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PART ONE
Chapter One
On a diffuse level, today changed little from
yesterday, as will tomorrow from today. Like last
month to this, on to next; all the same. Next year
from this year from last another eerie echo. And on
it goes this life of mine.
Oh, my life is not so mundane, so redundant,
so boring. The particular does change, quite
drastically sometimes, from moment to moment
even. The people I have met—simply innumerable.
The places I have been—I could map the world in
unerring accuracy. This world’s mysteries I have
discovered—stories fantastic enough to enrapture
the most discriminating ear. Yet these are not the
point.
My name is Varek Hai and I am the last
Defender. That is the point.
And after years upon countless years of
duty, I now endeavor to record for history’s sake
my recent adventures, the culmination of my long
years of service. Like the game of Glory; by a
higher hand I am strategically moved across this
board called life, to play my role in the ultimate
contest between good and evil.
I watched the sun stretching its last rays
across the world, like the amber fingers of a giant
clinging desperately to the horizon, yet inevitably
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losing its grip to slide off the edge of the world in
its daily fall into the blackness of beyond. I kissed
Volare into a trot, down the hill toward the giant’s
outstretched palm and into Riverside.
I am where I am supposed to be. That is to
say I have arrived at my latest destination.
Tomorrow? Only the Mother knows. I wear the
ring and wield the sword. The former takes me, the
latter protects me, and the Mother delivers me. It is
in these three that a Defender trusts. Indeed it is in
these three that I am.
I am a tall man and broad. I prefer kneehigh lambskin riding boots, soft but snug hunting
trousers and simple, loose fitting airy shirts of green
or brown or black underneath my traveling cloak of
dark green. My long, sandy brown hair done up in
the warrior braid fashion still commands respect in
most kingdoms. I flip my braid over my shoulder
as I enter Riverside.
Riverside is a bustling city, cradled in the
arms of the Baug River from the south and the
Wight River from the north where they fold into the
mighty Marathe on its westward march to the sea.
Entering from the north I rode through an
outer wall of granite, two spans high and so well
constructed as to appear seamless. Stonework is the
hallmark of Minao, of which Riverside is an
integral part. In fact, Riverside serves as a
crossover, bringing the famed red Minao marble
quarried from the Crags to the east, floated down
the Baug River on barges and then transferred to
wagon trains and hauled south along the King’s
Highway to the master masons of Minao.
The gates were flung wide, though
garrisoned well with a dozen soldiers in the full red
and yellow panoply of the King’s Guard. Through
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them I rode, against the flow of farmers and
tradesmen leaving the city, their business ended for
the day, their anxious faces turned toward the
comfortably rustic homes I passed in the
countryside.
The stone-paved road angling
southeast carved its way through shops and
storefronts, inns and public houses, and the lesserto-do residences of Riverside, modest dwellings,
structures of stone and timber, both of which were
in plentiful supply, and nearly all adorned with a
slate roof. Riverside was prosperous and proud. If
the buildings themselves did not convey this truth,
certainly its people did. Straight backed and well
dressed, the inhabitants carried themselves with an
air of dignity bordering on superiority. Opulence
left its trace of vanity throughout. A jeweler’s sign
with gold leaf lettering hung in a window, enough
gold in those letters to feed a country village for a
year.
Elaborate stained glass portraits filled
windows of even the smallest dwellings. Not a
dress could be seen without at least a touch of lace,
and nary a hand waved that was not bejeweled with
at least one small stone flashing brilliantly in the
last rays of the sun. Even the beggars wore clean
clothing, if worn.
This place was in for a hard fall. Else I
would not be here.
I turned east onto the main road along the
Marathe’s northern bank looking for the Jolly
Jointer, a comfortable inn I remembered from some
years past. My shadow stretched long before me as
the sun made a last but futile attempt to remain
above the horizon. Lamps were being lit and people
bustled about, hurrying to complete their final
errands and make their way to a comfortable supper
with family and friends.
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As I spied my destination, a four story stone
building with a blue slate roof and windows stained
to match, my nosed twitched with the acrid, pungent
odor of burning sulfur. The smell was my first
warning, my shadow expanding the next. A demon
of Hera Hona was upon me.
I ducked forward and dug my heels into
Volare’s flanks, grabbing a fistful of mane with my
left hand as he sprang instantly to a gallop. With
my right I swept my sword from its scabbard. My
shadow continued its unnatural growth even as I
sought to outpace it. I felt a soft tug on my shirt
back. With a squeeze of my legs Volare darted to
the left, up under the wooden canopy fronting a
public house, hooves scrabbling to a halt.
Screaming people dove from our path, over the
railing into the street or inside through windows,
shutters thrown wide to let the evening breeze
freshen the place.
I could feel that breeze upon my back,
through the tear in my shirt, but could see nothing
of its maker. People displaced by my mad dash
through the street and up onto the boardwalk cursed
me. Ignoring them, I slid off my horse and
unbuckled from my saddle the round wooden shield
with its smooth, yet tough leather hide stretched
across the front. Experience told me this would be
a close battle and quickness, not brute strength
would define success. Yet a shield was always
handy.
I cast my gaze up and down the street before
me as citizens recovering their composure, dusted
themselves off, and resumed their evening. What a
resilient creature man is, blessed with the capacity
to remember or forget, all in an instant.
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The next instant would challenge this maxim
for all present. Screams erupted and people
scattered from the center of the street whereupon a
monstrous beast alighted from above.
Over three spans tall with a wingspan nearly
twice as wide, the huge beast landed with a sharp
clack of its claws scraping on the smooth cobbles as
its double-kneed legs compressed to absorb the
impact. One long, muscled arm stretched forward
to the pavement, the other arched back beneath one
wing, its entire form the embodiment of deadly
precision. The creature turned its wicked head;
perched above an elongated snout nearly as long as
my arm two serpentine eyes swept their menacing
gaze about. Its skin was brownish gray with a scaly
appearance and a tail the length of its height with
mean looking spikes at its tip lashed behind it,
scoring the pavement in its fury. Those elliptical
pupils found mine, narrowing malevolently.
Raising to its to full height, arching its back and
craning its neck, it unleashed a bloodthirsty howl.
From the east, four of the King’s Guard
appeared unexpectedly and attacked, leveling spears
and screaming with wild abandon as they recklessly
charged this otherworldly creature.
“Stop you fools!” I screamed, but to no
avail.
The beast turned lightning quick and with
one arm backhanded two of them clear across the
road to bounce off the wall of a potter’s shop
recently closed for the evening. They crumpled
motionless to the ground. The third it snatched by
the throat, wrapping its long talon-tipped fingers
easily around his neck, and whipped him around
like he were nothing more than a rag doll. Even as I
leapt over the railing into the street it tightened its
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grip with a sickening crunch and proceeded to use
the lifeless soldier to bludgeon the fourth man to a
bloody pulp. Two definitely dead, and two at the
very least unconscious, all in a matter of seconds
and the beast had not unleashed its venom, its most
deadly weapon.
In a half crouch I shouted, “Here demon
spawn!” and had to dive to my right to avoid being
struck by the dead soldier hurled at me like a stone.
Blood splattered everywhere, and people were
fleeing for their lives in such panic, tripping and
trampling over one another. Coming out of my dive
in a somersaulting roll I resumed my crouch. The
beast lunged forward, spreading it wings in a sort of
half hop-glide. One long arm lashed out to snatch
at my throat like it snatched the bloody ruin that
was the soldier, but I was ready. I slid to my right
and pivoted left to bring all my strength down
behind my sword, just above the creature’s wrist.
My blade bit into its tough hide, but the onehanded blow did not sever. Instead it lodged in
scale and bone. In a bold display of its strength in
both body and mind, it did not snatch its arm away,
but calmly lifted it up, hauling me off my feet as I
held to my sword. Dangling, I was brought face to
brutish face, its slavering fangs glistened with a
chalky yellow and the fetid stench of its breath
enveloped me, making me gag. It was like being
locked in a privy with the only fresh air coming
from the chute, except the air was not fresh at all,
but borne from some giant midden heap on a hot
summer’s day. At least its breath would not kill me.
Its chest expanded and its jaws opened wide
in precursor to its deadly venom. Its brownish gray
scales indicated to me an oily fluid would come
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gushing forth; so acidic it could eat through the
finest steel. That spew would kill me.
Dangling as I was, it thought it had me, but I
twisted and pulled upward with all the strength in
my right arm and with my left I brought my shield
up and over the perch of its scaly limb and slammed
it into the side of its hideous face. Not a moment
too soon. Its poisonous spew merely splattered the
side of my shield as I drove its fiendish maw back
and away from me. At that instant, my sword came
loose, and I hit the ground, rolled, and with two
quick flicks of my blade I hamstrung the creature
and nearly severed one wing before leaping away
from a spinning fist aimed clumsily at my head.
The creature howled in agony and rage, but
no longer did it wish to press the attack. I am sure it
would have flown away or ran if I had not so
crippled it. Now it crouched warily and I knew it
was death for one of us. Of course, that was my
plan.
I threw my useless shield aside where it lay
smoldering from the corrosive fluid eating its
surface. The creature could not use that weapon
again so soon, of that I was certain, though a nick
from those fangs would be just as deadly right now.
I switched to a two-handed grasp of my blade and
edged forward cautiously. Those eyes followed me
full of venomous hate, but I could see the fear there
as well. Nothing is quite as ferocious as a wounded
and cornered beast. This one was no different. In a
flash it leaped, attacking in a violent flurry of blows
from all its appendages. My sword danced in its
own deadly counter flurry. When it was through, it
lay in a heap before me, its head nearly severed, the
one wrist now completely severed, its tail cut and
bleeding and one foot flopping about nearby,

