to Conner and took his hand.  “It is time to start,” she said.
Hand-in-hand, they walked through the crowd towards the front of the hall.  King Illichian stood stoically on a raised platform so he could see across the crowd.  Behind him were Glaerion, Hallendrielle, Nikki, Aeneas, and Hemli.  Off to the side, seeming uncomfortable among those unlike them stood the Bargoroth leaders Ulg and Barr.
Elissa leaned over and whispered, “Where is Hargon?  Does not he know of the meeting.”
“He was the first one I told,” Conner replied.
Elissa felt herself shudder and the ramifications of what his absence might mean.  If he did not go along with giving up the Ark of Life, their fighting might not be over.
As Elissa approached, King Illichian directed her to his side with an open palm.  “Queen Elissa, will you join me.”
Elissa took his offered hand and was helped up the steps so that she was on the raised platform, also looking out at the crowd.  As she took her place, the low murmur that had been coming from the crowd disappeared.  She recognized some faces, but many more were unfamiliar.  Her heart began beating faster at the anxiety of what they were about to do.
“We are here to discuss our future,” King Illichian said, his voice strong and powerful.  It was deathly quiet, allowing his voice to not only carry to the end of the chamber but out into the corridor and out to the courtyard.  “Not just the future of those gathered here, but the future of this world and the people of this world.  We have won the last battle, and we have won the war.”
Despite the rise in pitch of his voice, no one cheered.  This was not a pep talk to gather up their courage to keep fighting.  Many knew why they were here, and they were afraid.
“But, there is much to do.,” King Illichian continued.  “There are dead bodies scattered throughout the valley.  They must be disposed of before spring comes.  There are remnants of the Deceiver’s army that must found and eliminated, else they will fester in the mountains like a sickness.  And we must decide what to do with the Ark of Life.”
“Destroy it!” someone shouted from the back of the hall.
The crowd reacted slowly.  At first there was but a murmur, and then as more and more people began to voice their opinions, a wave of sound swept through the hall.
Before the ground got too loud and out of control, he raised a hand and shouted, “Removing magic from the world will have devastating effects!”  The crowd was not completely silent, so he repeated himself.  This time, his words hung for a long time in the hall.
Behind him, Hallendrielle took Glaerion’s hand, which he accepted, and squeezed.
“It could kill us all,” another shouted.  A murmur of agreement swept through the hall.
King Illichian pointed at the speaker, an Elf who stood among his brethren.  “You are right,” he said.  “The Web of Magic permeates the universe, its tendrils spreading out to touch all of us, Elves and Dragons most of all.  It is the fuel that burns the fire of our lives.  It is what allows us to live for centuries.”  He looked around the hall, his eyes touching every Elf that was in attendance.  “The One God gave us a gift of a long life.  Of all his creatures, only the great ancient Dragons were given a greater gift.  No other creature, no other animal, nothing else, other than the rocks themselves will outlive us.  We are not immortal, though.  We can still be killed, as we are as vulnerable as any other of His creatures.  We can still grow old, as I can attest to.  Why us?  Why did he give us this gift of a long life?  It is a question that has never been answered, but it has been too long since we have asked it of ourselves.  How have we used this gift?  Have we made this world a better place because of it?  We turned our backs on this world and let the Humans rule in our absence.  Across the continents, they spread.  Their villages grew into cities.  Their kingdoms into empires.  Without us, they evolved into a greater society than we could have imagined.  In our absence, the world has become a better place.”  A hush fell across the hall.  No one commented.  No one argued.  Hardly anyone breathed.
“How much greater,” the king continued.  “How much greater, though, could this world have been if we had found a way to exist peacefully with the Humans.  We are a truly a peaceful people that will never back down from a fight, but we turned and ran from the biggest fight of our kind.  We let our egos and our arrogance and our pride rule.  Rather than seeking out peace, we abandoned it.  When we left, we allowed the Deceiver a way to get to this world.  If we had been watching, we could have stopped this war even before it happened.  We are here, never to leave again.  At our side will be Humans.”  He turned to look at Hemli and nodded to him.  “And the Dwarves.  Our three races will be as one.  Living together as we should have from the beginning, as friends, allowing the best of ourselves to come to light.”
“And yet, as long as the touch of the Web of Magic connects the Deceiver’s realm to ours, there will always be the chance that he can return.  Whether it is tomorrow, next year, or in ten thousand years, he will come, and when he comes, he will be stronger than he was this time.  We were lucky because he did not bring his full might.  If the Ark of Life had fallen into his hands, then we would have felt his full might, and we would not have survived.  I find us blessed that we were able to stop it.  It took great heroics from the unlikeliest of souls, and sacrifices from many of us.  Many, many innocent people died.  Even though the touch of the Deceiver did not extend to all corners of the world, the earth will never be the same.  Tales of the destruction of Karmon and Taran will spread, and fear will spread as well.  With the threat of the return of the Deceiver always hanging over us, how can we live our lives in peace?  Forever, we will have to keep a watch out for his return.  As vigilant as we can possibly be, there is always the chance that the Deceiver will do what he does best and sneak his way into this realm and try and destroy it again.  There is but one way to stop him.  One way for sure.  If the connection between our realms is severed, then he will never be a threat to us!”
“Do not be deceived!”  The voice rose from the back, and heads turned.
From the shadows of the back wall, Hargon strode forward.  The crowd parted before him, allowing him to stride purposefully towards King Illichian.  His face was dark and showed little emotion.  His black robes, which had been ripped and torn during the battle had been replaced.  Hanging from his neck was the gold necklace from which hung a pendant that encased the shimmering black gem.  The force of the Ark of Life seemed to penetrate the silence.  Whispers and quiet gasps spread across the crowd.
Hargon stopped two paces from King Illichian.
“The Deceiver’s touch on this world extends beyond the Web of Magic,” Hargon said.  “Do what you must but know that he will always seek to find a way to this realm and into our souls.  Evil will always exist, and we will never be able to stop it.”
“That is true,” King Illichian said.  “We cannot be so naïve to think that the presence of evil would go away.”
“They why should we take away the one weapon that we could use against any force that could be brought against us?”  Hargon’s hand unconsciously gripped the pendant, covering the black gem with his fist.  Everyone in the room could feel a tingle of electricity touch the back of their necks.  “You realize the power that I hold in my hand?”
Hargon’s word echoed through the room.  The tone and his presence made it seem like a threat.  Most of the room leaned back, expecting something terrible to happen.  Several stepped forward.  They were led by Conner, with Glaerion right behind.
“Hargon,” Conner said softly.  “It is too much power for one person.”
Hargon’s blue eyes sparkled, and he smiled, showing his white teeth.  “It is just enough power for one person.”  He kept his eyes on King Illichian and added, “And there is really nothing you can do about it.”
“I am Hurai,” Conner said.  “Your magic will not affect me.”
“My power can bring down this castle, and you inside.”  He closed his eyes and squeezed his palm around the gem.  A swirling mist suddenly appeared around him.  Everyone but Conner and Glaerion backed away.  He lifted his hands up, and white lightning appeared in the midst.  It wrapped around him, encompassing only him.  The bright light caused Conner to shield his eyes.  Glaerion drew his daggers and was about to pounce when the mist and lightening disappeared in a flash.
A surprised and fearful gasp drew across the crowd.  Hargon was still smiling. Slowly, carefully, he lifted the pendant above his head, and the necklace followed.  With everyone watching and holding their breath, he walked towards Conner.
“This started with you,” Hargon said.  “It should end with you.”
Hargon held the necklace out to Conner, who gently accepted it. Conner expected it to be burning hot with some sort of power, but it was cool to the touch.  For several long heartbeats, he looked at it, amazed at the unseen power held inside.
“I will miss the feeling of it around my neck,” Hargon said.  “It was a power that filled my soul and made me complete.  So many have sacrificed their lives.  I guess it is my time to do what I needed to do.  I could keep it, but it would not be mine.  Its power would control me, maybe even corrupt me. You are right, Conner, the Ark of Life is too powerful for any one person.”
“Why would the Once God give it to us, then?” Conner asked what everyone else in the hall was asking themselves.
“It served its purpose, did it not?” Hargon asked.
“I guess it did.  Without it, we would never have been able to defeat his army.”
Hargon turned to the king and asked, “What will happen if you cut off this realm from the Web of Magic?   What will happen to you and your people?”
Slowly the king shook his head.  “I do not know.  Maybe we’ll die instantly.  The touch of the Web of Magic is a part of us.  To be without it may just stop our bodies from working, and then we’ll die.”
“You’re willing to have that happen?”
King Illichian did not waver and replied, “If it allows the world to survive, then yes.”
A young Elf pushed his way through the crowd.  His facial expression and body language seemed threatening enough that Glaerion took a couple steps forward.