The Last Defender

10

unaware the fight was through. Dumping a nearby
sack of potatoes I scooped up the clawed
appendage. Then I grabbed an unlit oil lantern and
dousing the rest of the carcass I set it alight.
I wiped my blade on a dead soldier’s tunic
and carefully inspected it before sliding it home in
its scabbard, then reached across my shoulder and
fingered the tear in my shirt. Another few inches,
another few seconds, and things might have gone
very differently. “It is going to be a bad one,” I
muttered to myself through the acrid haze.
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Chapter Two
Shortly after the sun had set, I found myself
in the Treble Keep, West End. The Kings Guard
escorted me to a large meeting hall filled with lowbacked benches facing one end. The people
swarming inside and out like so many bees about
the hive made an awful din. The soldiers were not
unkind, but neither were they friendly as they
jostled me between them up a center aisle through
the frenzied crowd. Though I was unbound, I could
not help feel a prisoner.
Shouts of “Fiend!” and “Murderer!” and
“Stone Demon!” carried above the general buzz of
confusion at this hastily convened Riverside
Council. Most people present had not seen what
transpired outside the Jolly Jointer. In fact, any
who might have seen the start of the affair certainly
did not stay to see its conclusion. As horrific as it
had been, I could not blame them.
My appearance certainly would not have had
a calming affect either. It rarely did. As imposing a
figure as I cut, I’m usually given a wide berth.
Occasionally someone, usually a man in his cups,
will try and test himself against me, but they always
find themselves wanting. Though not untidy, I am
usually travel worn. The stain of travel leaves a
mark all can see and many associate with adventure;
and adventure with someone who courts danger.
Danger engenders a wide berth. The sword will
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always illicit sneers rather than approbation, but the
matching knives I wear strapped to my thighs
coupled with the long bow stuck through my saddle
girth are like the quills on a porcupine or the horns
of a bull. They convey a definite sense of warning,
and my bearing I must say, and without the slightest
attempt at boasting, is confident and commanding to
a fault under every circumstance. So I endured the
ridicule brought out by the mob’s idea of safety
through sheer numbers.
Four council members filed in first, while a
fifth arrived only moments later. This fifth member
had a subtle effect on the mood within the room,
one a simpler man might not have noticed. While
still raucous, there was an almost imperceptible
change; seen in the steely glint from the eyes of a
trader as if he were being cheated in a deal, the
worried frown from a butcher who knows the meat
before him is turned, or the wary expression of a
lady who after a missed turn finds herself after dark
in the wrong neighborhood. All these looks and
more flashed among the crowd aimed at this fifth
man, a seemingly harmless old man with wisps of
gray hair cascading off the sides of a bald and
spotted pate. Instinctively I reached through my
ring, through its power, and probed toward this
man. I felt...nothing. The man’s eyes met mine;
blue crystals sharp enough to cut a man sliced
across the room and into mine, and I had an inkling
of why so many felt such unease in his presence. If
eyes were the windows to the soul, this man’s soul
was a lofty fortress. While I had no reason to
distrust him, it still felt like a giant bear had
lumbered into the room. A giant hungry bear, and
with a thorn in its side it could not pluck out.
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The four council members filed somberly in
to take their seats behind a table upon the raised
dais at the far end of the room. The fifth sat in the
middle and evidently had the same effect on his
peers as they seated themselves just far enough to
not appear rude, yet noticeably separate, as if this
fifth needed more air to breath and therefore given
adequate space. The soldiers posited themselves
between my self, and the council, and I dropped the
bulky sack at my feet while I waited for the inquiry
to begin.
“All right everyone,” growled the bear,
banging a wooden gavel on a square of marble to
drive home his point. He was tall, though stooped
somewhat with age. He pulled round spectacles in a
gold wire frame from a fold in his robes and
perched them atop a proud nose. They did not mask
the sharp, penetrating gaze that swept the room;
rather they seemed to intensify it. “That will be
enough from the gallery today. Let’s have some
quiet so we can get to the bottom of this ugly
affair.” When quiet settled he asked me politely,
“To whom do we have the pleasure of speaking?”
However, his acerbic gaze and tone declared the
audience was anything but a pleasure.
“My name is Varek Hai,” I replied simply.
“And Sergeant Doeful,” he said addressing
the Sergeant who had been the first man on the
scene after I dispatched the monster. “Why is the
gentleman Varek Hai brought today before this
emergency council session?”
The Sergeant, a tall man with clear brown
eyes, short-cropped brown hair, a clean-shaven,
square jaw, lacking only the grizzled air of a
seasoned campaigner, replied in his simple way,
“There wuz murder done on North Granite Row yer
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honer. Four Kings Guard wuz,” the green soldier
choked up a bit, and even turned a little green as he
recalled the scene. “Four Kings Guard wuz killed.
Two mute-lated, yer honer, b’yon anythin’ these
eyes ‘ave e’er seen.”
A general gasp rose from the crowd,
followed quickly by shouts to hang the murderous
villain, and other such threatening remarks. I
remained quiet, confident that the Sergeant would
mention the creature responsible and my own role
in dispatching the terrible beast. He did not need to
however, as word of this must have reached the
council’s ears before they entered the room.
“And what of this ferocious beast
Sergeant?” he asked, plainly unconvinced it existed,
despite, or perhaps because of the wild stories
flying about the city. “Am I to believe that this
beast really did kill four Kings Guard? By itself?”
The guard stammered and stuttered for
words, but none came out.
Clearly he was
intimidated. Finally he croaked, “Twas like nothin’
I e’er seen b’fore either yer honer,” but the color
had drained from his cheeks.
I stepped forward and the soldiers
instinctively closed a step toward me. I ignored
them and spoke. “Esteemed council members, I can
vouch for this man’s description if you choose not
to view the charred remains still smoldering in the
avenue. And I would also hope he or anyone else in
Riverside have never seen such a creature, for it is
an evil thing, not originally of this world, and
certainly not belonging in a city—any city—but
especially one as well-paved on the Mother’s path
as Riverside.”
The council looked from the Sergeant to
myself, and then amongst each other before the bear
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spoke again. “You seem to know a lot about a
creature none in these parts recognize. I begin to
see why you were invited before us,” he said. I
detected a subtle coyness I found disturbing, a cat
enjoying its verbal play before the kill. Except it
was not a cat but a bear. “There are conflicting
reports. Sergeant, what do you make of this man
and this incident?”
The Sergeant struggled to regain a little
composure, his success measured by the slight color
returning to his cheeks. He explained the situation
in a very direct and factual manner, a man used to
giving reports, if not one used to battle. He
managed to get most of his facts correct too.
When he finished the council leader asked,
“And what do you believe the connection between
the two is?”
The soldier shook his head slowly, as if
unsure what or how to respond. “Yer honer,” he
began in a humble tone, “I am not one used to
theorizing see. I do what I am told, and spend most
o’ my time lately up in the mining camps now,
coordinating and such as you all want done.
Connections and all I leave to the higher ups, but I
suppose there are only two choices. One, this beast
is a pet of this here Varek Hai who somehow lost
control of it and had to put it down. The second,
near as I can figure, he happened to save a number
of lives by being where he wuz when he wuz,
though why he wuz there or the beast is beyond
me.”
“And how is it you form these theories
Sergeant?”
“We talked to witnesses yer honer. Such as
there wuz anyhow. Not many saw the thing slain,

The Last Defender

16

though plenty came forward to talk of its arrival.
Said it came on the heels of this Varek Hai.”
The gallery erupted again, most taking the
negative view of events. It took a long few minutes
to quiet the crowd, and when they did, the council
appeared to be leaning toward the popular point of
view. Scowls greeted me up and down the table,
but none so menacing as the angry bear in the
center.
“It appears that the evidence would suggest
an attachment of some kind between the beast and
this Varek Hai,” said the council leader to no one
and everyone. “I wish to hear from our guest.
Varek Hai, please tell us in your own words what in
the name of the Mother of All is going on?” he
implored. “And let me remind you sir that
Riverside is a peaceful community with very little
tolerance for vagabonds and even less for dangerous
ones with deadly pets.”
“Council members,” I said raising my voice
to be heard throughout the room, “In the name of
the Mother, you will know what is going on. I am
Varek Hai, Defender of the Mother’s peace, and this
city is in danger.”
The crowd erupted in a confused
conflagration of murmurs, disbelieving mumbles,
and mocking insults. I plowed ahead regardless.
“I have been brought here to deliver your
city from the clutches of evil. How or why is
beyond me at present, but the when is most
certainly upon you.”
The council leader pounded his gavel
furiously and cried for quiet until the room finally
hushed. “How quaint,” he quipped unctuously, “I
did not think there were Defenders anymore. Pray
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tell me, how does the Citadel fare?” he asked, tone
dripping with derision.
The Citadel, once the shining beacon of
hope for all mankind, the seat of all power, home of
the Wizard’s Council, though re-built now for some
time, its reputation remained in ruins, at least in this
part of the world. I knew, through rumor mostly,
that efforts were under way to rebuild its influence
to match that of its physical bulwarks, but that
would not make a difference here and now. Many
blamed the Citadel for the widespread war and
ensuing destruction in the struggle to vanquish the
renegade wizard Roigan and his followers, selfproclaimed Druid Lords or the Soulless Seven,
though in truth so much time has elapsed as to make
those wars a vague memory, legend really, to most.
Nevertheless, that power of memory of fickle man
chose to remember those evil times—and lay
blame—at the feet of the Citadel. A Defender of
the Citadel therefore was not a popular person.
Perhaps the only less popular individual would be a
wizard himself, and they were now few and very far
between.
I ignored the jibe and said, “Where the
Mother directs, there I go. If that is not enough for
Riverside to take heed then perhaps,” and here I
emptied the sack at my feet, letting the bloody foot
of the slain beast tumble across the floor before
continuing, “then the presence of a Draghan in this
peaceful community should arouse your senses to
alarm!”
I had no doubt that without the foot of the
dead Draghan that this council leader, perhaps even
most of Riverside, would not be convinced of the
danger. But as they stared at the vile appendage
with its wicked claws—from heel to talon-tip it was
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nearly as long as my arm—the room went quiet.
Color drained from the faces of those close enough
to see, including most of the council. Not the bear
though.
I let the silence stretch, the horrible sight
permeate along with the gagging stench. Then I
said, “Now esteemed council members I implore
you, take warning, for this surely is not the last
trouble you will find in Riverside, if indeed it is not
the first.”
The council’s gaze flickered between my
self, and each other. I evidently struck the right
chord. With a cough, the leader stood and raised his
arms signaling to the crowd, whose rising murmurs
were beginning to resound, to quiet. He apologized,
saying, “Please excuse our behavior Defender. You
must understand that such things are difficult to
believe unless the point of a sword drives the truth
of it home. In this case, it is your sword, and the
truth,” he said with a distasteful glance at the
bloody creature’s foot, “is quite evident now.”
He sat back down and continued, even
managing to sound a trifle abashed. It was a little
disconcerting, like realizing the bear in your midst
was not a wild beast, but in fact was trained to
dance. It did not relieve the sense of danger, only
enhanced the mercurial threat. “It is, I am sorry to
admit, fair to say that this Draghan is not the first
sign of trouble in Riverside, though indeed it
represents the worst. I do not want to alarm the
people, but there have been strange goings on in the
Crags these days. You are familiar with the mining
operations of Minao? Good. Well for several
months now strange rumors have floated down the
Baug. The villagers in Baug have seen strange and
evil creatures. Livestock have been disappearing
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lately, more than what one might call usual and
most certainly not in the usual way. Perhaps you
can be of assistance to us after all.”
He was convincing in his apology, but
something in his expression led me to believe there
was more to these rumors than missing goats. I
decided to dance with this bear. “Perhaps I can be
of some humble assistance. If your excellence
would like to disclose some...particulars, I may be
able to formulate some theories and ideas.”
“Indeed Varek Hai,” he continued, smoothly
picking the thread from my words and pulling. “I
do have some...particulars. Perhaps we should meet
in my private chambers to discuss them.” To the
crowd he hammered his gavel and declared the
matter closed, dismissing the people before leaving
by the same way he arrived. He beckoned me with
a wave of his arm and I followed, Kings Guard in
tow.
Several corridors and four fewer council
members later we left the soldiers in a hall and
entered a comfortable sitting room. It was a long
room with windows running the length on one side,
arched in red Minao marble and exquisitely carved.
The entire wall was one expansive mountain range,
its detail as breathtaking as if I were standing on a
peak among those monoliths. The opposite wall
cradled a large hearth. It and its lintel of the same
marble were equally as breathtaking as the wall it
faced, though this view perched me upon a
nameless crag jutting out to view the mighty sea in
a gale. Ships tossed about and lightning arced down
as the sea boiled beneath a roiling sky. If one were
to be splashed by water standing near, it would be
impossible to not look twice at the wall as the
source. The hearth was unlit, though mirrored stand
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lamps ran the length of each wall providing ample
light. The fragrant odor of lavender scented oil
laced the fresh air breezing through the un-shuttered
windows.
A wide desk polished to a high shine and
dusted with papers and writing implements, sat to
the far end. Between were several cushioned
couches that appeared to be well made, though as
with all such furniture, they gave the impression of
discomfort through elegant stiffness. It was to one
of these that I was invited to sit.
“Please Varek Hai, make yourself
comfortable,” he said.
“Ah, here is some
refreshment. Thank you Bovinch.”
A servant placed a tray of sweet cakes and a
steaming ewer of tea. It would be bitter if memory
kept with current Minao custom.
My host
encouraged me to eat as he poured tea for both of
us. I hungrily devoured two of the almond crusted
pastries before my tea cooled enough to sip. I
reclined searching for a comfortable position and
asked, “Your honor is kind and I feel quite
refreshed already. I do not wish to be abrupt, but
after today I fear for Riverside and in my
experience, time is always in short supply. If you
could give me your particulars, perhaps I may be
able to help.”
“Please, call me Darredd, Lord Darredd
Herrinn formally, and I am at your service,” he said
rather pompously.
That is the trouble with Lords; they act as
though announcing their presence should thrill the
souls of those fortunate to bear witness. I nodded.
“Well, as I alluded to, we have had some
difficulties in the Crags. Baug itself has been
molested some, in the manner of missing livestock
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only. But for months now the mining crews have
been complaining of attacks on their camps. These
attacks occur in the darkest hour of the night and
though none have been murdered yet, many believe
it just a matter of time.”
“Have your people seen their attackers?”
“That is the strange part. They claim only
glimpses as the creatures shy away from proper,
well lit areas.”
“Creatures?”
“Yes Varek Hai, creatures. It is awkward,
you understand, verbalizing such oddities, yet I
thought after today that a Defender at least would
not dismiss them out of hand.”
“Go on,” I encouraged, finding myself
drawn into the web of this tale.
“While most descriptions agree upon the
term “creatures” there is a wide disparity in what
kind. Though most certainly savage, they resemble,
they look like, they appear somewhat...human. I
know this doesn’t make sense sir, but all agree that
regardless of specific conformation, all walk on two
legs, are generally hairless, or with patches on those
areas which a person might have hair, and, and,” he
floundered here and despite my desire to remain
apathetic I found myself leaning forward in my
chair. “They talk,” he spluttered, “after a fashion.
In a manner of speaking, dear me, pardon my
words.
All reports appear to have them
communicating with one another.”
“How many creatures have been seen?” I
asked trying to casually lean back in my chair and
failing. That was another hallmark of such elegant
furniture; one never could feel quite relaxed.
“It is difficult to say. The mining crews
come and go, spending months at a time in the
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Crags. Perhaps as few as ten, but more likely there
are as many as hundreds. They have been sighted
in a stretch of mountains east of Baug in an area
that runs seventy leagues north to south. In the last
fortnight alone we have lost scores of men from this
threat.”
I sat up in my chair in alarm. “I thought you
claimed none were killed? How then can you have
lost scores?”
With a nonchalant air in stark contrast to the
circumstances he explained, “I apologize sir for the
confusion. I suppose I should have clarified earlier.
When I say none have been killed, I mean no bodies
have been found. These attacks are swift and silent,
and only in the gray light of dawn does anyone
realize the man next to him is missing. There are
seldom any traces of violence. Seldom any traces at
all, yet scores have disappeared.”
“How is it your miners continue to work
then, when pressed by such an unusual adversary?”
“We have sent armed soldiers to provide
escort and protection. In fact, we now have nigh
upon one thousand soldiers in the ten mining camps
currently under operation.”
“Your honor,” I started, but he interrupted
me kindly.
“Please, call me Darredd.”
“Darredd then, what is there for one man to
do that one thousand cannot?” It seemed an
obvious question. I could not fathom what could be
expected of me, though I knew I was brought to
Riverside for a reason. Too often it was like this;
me fumbling about the region in a half-blind
attempt at averting a vague evil.
“Varek Hai,” he said and cleared his throat
like a man with an unpleasant taste in his mouth, “I
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must tell you. The miners are still disappearing, but
so are the soldiers. In twos and fours no less, while
on patrol, and all without a trace. There is some
evil afoot. I know it, though I know not how. That
a Defender has arrived must surely mean the matter
may be beyond our ability. I only hope that you are
enough.” He paused, crossed his arms and leaned
back in his chair, a weary sigh rattling from his
sinking chest.
I let the silence stretch as I digested his
story. Finally I said, “I am going to need a new
shield.”
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Chapter Three
In four days, the sun rising high above the
mountains ahead, I found myself already two days
into ferrying up the Baug River along with a
regiment of soldiers sent in relief to one of the
mining camps. With us also were the latest miners
taking their three-moon tour in the Crags to cull
from the hills the famed red Minao marble. The
boat was one of Minao’s huge flat barges, a
whopping three hundred paces long and a third of
that wide. When going upriver they erected twelve