“That’s easy for you to say,” the Elf barked sharply.
Hargon crossed his arms and turned to the Elf, but he said nothing.
“You are old and have lived a full life!” the Elf continued.  “Many of us, most of us, have barely lived a blink of an eye compared to you!”
King Illichian felt Glaerion begin to move even closer, but he held out a hand to stop Glaerion.
“Your name is Rae?”
Rae seemed surprised that the king knew his same.  “Yes.”
“Rae, we have all lived a life longer than any Human alive.  We have been blessed with many years on this earth, and for the most part, we have wasted them in exile.  Now, we have a chance to make our world a better place for all of us.”
“I don’t want to die.”
“No one wants to die.”
“If this happens, our entire race will be gone, and all that will be left will be Humans.”
“Hey now!” Hemli growled from behind them.
King Illichian laughed and motioned towards the Dwarf.  “There is more to this world than Humans.  There are Dwarves.  Creatures of the sea.  Birds of the sky.  Animals of the land.  If destroying the Ark of Life caused the Elven race to die out, I truly believe the world will be left in good hands.  But, I don’t believe that will happen.  Many, many Humans have Elven blood flowing through them, they just don’t know it.  Would the destruction of the Ark of Life kill those as well?  I don’t believe so.  Hargon is correct when he says that evil will never go away, and the influence of the Deceiver will not cease.  We can fight evil with good.  We can overcome hate with love.  We can conquer the Deceiver’s schemes with the goodness of our souls, rather than having to rely upon a magical artifact.  How powerful is that?”
“You are risking our lives for a belief that may be right or wrong.  We should vote like we did in our village.”
King Illichian shook his head slowly.  “There will be no vote.  We will be doing this.”
“You condemn us to death!”
Glaerion had enough and marched forward.  He kept his daggers stuck in his belt, but they were readily available.  “I do not know you, Rae, but I have seen you.  You were an archer atop the walls, and you fired hundreds if not thousands of arrows at the goblins.  You stayed there when the Stone Ogres attacked and tried to kill them by shooting them in their eye.  I know you are not a coward but listen to your words.  You would be willing to sacrifice your life in battle, but not in peacetime?  Shame on you!”
Glaerion looked up and around the crowd, trying to catch as many eyes as he could.  “Shame on any of you that would choose to be a coward.  I have a wife, friends, and much to lose.  Just like all of you.  We stood and fought an evil god and survived.  If we do not destroy the Ark of Life, the Deceiver will return again and again to try and conquer our world.  Then lives of all those that have fallen in this war would have been wasted.  There will be no more talk.  This has to happen.”
No one argued.  Rae lowered his eyes to the ground, and he did his best to keep his hands from shaking.
Glaerion turned to King Illichian and asked, “How do we do this?”
King Illichian started to shake his head, then he tilted it, to hear better the words that were being spoken to him.  A moment later, he took in a deep breath and let it out slowly.  “We must go outside.”
Without waiting for anyone else to move, King Illichian strode through the crowd, heading for the exit.
***
Complete darkness had fallen across the mountains, but torches were mounted on walls, buildings, and even the side of the mountain to give light to the courtyard.  It was a harsh, yellow light that didn’t penetrate the midnight darkness.  Much of the courtyard was still in shadows which helped to hide the heavily damaged walls.
Standing in the middle of the courtyard, with light glimmering off her scales was Myllia.  At her side was Immerallis.  King Illichian stood in front of her, and the crowd slowly encircled them.
“Come forth, bearer of the Ark of Life.”  The words of Myllia resonated in everyone’s head.
Conner, still gripping the Ark of Life tightly with one hand, squeezed Elissa’s hand with his other before letting it go.  Then he walked forward, past King Illichian and right up to Myllia.  His heart pounded hard, for he did not know what was about to happen.  Standing in front of the Dragon, he suddenly felt all alone.  The weight of the world was again on his shoulders, and he did not know what to do.
Elissa, afraid for what was about to happen, saw Conner standing alone and knew he should not be alone.  With quick short strides, she joined him at his side.  As Elissa moved, Glaerion moved as well, taking up position on Conner’s other side.  Marik stepped away from his wife, Ilasha, and stood behind Conner and put a firm hand on his shoulder.  Marik squeezed, letting Conner know that his friends were there at his side.  Nikki, not knowing why, stepped forward as well.  Aeneas, no longer limping after being healed by Hargon strode next to her.  A step behind them was Hallendrielle, who moved to stand next to Glaerion.  Hemli, his battle ax perched against his shoulder also walked forward and stood next to Conner.