large masts to catch any available breeze and made
use of oars mounted to the side rails in the event of
a calm day. Going downriver they stowed the
masts, loaded the ship with the delved marble, and
took advantage of the slow, but steady current of the
wide, deep river.
I adjusted my new shield buckled to
Volare’s saddle, a simple round model of wood
with a thin coat of steel and small spikes driven
through. The spikes were more dramatic than
effective, being too small to do any real physical
harm. Lord Herrinn tried to gift me with an
ostentatious model, long and square of heavy oak
and steel, but not practical in any way for my style.
In fact, he opened Riverside’s armory to me and
directed his chief blacksmith to provide me with
whatever gear I might desire. The blacksmith,
however, was more hindrance than help. Besides
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the shield, he continually presented sword after
sword to replace “the toys” I wore at my hip.
“Those toys” were the blades of a Defender.
But in his defense, it usually elicited that reaction.
Long and thin, two-inches at its widest and only a
quarter inch thick, blade masters and makers alike
declared the weapon unfit for battle. They did not
know the blade was mage-forged by the Citadel
ages ago and unbreakable by anything short of the
most powerful of spells. Its light heft offered the
advantage of quickness against the heavy-handed
swords, and its length outreached the shorter blades
preferred by those who appreciated the value of
speed.
Captain Nesral, leader of the Minaoan
regiment approached me woodenly. “The map you
requested. We should be in Baug by sunset Sir
Varek,” he reported. “Can I get you anything else?”
Though respectful, his demeanor conveyed a
definite reluctance, even distaste, for having to deal
with the likes of me. Curiously, he wore a crude
version of the Mother’s Shield, the shape of a
pentagon, from a steel chain around his neck. It
earned him a little respect in my eyes. In style if
not quality it matched the ring on my finger.
I nodded. “Thank you Captain.” Captain
Nesral was instructed by Lord Herrinn to obey my
command. The Captain actually looked like a
fighting man, the first I had seen thus far in
Riverside. He was short and stocky, a native of
Minao and recently transferred to Riverside upon
Lord Herrinn’s request for more soldiers. He
carried himself like a fighter. You do not have to
have fought as long as I have to recognize the
implied threat of a man’s bearing, but it helps. His
entire regiment looked more than able. If my
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suspicions were true it was a good thing. Captain
Nesral gave a curt bow and returned to the
forecastle where he quartered. I remained on deck,
alone with Volare.
I settled down on a crate full of supplies to
study the mapped terrain. Baug was a small village
on the river Baug that ran westward from the Crags.
The surrounding country north, south and west was
a quagmire of marshes. In the spring thaw or the
fall rainy season there was no reliable way over
land from Riverside through that muddy warren.
Even in the high heat of summer the roads were
difficult to mark and often shifted depending on the
dryness of the land. Locals set posts as markers, but
as often as not those markers fell over and sank
under in the oozing morass, leaving even the most
familiar lost among the ever-changing fen.
To the east the ground steadily rose,
affording a way into the crags. If not for the rare
red marble the town of Baug would never exist. So
the commerce went up and down the river which
flowed deep year-round. Though I had never been
to Baug itself I had been to similarly remote
villages and expected it to be as austere as any. A
miner’s layover on their way into nowhere or back
to somewhere, it promised nothing so much as a
raucous environment with as few year-round
inhabitants as necessary to keep the marble moving.
The map was marked up. A red square was
drawn over a wide section stretching from the
northeast to the southeast of Baug. This would be
the affected area according to Lord Herrinn. Within
the square were blue marks, over four dozen. These
were the mining camps though only one quarter of
them were operational at present. Those were
circled in black with numbers scrawled next to
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each: the numbers of missing. Nearly six score at
last count, and that was two months ago.
I knew now we had not brought enough
men.
Sunset did not herald our arrival, but shortly
after, the stench did. Not the acrid smell of evil, a
gift to those who wear the ring, but the decaying
foulness of the Baug. A fog came up, veiling the
land and rolled about the deck of the ship, its
dampness permeating the pores even as the
rottenness permeated the nose. I went to the helm
to check with Eidolon, the ship’s Captain. A skinny
old fellow with sunken eyes and thin, shaggy, gray
hair, he looked like he was raised from the Baug
itself on some fell night long ago. My instincts told
me he was a good man though, and his evening
‘haloo’ was amiable. He reported us a candle mark
or two away from docking in Baug.
As I waited I watched the sailors drift in and
out of the cloying mist, mere silhouettes ghosting
through the ethereal air. I could hear Captain
Nesral bark his orders and the accompanying jinglejangle of harness and gear floated along the Baug
like a ghostly symphony and he its paranormal
conductor. Accompanying this peculiar orchestra
were the eerie echoes drifting over the bog. It could
have been the fog, combined with the distance and
terrain that distorted what might otherwise be the
screeching of an owl, the tapping of a woodpecker,
the croaking of frogs, and the buzzing of insects.
Instead, on this evening, they combined to give one
the impression he was crossing into some other
eerie world. It was a strange world with bizarre
three-legged six-armed one-eyed creatures, with
long, horned snouts that hopped from peat and bog
caterwauling in their hunt for food of living flesh.
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The soft drumming of water pattering against the
hull was occasionally overridden by a loud splash,
crashing cymbals punctuating the Baug’s doleful
chorus.
Captain Nesral found me just as Baug came
into view, or rather, just as the few ships tied to the
long stone pier loomed out of the mist among the
wood-framed cranes used to load the heavy stone.
He nodded curtly, preferring quiet for empty
conversation. He earned a little more of my respect.
Oars came out as masts were furled and
Eidolon hailed the pier. In the silence of the night
we waited, but only those eerie echoes of the Baug
returned. Again he hailed the pier, louder this time
and with a curse for the laziness of incompetent
dock men.
Still no response.
Nesral shifted his feet, unconsciously
rubbing the pommel of his sword, and strained to
see through the fog wrapping the dock, veiling ships
and village in its pale cloak. Every muscle
appeared tensed, at the ready for whatever might
come from the misty shore. Perhaps Nesral was a
man worthy of respect.
“Eidolon, tie up to the far end of the pier
there,” I said, pointing to the L shaped landing
upriver of the village. “Under no circumstances are
your sailors to leave the ship beyond tying up.
Captain Nesral, tell the miners they are to remain on
deck, no going ashore until we learn more. We will
take your soldiers and investigate. Leave the horses
on board, but leave them saddled and ready. I want
groups of no less than ten Nesral. And at no time
and under no circumstance should any stray out of
sight from the group. Is that understood?”
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Nesral stared silently at me, but in the gloom
and fog it was impossible to interpret his look. He
nodded curtly again and left, barking out orders
before he was out of sight. Eidolon gave me a
queer look, but brooked no argument as he steered
the ship toward the far landing as instructed.
Sailors were hollering ashore now, and the
answering silence was ominous. The miners—not a
group normally given to fits of nerves—fidgeted
uneasily. I doubted they would cause trouble being
asked to remain on deck.
The moment the ship was secured and the
gang plank placed I led Captain Nesral and his men
down the pier on foot, toward the village, an
indistinct huddle of darkened buildings on a rise just
in sight of the river. There were three other vessels
tied to the dock, a low draft river trader, a small,
sad-looking rowboat strewn with nets, and another
huge flat barge for hauling marble. I ordered Nesral
to send a group of ten to investigate each ship and
the rest followed us.
As we left the pier the wide, well-paved
road incongruously led into what could only be
called a ramshackle village. Of course the road
would need to be solid if they were transporting
heavy loads of marble, but when juxtaposed against
the tiny hamlet it appeared to be some remnant of a
superior civilization overrun by the Baug. Four
buildings were all Baug had to offer. An inn to the
right was the largest structure. Three stories made
of wood; it sagged and bent at odd angles that
threatened collapse at any moment. To the left were
a public house by its broken out windows and wide
double doors; a smithy next door with its large,
open-air forge and those strange implements only a
blacksmith knew the use of dangling from pegs
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along the ceiling; and what must be a healer’s hut,
the front of which was hung with dozens of potted
plants in various stages of growth and flower. Not a
light was lit, not a sound carried, not a thing stirred
but the swirling fog. The silence thundered through
the night.
I ordered Nesral to search the inn and sent a
group of ten each to the smithy and public house
while I led ten more into the healer’s. The rest were
instructed to wait in the center of the street.
Torches were lit and in the wavering light I took my
anonymous ten and marched confidently toward the
house. Made only of thatch woven around stripped
branches, and, adorned with its many plants it
seemed to grow and bloom from the earth. Its door
ajar, I pulled it open and thrust a torch in before me.
An indistinct yet undeniably strong odor greeted my
nostrils. The many herbs grown and distilled
created a pungent mélange that assaulted the nose.
A single room sparsely furnished with a long table
cluttered with jars and clay pots and two rickety
looking chairs flickered back at me. A wall lined
with shelves similarly cluttered and boasting a few
worn books danced in the torchlight. A pallet with
a musty looking mattress lay in the shadows of the
opposite corner. A lone blanket lay rumpled at one
end, tossed aside by its user upon waking for the
last time. A small fire pit in the center held only
cold ash, no smoke rose through the hole left in the
roof.
I ducked back out, shaking my head to the
unspoken question from the eyes of the men with
me. No healer. No one at all. I led them back to
the men waiting in the road and was quickly joined
by the group sent to the smithy. It also was empty.
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“Abandoned, sir,” said the soldier in a
subdued voice. “The forge fire was banked as if for
the night, though I suspect it was banked yesterday
or perhaps the day before. It is almost burned out.”
The soldiers milled restlessly about. The
foggy night and deserted village instilled a vague
fear in everyone, making you want to hush and
murmur, and huddle together. Able bodied and
capable they might be in a fight, but something
about this empty village on the east edge of
nowhere appeared to rattle them. And though they
hid it well behind stern faces and tough postures,
their wary eyes betrayed their fear. The tavern
group arrived next and with the same report, empty
yet with recent signs of habitation. Finally Nesral
and his men returned from the inn.
“Empty Sir Varek,” he reported, but left a
noticeable pause that said there was more. Much
more. He absently scratched his temple with one
hand and fingered his pommel with the other.
Unsure of himself he finally said, “I think they left
in a hurry sir. Least-ways I think they did. Not a
soul in there, but the funny thing is, is food is still in
the kitchen. Not just in the pantry mind, but bread
in the oven, a couple of hens spitted over a fire,
soup in a kettle, all burnt up now and the fires gone
out. In the rooms, some were obviously empty, but
others still had traveler’s packs in them. You know
how it is. You get somewhere halfway to where
you are going and stop for the night. You pull out a
change of clothes, maybe some small items, a comb
for your hair or a needle and thread to stitch a worn
patch of cloak. That is what we found. Half
‘unpacked’ not half ‘packed’.
You see the
difference?”
I did. “I want everyone back to the—,”
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A muffled crash resounding from the inn
interrupted me. Everyone turned to the noise;
Nesral himself wore a perplexed expression.
“There was no one,” he whispered.
“Well it was not no one that made that
noise,” I replied. “Let’s go, I want three groups of
ten, one for each floor. I want every closet opened,
every mattress turned over, every wardrobe
searched. Something made that noise and I want to
find out who or what it was. And remember, no
separating.”
Nesral managed to look chagrined, but
quickly composed himself, and thirty soldiers plus
Nesral and I cautiously entered the inn. Nesral took
twenty and climbed the stairs while I took my ten
and began the search of the first floor. I started in
the common room and worked back into the
kitchens and pantries. The men were anxious, the
silence broken only by their heavy breathing and the
thud of footsteps from the floors above. Coming
back through the kitchens I noticed a small door
ajar, partially obscured by some shelves. I crept
over and listened, but no sound or light came
through the slight crack. I opened the door quietly,
revealing a small dark office. A desk littered with
ledgers sat against the wall. A chair pushed in
neatly to its front was all that was there.
I stared for a while, curious. I was missing
something, I knew. Then it hit me. Something was
missing. No strong box. With a torch I examined
the back wall and found what I was looking for, a
small knothole in the lower right corner. I quietly
stuck a finger in, felt a small metal pin and tugged
gently with a finger. The snick of a latch broke the
heavy silence and a narrow door swung inward a
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few inches, cleverly hidden to look like a normal
wall.
I stepped forward, torch held in front,
through the door into a small room, a closet really.
There on the floor stood a strong box, wood with
iron strapping and a stout lock fastened to the latch.
A large earthen jug lay shattered on the floor, its
contents now a puddle of water seeping through the
floor boards. Squatting behind the box and among
the shattered remains of his water supply, cowering
in the bright torchlight was a young boy, perhaps
twelve years old.
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Chapter Four
The boy squinted at me through the smoky
light, trying to determine if I was a threat. His
despondent gaze tore my heart in pieces. “Where’s
papa?” he asked, and I was instantly transported to
my own childhood, and my own brother, cowering
in a corner asking a similar question, “Where’s
mama?”
I was thirteen at the time, and the war with
Roigan was still fresh. My mother was sick. At the
time, I thought she would get well. Since, I realized
it was the magic that caused it. We lived in South
Bay Town, in the shadow of the Citadel, and
Roigan and his Druid Lords were storming the
wizard’s fortress. South Bay Town was in ruins,
mother buried in the rubble only yards away while
my brother Tarek, only nine, sobbed into my chest
while we hid. I whispered over and over, “Mama’s
not here Tarek, but I am. It is going to be all right.”
Mama’s last words were to run and hide. Run and
hide until we were safe. We had not made it past
the neighbor’s house, Mr. Little’s, before the
explosion threw us into an alley across the street.
Our house was a smoldering pile of rubble, Mama
somewhere inside.
We ran, that day and the next, and for days
on end after that. We ran from one place to another,
tired, scared and hungry. Two boys, lost and
orphaned, but poor Tarek did not understand, could
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not understand. But I did and so we ran. We ran
until one day the war caught up to us again, in a
small village in the shadow of the Reaches. It was
there and then I stopped running. It was there I was
left alone. Tarek was murdered, another casualty in
the savage attacks by Roigan’s rapidly growing
army of renegades. I could not protect him. I know
now there was nothing I could have done to prevent
it. Sooner or later, the war affected us all. At the
time however, I was crushed, overwhelmed with
guilt, with anger, with righteous hate for Roigan and
everything he represented.
It was there and then I was saved. Saved
from my anger, my hate, and my guilt. Saved by a
wizard named Hanvil who passing through that
village found me crying over the dead body of my
brother and with barely the will or strength to go on.
It was then my life changed, though I did not take
the vows of a Defender for several years, I vowed
then to stop running and start fighting. Hanvil gave
me that. Not just the opportunity to fight, but also
the will.
“Where’s papa?” asked the frightened boy
again, snapping me out of my doleful reverie.
“I do not know son,” I said in the most
soothing tone I could conjure. I failed miserably
because the boy began to cry, loud wracking sobs
that tore from his chest and ripped my own open
besides. I could not lie to him. His papa was likely
gone forever. I could not give him false hope, but
maybe I could give him what Hanvil gave me, an
opportunity. Not today of course, or even in the
next several years, but someday. Someday in the
future he would have his chance. If I could bring
him out of this evil, he would have his chance.
“What is your name son?” I asked.
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“Slarech,” he said between sobs.
“Come on Slarech, come with me,” I said
and extended him a hand. He looked up through
tears and into my eyes and his sobbing slowly
ebbed. With a final snuffle he reached out and
placed his tiny hand in mine and I pulled him gently
from the room. “It is going to be all right Slarech, I
promise.” I promised him all the way out into the
street and back to the ship and finally into a bunk in
Eidolon’s quarters where a half a glass of brandy
mixed with milk soon had the poor boy asleep.
When I came on deck I knew immediately
something was wrong. Captain Nesral was waiting
for me, face flashing in confounded paroxysm. He
hesitated for the briefest of moments before
launching into the details.
“Three of my men are missing. While we
went into the inn the second time and found the
boy, they were among the men left out front.
Someone thought they heard a sound coming from
behind the inn and the sergeant in charge told off
three men to investigate. They never returned.”
Nesral’s voice bit off each word in barely
controlled fury. That, at least, was good. There
was no use lecturing him, and no use trying to
discipline his men, he surely would have done so
already. But it was difficult to keep the tone of
rebuke from my next question.
“I hope your men realize now the
importance of remaining in large groups?”
Even though the rebuke was slight Nesral’s
anger flared. “I assure you Varek they understand
they should remain together, but I am equally sure
they have no idea why. Quite frankly, neither do I.
What exactly happened to my men?”
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I shrugged my shoulders. “I cannot be
certain. More than likely they wandered off. Or
perhaps were lured. Where, I have no idea. Why, I
am not certain yet, but if we remain they will not be
the only ones.” I turned to go but Nesral grabbed
my arm and jerked me around. Or tried to,
succeeding only in halting my progress and then
only because I chose to let him. I turned an icy
stare from his hand on my arm to his face. To his
credit he met me glare for glare, though he let my
arm go.
“My men do not just wander off,” he
sputtered. “They were waylaid. Ambushed by
something or someone out there in the Baug, and I
think you know who or what and I want to know,”
he demanded. The men on deck edged away from
us, averting their gazes and doing their’ very best to
find something else to interest themselves.
“I do not think you are ready for that just yet
Nesral,” I said quietly. “Just what do you think you
would do if you knew what happened to them?”
“I would go after them, save them or avenge
them if necessary, but I would not abandon them!”
he shouted.
“Who said abandon?” I asked remaining
calm.
That curbed his tirade. Somewhat. “What
then do you have planned?” he asked as he visibly
mastered his emotions.
“We are going into the Crags Nesral, but it
will not be a search party so do not get your hopes
up.” He started to protest but I forestalled him
saying, “If we find them we will help them, if we
can, but we have to get to the mining camp Tedder
as planned. I suspect I know what I will find, but I
will not be sure until I see for myself.”
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“When do we leave?” he asked in barely
restrained fury.
“In the morning. In the meantime, I want
everyone confined to the ship. No one leaves for
any reason, is that clear?”
Nesral nodded brusquely and stomped away.
I could only sigh. I sympathized with him, but I
would not endanger another life unnecessarily. In
the morning I would explain further, what I could,
but for now I wanted to think.
I spent a sleepless night laid out on deck
next to Volare. At first light, the fog still wrapped
the ship in its gray shroud. The miners were antsy,
the rumblings of going home or ashore beginning
with the dawn of a new day. Sunlight has that
wonderful effect, able to brighten fears and raise the
gloom from the horrors lurking in the shadows of
the night.
I had come to a decision and summoned
Nesral. When he arrived, he looked as though he
had not slept either.
“You wear the Mother’s Shield,” I said, and
watched his response.
Guardedly, he reached for the pendant,
rubbing it between his thumb and forefinger, almost
a caress. “My father gave me this,” he said quietly,
his eyes drifting off with the memory for a moment.
When he came back he asked distrustfully, “Why?”
“How far will your faith carry you Nesral?”
Without hesitation he replied, “Enough to
climb the highest mountain, swim the widest sea, or
cross the hottest desert if need be.”
“Good. You’ll need it.” He gave me a
quizzical look. “How many of your men wear the
shield?” I asked.
“Nearly all,” he answered, still wary.
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“And how many wear it with the faith you
have?”
He pondered this, chewing his upper lip in
thought. Finally he said, “Not as many as I would
like, but not so few. Maybe twenty.”
“Are you certain?” I asked leaning forward.
“Well enough,” he replied defensively, but
there was a hint of doubt.
“Oh well. I suppose it cannot be helped.
Gather those twenty and get them ready to ride in an
hour. The rest remain here until we return.”
“What about the rest?” he asked, his
distrustful tone surging.
“They are remaining here on the ship, is that
clear?”
“I do not understand,” he said flummoxed.
“Why leave eighty good men when we do not know
who or what we might be dealing with out there?”
“To have eighty good men when we return,
that is why. Now do as I say and get the men ready.
Unless you’ve changed your mind about coming?”
Nesral’s anger was heating again, but he
kept it to a slow boil as he nodded and left.
In an hour we rode our horses off the ship,
through the deserted town of Baug and northeast
along the wide, well paved road. The nearest
quarry, Camp Tedder, was half a day’s ride and if
the weather held we would make good time. In the
first five minutes however Nesral rode up beside
me.
“Why are we leaving most of the men
behind?” he asked doggedly.
“Because they would be in danger.”
“Then aren’t we in danger?”
“Not the same kind.”
“I do not understand?” asked Nesral.
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“I will not explain until I understand a little
more myself.”
We rode in silence for most of the morning,
Nesral occasionally asking me to explain and me
refusing. Long before we reached the camp
understanding became a little clearer for everyone.
As we rounded a blind bend, the smell made my
nose twitch and I strung my bow and knocked an
arrow. The men pulled up short.
Nesral muttered in disbelief, “What in the
name of the Mother?”
Another soldier, Levral, shouted, “Mandil, is
that you? Thank the Mother you are alive!” and
heeled his horse forward gleefully. I’ve seen it
happen before; the mind tells the eyes to see what it
wants to see, not necessarily what is actually before
you. It was this way for Levral, obviously a former
friend of Mandil.
“Stop!” I commanded, but Levral paid me
no attention. Several of the men also rode forward
a few paces, but stopped to grace me with blank