Finally, from the midst of the crowd, Hargon pushed his way to the front and walked up to Conner.  He stood stone-faced; his jaw clenched tightly.  Marila, in her Human illusion, moved to his side and slid her hand into his.  He looked down at her, and she smiled at up him.  His face relaxed into a smile.
Conner looked around as the rest of the Elves, Dwarves, and Humans crowded in even closer.  They looked different on the outside, but they were all the same on the inside, and that was why they were able to join together and defeat the Deceiver.  The Ark of Life helped, but if it were not for the races working together, the war would have been over a long time ago.
Elissa turned to Conner and took both his hands in hers.  “You once were my Champion, called to fight my battles for me because I could not do it myself.  None of us can fight all our battles alone.  We are your Champions, now.  This is not something that you will need to do alone.  We are with you.  All of us.  Not just your friends that know you, but everyone that has seen you lead us this far.”
“What,” Conner started to say, but his voice cracked.  He cleared his throat and asked again, “What are we do to?”
To all of them, Myllia spoke.  “As King Illichian has already told you, the Ark of Life is more than just a powerful artifact that can draw power from the Web of Magic.  It is the thread that connects the world to the web.  Destroy the Ark of Life, and the Web of Magic will be severed.  This you know, and this is what you agonize over.”
Conner held up the necklace, the black gem swinging underneath his clenched fist.  “There is to be no more discussion.  How do we destroy this?”
Surprising everyone, Hemli stepped forward and held out his battle ax.  “This ax can slice through stone as easy as it can slice off a man’s head.  You went to my hidden valley to find a spear that could kill the Deceiver, but what you really needed was a way to stop him forever.  There is magic in this ax.  I felt it from the moment I touched it.  It is what you need.”
“You are the expert,” Conner said.  “It should be you.”
“You are Hurai,” Myllia said.  “Hurai are the chosen people of the One God for many reasons.  Eons ago, he chose you for this task.  It must be you, Conner.”
Conner tossed the Ark of Life onto the ground and took the battle ax from Hemli.  Slowly, he stepped back and spread his feet for balance.  Many in the crowd took several steps back.  Some were unafraid and did not move.  Some were too afraid to move.  A deathly silence fell across the courtyard as Conner looked down at the gem for what seemed an eternity. Until this moment, he knew the Ark of Life needed to be destroyed, but as he stood poised over it, his thoughts become cloudy and confused.
If the Ark of Life were destroyed, then they would lose their best chance at defeating the Deceiver if he ever returned.  Despite all their unity and courage, in the end, it was only the Ark of Life that had saved them.  His swords could not have defeated the entire goblin army.  Elven archers were deadly, but there were not enough arrows to stop the army.  The Bargoroth had arrived with Princess Nikki when the battle was about to turn against them, but they still would not have been enough to conquer all that the Deceiver sent at them.  If the Ark of Life were destroyed, they would lose their last line of defense.
“What you feel is the touch of the Deceiver,” Myllia said.  “Evil will always exist.  It permeates our world just as the wind does.  Sometimes it blows hard, and we know it is there, but other times it is silent, and we forget its power.  You must learn to feel the truth of the One God and turn away from the lies of the Deceiver.  It is a lesson we all must follow, but we all fail too often.”
Conner pushed away the conflicting thoughts and his mind was suddenly clear.  Evil will never go away, and there will be a never-ending battle against it.  But, with the Ark of Life destroyed, they will have a chance for victory if he can keep the Deceiver’s essence from ever returning to this world.  They may not be able to stop his influence, but there is enough good in the world to fight it.
Conner took a deep breath and swung the battle ax, striking the black gem directly in the center.  An explosive white light momentarily blinded them all.
Conner blinked for several moments to regain his vision.  When he looked down, all he saw were piles of dust where the necklace was, and a small stone cut cleanly in two pieces.  His heart pounded, and he looked around, wondering if there would be any dead Elves on the ground.  Instead, he saw a silent and stunned crowd, holding their breath, looking at one another.
Conner turned and saw Glaerion looking at his hands, turning them over to look at the front and the back.
“Glaerion?” Conner said.
Glaerion looked up, his eyes still full of life, and a smile on his face.
“What do you feel?” Conner asked.
Glaerion slowly shook his head.  “I feel nothing.”  His smiled widened.  “And I’ve never felt more alive!”
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