stares, confused by my command. “Stay back,” I
ordered, remaining where I was, about twenty paces
from Mandil. I had the arrow knocked, but decided
it might be for the best if I let this play out without
interfering. Levral had nearly reached the stooped
form of his comrade when he pulled up sharply.
“Mandil, by the Mother! What are you
doing?” he exclaimed in disgust.
Mandil, stooping over something lying in
the road, paused and looked up at Levral and then
the rest of us. I could see the feral look in his eyes.
If that were all it would be enough for me to know
he was lost. But that was not nearly all. Beneath
him stretched a prone body, a soldier of Minao by
the red and yellow he wore, but too bloodied at this
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distance to discern his identity. Blood smeared
Mandil’s face and hands. Beneath the gore his face
was changed. No longer human, his skin seemed
leathery and taut, his eyes sunken in and his nose
broader and flatter than anything belonging to a
man. It would look more appropriate on a wild
boar. His lips curled back in a rictus of a snarl to
reveal severely yellowed and elongated teeth—
fangs really, gore dripping from his chin. His
sword remained sheathed at his side, and based on
the evidence before me I could see the assault was
carried out by hand. And teeth I suppose. Levral
now realized the same.
“Stop it Mandil, what have you done?” he
cried, but what was once Mandil ignored his plea.
Instead, he leapt at Levral with a growling snort and
snatching Levral’s leg, viciously sank his teeth in.
Levral screamed, part pain, but mostly in surprise
before his war-trained instincts took over. He spun
his horse, knocking Mandil clear and drew his
sword. Before he could level his blade and shout a
warning for Mandil to cease, the crazed thing leapt
again. He brought his sword around, a defensive
strike meant to blunt the fury of his attacker and not
kill him. It knocked him in the head, but only
stalled him for a moment. Again he lunged. This
time he reeled from a slash across his forearm, but
pressed again immediately. Again he was rebuffed
with a slashing cut, and again dashed in seeking a
purchase on Levral with hands and teeth. With a
cry Levral ended it; just as suddenly as it had
started, it was over. In the silence that followed, the
only sound was the heavy breathing of Levral, who
could only shake his head as he watched the blood
drain from what was once his friend. The rest of the
men stared in silent disbelief.
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I heeled Volare to his side and gently turned
him back to the group. He was muttering, “I did
not, I do not understand,” over and over. I
motioned for Nesral to handle the bodies while
Levral and I dismounted and found a nearby log to
sit down on.
“Its over Levral, there was nothing else you
could do,” I said in an effort to console him. There
are no words to say to a man who just killed a man
he knew and cared for, so I contented myself with
bandaging his leg.
“It was Garlen,” reported Nesral, “the other
body. It was Garlen, the second of the three to go
missing.” He cast a wary gaze through the trees. In
this hilly terrain, the third soldier, Pattan, could be
anywhere, and though Nesral did not say it, he
surely thought he was nearby. I certainly thought so
too, though I said nothing.
“Bury the bodies Nesral, they deserve that
much,” I said with sympathy.
“Why did you ask for men with faith?”
Nesral asked again, this time with a hint of
understanding.
“Is it not obvious?”
“No, it is not,” he replied tersely. “Nothing
is obvious to me except your strange orders and
behavior. It flies in the face of all I would
recommend or do. And now this,” he said with a
bewildered gesture toward the two fallen soldiers.
“What happened to Mandil?”
“What do you know about Vorgs?”
The question startled him.
When he
recovered himself he said derisively, “Old wives
tales, legends out of stories meant to scare little
kids. Nothing more.”
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“Are they?” I replied with a glance toward
the bodies. The question hung between us. It was
meant to be a door for him to walk through, a door
to understanding, a door to acceptance. Instead he
saw a wall, one he could not scale; one he could not
break through.
“That doesn’t explain anything,” he snorted.
“Not one thing.”
“It explains everything. Almost.”
“Almost?” he asked curiously.
“Almost. It explains how the soldiers and
miners and villagers are disappearing, and why it is
important to remain in large groups, not go off in
twos and threes. It just doesn’t explain why. Why
out here, in the middle of nowhere, is this evil
returning? And why now?”
“I do not understand,” he said despondently
and quite out of character.
He was earnestly searching for the door, for
understanding. “What do you know about the
Desert Stone?” I asked.
He turned and spat on the ground before
replying, “It was the evil amulet of the renegade
wizard Roigan.”
“Is. Is the evil amulet of Roigan,” I
corrected. “While Roigan has been banished in a
manner of speaking, the evil he unleashed lives on
through the Desert Stone and those who know its
secrets. He discovered a power so terrible, so evil it
nearly tore the fabric of humanity. When that
power was turned on people, they succumbed, quite
easily in many cases, to its influence. That is how
the Vorgs were created. Or more precisely, that is
who the Vorgs are, or were—people. People like
you and me. People who would normally do the
right thing, when brought under the Desert Stone’s
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influence were...worn away so to speak. Their
resolve, their ability to determine right from wrong,
their desire for peace and harmony were all stripped
away.
They were literally transformed, first
mentally, and then to everyone’s horror physically
as well. Turned from what they were into what they
would be if they had no goodness, no conscience,
no love, no laudable attributes whatsoever—no
soul. People were turned into the basest of beings,
turned into animals really, or something very much
the same. Or very much worse, for they retained
the capacity to hate.”
I could see my words beginning to take
hold, understanding beginning to come, and pressed
on.
“There were theories, ages ago when the
Vorgs first appeared. Many people thought the
magic turned a person into their kindred animal
spirit. That is almost what the word means, animal
spirit, although literally it means half-spirit or halfchanged. It is an old Lithuan word. If you were a
weasel of a man, you would literally turn into a
weasel Vorg, like a cross between a man and a
weasel. But that theory is wrong. It really is not
that complicated. Very simply, it strips away the
soul, this evil magic, to leave only the shell of a
being. What people do not understand is that there
is a Vorg inside us all. Only our conscience keeps
us morally healthy. Only our faith keeps the evil
away. Only our soul keeps us human, keeps the
Vorg at bay. Without the soul we are all animals.”
After a long period of silence Nesral said,
“So what you are saying is that the people that have
disappeared, even my three soldiers last night, are
or were Vorgs? Without souls? Turned into
something not human? I thought the Desert Stone
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was destroyed, Roigan banished? The war has been
over for ages. How can this be happening?”
“Yes and no and no and yes.
The
transformation is different with everyone, some it
takes a short period of time, maybe as little as a few
hours. Others will take months. The time is also
dependant upon the proximity and strength of the
spell. The only certainty is that if you are
susceptible to being turned, you will be turned. If
not, you will not. It is a question of faith. As for
the war being over, certainly it is, but the Druid
Lords and other renegades have not been utterly
destroyed. Many fled and hid and cause trouble in
their own way. Though I thought the power, the
knowledge used then was lost.” I let out a long
slow sigh at the thought.
“That is my life, the life of a Defender,
finding those who would make trouble, would do
evil, and destroy them. That is why I was brought
to Riverside and now here.”
We sat in silence, Nesral and I, while the
soldiers took turns digging in the rocky ground. In
an hour the dead were buried. As we prepared to
ride Nesral approached me.
By his contrite
expression I knew he had bad news to tell.
“I am afraid I may have made an error in
judgment,” he began dry washing his hands.
“How so?” I asked, withholding my own
judgment until I heard his news.
“I, well, before we left, I, I told the men
remaining at the ship to go out while we were gone
in groups of two and search as much of the
countryside as they could in half a day.”
That was bad. “That was beyond an error in
judgment,” I said.
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Before I could say more he blurted, “Before
you get angry, understand I am a soldier of Minao
and following orders and the chain of command are
both paramount to me.”
“Then why did you ignore my orders, ignore
your chain of command?” I reprimanded.
“I did not,” he said, a defiant tone welling
up. “I was acting under orders from the Riverside
Council. I was instructed to search the Crags
around Baug if you failed to order one. I was told
to cover as much ground in as little time as possible,
hence splitting the men up in pairs.”
This completely caught me by surprise. I
imagine my expression was one of utter
astonishment, as Nesral’s looked smugly satisfied.
“Who gave you the order?” I asked,
“Specifically, who?”
“The council,” he replied simply.
“I do not mean under whose authority
Nesral. I mean who specifically spoke the words.
Tell me who and exactly what was said. This is
important.”
My sudden intensity confused him for a
moment. Finally he said, “Councilman Herrinn
gave the order to Sergeant Doeful who walked
across the room and gave the order to me.”
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Chapter Five
Now I knew. I knew who was orchestrating
events in Baug. Like so many puzzles, once the key
was revealed they made perfect sense. I still needed
to stop Lord Herrinn, and stop whatever spell he
cast that was poisoning this land and turning the
people into Vorgs. That key would be hidden
somewhere in Tedder if my guess was right. If
Herrinn was behind this, he certainly wanted me out
of the way. The easiest way for that to happen
would be to send me into the heart of his Vorgs.
Fortunately, there were limits to the magic
he was using. Whatever spell he cast would be tied
to an object. That object normally would have to be
nearby to have any effect. What was troubling is
that the spell was affecting multiple locations. So
either there was multiple spells or it was one
powerful spell. Either way that meant Herrinn was
either at least a Master or more likely a Grand
Master wizard. And either way this would be a
dangerous game. Without him present to command
his Vorgs they would act as they have been, lurking
in the dark and shadow, acting without purpose
other than survival. Survival, but with a hatred of
all things living.
“I need an army,” I bemoaned to myself.
“This may have gone too far for me alone.”
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“What do you mean?” questioned Nesral,
his curiosity aroused by my sudden dispirited
demeanor.
“Nothing. It is just that there must be close
to a thousand Vorgs roaming these hills and without
an army it is going to be extremely difficult to free
the Crags from this evil. It doesn’t matter I
suppose. I will have to find some other way.”
“I have another nine hundred soldiers
waiting in Riverside,” stated Nesral in a voice that
said he was ready to help.
I was stunned for only a moment. The
Mother provides. “They report to you?”
“Yes. I am Tainer Nesral, Field Captain in
command of the 11th Legion, King’s Horse. We
were called to Riverside to support the mining
operations.”
“More than likely you were called to be
turned into Vorgs. And a formidable army you
would have made had Lord Herrinn had his way.”
“Lord Herrinn?” a shocked Nesral replied.
“I am afraid so Nesral. It can only be him,
do you not see. He has downplayed the significance
of the situation to his superiors and continues to
send personnel into the Crags in small numbers, the
better to turn them to his will.”
“If that is the case, what can we do?”
“We must get your 11th Legion up here as
quickly as possible, but without Herrinn learning of
it. Can you do that?”
Nesral contemplated the task. “I think so.
But what then?”
“I have a plan. I need you to return to
Riverside.”
“But—” he began before I interjected.

The Last Defender

49

“I need those soldiers, but perhaps more
than that I need you to report to Herrinn. I must
lure him here where I can get at him without the
whole of Riverside rising up against me for killing
their council leader, however much he may be
feared or disliked.”
“You picked up on that?” he asked in an
appraising tone.
“Of course. I need you to tell him that I will
head to Tedder to destroy the spell key.”
“Spell key?” he asked, clearly not following
me.
“Yes. In order to turn people to Vorgs there
must be a spell. That spell must be tied to a
talisman, tethered so to speak, in order to work
without the wizard here.”
“What if there is a wizard here?” he asked
with a hint of fear.
“I am guessing of course, but I am almost
certain there is not.”
“How can you be certain?”
“I just said I was not. But based on the
behavior of Mandil, there cannot be one within a
hundred miles else Mandil would have been
brought to heel.” Nesral’s perplexed expression
was exasperating. “Mandil would not have been
wandering by himself if a proper wizard were
nearby to command him. He and Garlen would
have been linked up with other Vorgs, to form an
army of evil, not wandering about attacking each
other as they surely did. Therefore, the wizard is
content to amass his army before coming into the
Crags to control them. Where better to hide an
army of evil than a remote mountainous area with
difficult access?”
Nesral nodded in agreement.
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“That is also why I need an army. Your
army. Once Herrinn learns I have found the source
of his spell and am set to destroy it, he has no
choice but to come and defend it. Once here, these
Vorgs who heretofore have been wandering
aimlessly and killing sparingly will be pulled
together and directed with a purpose. An evil
purpose bent on destruction. Mine to begin, and
then eventually Riverside and beyond.”
“Ah, I think I understand. I will leave at
once. What will you do while I am gone?”
“I have to get to Tedder and see if I can
locate the spell key and destroy it before Herrinn
arrives. It will not save those already turned,” I said
in answer to Nesral’s brief flash of hope, “but it will
prevent the rest of your men from turning. It should
even our odds a bit too.”
“Then I shall bring my men to Tedder?”
“Yes, but I want you to watch Herrinn after
you report to him. I need to know what he plans to
do. I expect he will make some excuse, removing
himself from the public eye for a time, to travel into
the Crags and deal with me. Watch him. And after
he leaves follow him if you can, but do not let him
know your plans. And do not wait too long Nesral.
I do not like my odds to begin. With him here
commanding his Vorgs I will not stand a chance
alone. Have Captain Eidolon take you downriver
by night. He will not like it, but I am certain he
knows the river well enough. Have him enlist as
many boats as necessary to get your men back and
have them stand by while you report to Herrinn.
You should be reporting to Herrinn by dawn
tomorrow and with luck be back here by nightfall
two days from now.”

The Last Defender

51

He nodded. “I will leave you with my
twenty Sir Varek.”
“I cannot ask them to stay knowing the
circumstances.”
“You asked for men of faith Varek,” he said
firmly. “These men will serve you well.”
I was in no position to turn away good men.
I accepted with a nod and waited while he gave his
men his orders and departed swiftly for Baug. We
mounted up and headed for Tedder. Sergeant
Camril was left in charge and rode next to me. He
was a tall man with a dour expression, black hair
and eyes and a cleft chin that would have drove the
women mad if the man ever managed to smile. He
was capable though, as were all of them. He had
his men on high alert. They had crossbows, small
wicked looking machines that were far better in
close quarters, all loaded and resting on legs and
shoulders, ready to aim and fire at a moments
notice.
My goal was, as I said, to get to Tedder, find
the spell key, and destroy it. It would not be so
simple though. I had no idea if I could find it. I
could only pray that I would. And after finding it, I
had no idea how to destroy it. I did not know if I
could destroy it. Another prayer. It was sunset
when we arrived at Tedder and after seeing the
camp I prayed I could stay alive long enough to find
the spell key.
The place was crawling with Vorgs, literally
hundreds.
Tedder was nestled beneath the rim of a
deep gorge, carved deeper through years of delving
for the prized red stone. The road in came around
the side of a mountain above before winding down,
giving us a birds’ eye view of the area. From this

The Last Defender

52

distance we could see the Vorgs like mice in a maze
of trees and huts and stone, milling about. While
some fought here and there, it was obvious that for
the most part they were coexisting without too
much bloodshed. That was bad.
“What should we do?” asked Camril in his
somber baritone.
“I need to get in and find the spell key,
destroy it, and get out again, preferably whole.”
“We can create a distraction, see if we can
lure them out?”
“Good idea,” I said scrutinizing the terrain
for the best approach. Tedder’s gorge was delved
between two peaks that came together in a v-shape
at the bottom of the vale. From where we sat we
could see the black openings of several mine shafts
boring into the base of the mountains. The road ran
switching back and forth down the steep canyon and
into Tedder, only one way in, one way out. The
surrounding slopes were steep and covered with
stunted fir trees and scrub oak and rocky
outcroppings. Plenty of cover. Easy enough to get
down unseen.
I had seen enough. “We will do this at
dawn. For now, let’s find a place to camp where we
will not be seen.” We spent a mostly sleepless
night in a thick stand of fir trees a few hundred
paces off and about half a league up the road from
Tedder. We set a watch, but most everyone tossed
and turned. With the enemy so close and so
unpredictable, every snap, rustle and snick of the
forest had the men jumping. The normal night
sounds morphed into visions of Vorgs stalking,
unnerving Camril and his men. I knew the Vorgs
would approach like a herd of spooked cattle
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crashing through the undergrowth, and told them so,
but that did little to ease their fears.
My plan was to sneak into the camp and I
could not do that on horseback so I left Volare in
the stand of firs and rode behind Camril. I took
with me my long bow and quiver though, and of
course my sword and knives are always with me. A
few hours before dawn we made our way back,
arriving to a graying sky. Within the vale all was
bathed in darkness. As the black tide of shadows
slowly receded the Vorgs below scrambled about
like crabs deserted and exposed by the retreating sea
of dark. I began to layout my plan.
“See that rocky ridge beneath the road
below? Just after the last switchback in the road?”
Camril nodded. “I am going to work my way down
to there. When I do, I want you to ride down, just
like you would if you did not know the place was
full of Vorgs. Once they see you I am sure they
will attack. It will not be like a normal battle
Camril. Vorgs are not like any foe you have faced
before. They will be uncoordinated and sloppy, but
do not let that mislead you into thinking them easy
prey. They will be fierce and will have a singleminded purpose, to destroy. They will not break
and run, but will cast themselves on the tips of your
lances in their blind frenzy. And it will be a blind
frenzy so be prepared and do as I say. Launch a
volley down the hill, two if you have time but do
not press. Turn and run, but at each switchback hit
them with another volley. They do not have horses
so they will not be fast up the hill, you should have
plenty of time at each turn to fire, just do not hit
me.”
“What about when they do reach the top?”
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“Keep running, but do not engage. Turn and
fire when you can, when the terrain favors you, but
always stay just beyond their reach. They should
keep following you. Keep them running as long as
you can. I will meet you back in the stand of firs,
by nightfall at the latest. With the Mother’s grace I
can find the spell key, destroy it, and be out in
minutes.”
“What if you do not return by then?” he
asked, though the real question of what if I never
return was reflected by the uncertainty in his eyes.
“Pray. Pray and return to Baug and wait for
Nesral. If I fail you will need a wizard to find the
spell key and destroy it. That is the only way.”
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Chapter Six
I left Camril and his men fidgeting on their
horses, fighting the anticipation of battle. I crept
forward, down through the scrub and rock, careful
not to arouse attention from below. Within minutes
I arrived at the rock-strewn ledge and settled into a
crevice concealed by brush from above and the side,
yet it provided a clear, if narrow view of the terrain
below. It was, however, only a few feet from the
path and if one of the Vorgs happened to look into
this shadowy cleft I would be spotted with no way
to escape. My hope was the rough terrain would
force the Vorgs to go around me and with their
attention focused on Camril they should pass me by
without incident. I heard Camril begin his descent.
It was in the Mother’s hands now.
In less than a minute the fighting had begun.
Camril and his men made the turn in front of me
when they launched their first volley. After a
second volley they turned and galloped up the path.
Unfortunately, the Vorgs were quicker than
anticipated. As predicted, they rushed wildly up the
slope, but where they could they clambered over the
rough terrain in a straight line rather than sticking to
the winding path. I squeezed myself as far back in
the crevice as I could and silently bemoaned the
slow crank of cross bows. Camril would not get as
many clear shots at them as I had hoped. From my
vantage point I heard their’ hate filled screams and
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the wailing of the dying as volleys of arrows found
their mark. They pushed on though, hundreds
driven up the hill by the lust for blood. They
reached the ridge where I lay concealed and veered
left of me up the path.
When the tide passed by and the din began
to fade I crept out. Looking up the hill I saw the
stragglers cresting the ridge into the woods. Below
me the village was quiet and still in the brightening
dawn. I knocked an arrow and crouching low ran
forward along the path. I spied two Vorgs belatedly
exiting a tent, their confusion at coming forth to an
emptied camp apparent in their swiveling freakish
stares. Squatting next to a boulder I aimed, drew,
and let fly in one smooth, easy motion. The first
went down, pierced through the chest. Even as its
companion stared in apoplexy I drew and fired, the
second falling on the first. The way was clear.
I crept to the very edge of the camp, a
confusing labyrinth of tents and thatch huts, all in
disarray, sullied by the foul Vorgs. Tatters of tents
and thatch lay tossed about as well as the contents;
food lay rotting amid excrement. The bodies of
several Vorgs torn apart, perhaps for food or maybe
the sheer thrill, lay in undignified death. The flies
feasted. My stomach churned from the malignant
odor. Another Vorg came loping out of one of the
caves twenty paces to my right and went down, my
arrow piercing its left eye. Close now I could
discern its distorted facial structure, stretched
unnaturally into what vaguely resembled the muzzle
of a wolf, or perhaps a dog. Its elongated teeth
bloodied from its unholy adventures gaped and
screamed before setting in a rictus of death.
I cast about warily, sure this last wail would
bring others, but none appeared. The sun had not
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yet made its way above the hills, and the light of
day had not grown so much as to be able to see
within the huts and tents. I dared not run through
these narrow avenues without knowing my
destination. I concentrated, focused on my ring,
opened myself and felt the power fill me. Felt is an
accurate term yet at the same time oh so inadequate.
If one could feel how another thing feels it might
resemble what I felt. While I have worn the ring
many countless years its power has never failed to
awe me. There are few words to describe the
sensation. Like swimming in a clear, cool lake on a
hot summer day. So completely submersed, every
nerve ending, every inch of skin, the tips of hair on
my head, all of me completely, touched—no,
caressed—by the cool hand of water, but this was
no water. This water, this magic, was alive. This
magic was the air around me, the mountain breeze
carried to me with its story, the scents of daisies and
deer, and swift rivers and sentinel oaks and stands
of pine, the flocks of birds, all passed, all caressed
by this very breeze. Dizzied and drunk by its
intensity I swayed as the torrent of sensations filled
me. While it only took several beats of the heart, it
felt like hours, several euphoric hours, but I finally
mastered myself. That is to say I was able to feel
these sensations—intoxicating! —and still be able
to think and act to my surroundings.
I could feel everything, the ground beneath
me—a gopher settling in to sleep, the worms
wriggling, a fox feasting in its den; the air above
me—a hawk taking wing nearby, the breeze itself
laughing as it dashed through the forest among the
leaves; the forest! Oh the forest! Each tree
murmured its contentment as they roused from the
slumber of the night with a gentle tremble of
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delight, stretching leaves skyward to bask in the
dawn of a new day. The magic was everything, yet
I had to concentrate lest I become lost in it, another
tree, a human sentinel oak to stand watch while the
world passed by.
Questing through those exhilarating
sensations, those idyllic feelings, I searched for the
discordant. It did not take long; the Vorgs nearby
struck such cacophony in stark contrast to the
natural beauty of the world. I continued seining
feelings and sensations, searching for something
similar to those Vorgs yet different, smaller, yet
somehow much larger, more powerful. Sifting
through the wide range of life I found a disturbing
dissonance nearby. It had to be the spell key. It
pulsed, and while it was not overwhelming, its
influence was projected like a beacon on a
mountaintop, for miles upon miles. Formidable.
I pinpointed its location and rushed forward,
into the camp, looping my longbow over my
shoulder and drawing my sword. My ring led me to
the center of the camp to a large elm with its limbs
spread wide offering shelter from the sun. Ten
paces away I could see the Mother’s Shield, the
pentagon, nailed to its trunk. Made of steel, it was
hung improperly, with a point aimed at the earth.
The proper alignment would aim skyward. The
power emanating from it was so intense it was a
wonder it did not blow me backward by the sheer
force of it. Still, it kept me at bay. I stepped closer,
slowly, as if walking through water that flowed
against me. The evil enveloped me, washed over
me, scouring at me like I was a rock in a sandstorm
of hate. The ring flared, not visibly, but with a
power I could sense, and carved a swath through the
evil before me. Still it took several long moments
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to move those few paces. What power this wizard
must have? I had never before encountered such
strong magic, good or evil. Finally, I stood before
it. I could sense the malevolence directed at me and
silently thanked the Mother for her grace and
protection. Straining against the evil influence I
raised my sword gripped with both hands, slowly,
ever so slowly, and asking the Mother for strength I
closed my eyes and let the blow fall with all of my
might.
I felt my blade bite with a clang and when I
opened my eyes to my horror the shield was still
there, unscathed. Again I aimed a blow with all my
strength and again the spell key remained
unharmed. I began to rain down blow after blow,
like a smith at his forge I hammered and steel rang,
yet the shield held. Despair began to leach into my
heart. What evil was this? What was I to do? I
tired quickly from the effort and stopped to rest
when I felt them returning, the Vorgs. Too soon.
Much too soon. Camril had failed or was dead. I
would be next. They were coming down the hill
even now, hundreds. A swarm of inhuman, evil
death swept into the camp. They would be here in
seconds and I had not destroyed the spell key. The
only way out was through them. I was trapped.
With nowhere else to hide, I abandoned the spell
key and darted into one of the mineshafts on the far
side, at the base of the two hills, and into the
darkness. I had failed.
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Chapter Seven
In the total darkness I was beset by despair.
How could I have failed? I have been through
countless struggles, overcome renegade wizards,
dispatched demons back to Hera Hona, thwarted the
diabolical designs of the most notorious men. How
is it that now I cannot prevail? Have I finally met
my match? These questions assailed me, withering
my confidence and wasting my resolve. In the total
darkness I was reduced to a scared little boy, the
boy who could not protect his brother, the boy who
could not save his mother. In the total darkness I
was nothing. I had no power, no will, and no fight
remaining. I had failed and could not shake the
feeling that the Mother had deserted me.
Even if there were torches lying about I had
no way to spark a light. All I brought with me were
my weapons. And my ring. I thumbed the ring, felt
its cool, smooth texture. Reassuring. For hundreds
of years I have been reassured, saved even, by my
ring. That its power did not prevail here oddly did
not affect its soothing, calming effect. Instead it
provided memories, from long ago and from recent
months. Triumphs, mighty wins in the Mother’s
name, glorious victories in the darkest, most dire of
circumstances. This may be my darkest hour yet, as
I struggled not to abandon hope. I repeated the
Mother’s benisons silently, “The Mother provides;
she will deliver me, I need only have faith.”
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When I first fled into the mineshaft I paid
no attention to how far in I went. I left the light
behind; traveling farther into darkness and with
each stumbling step, despair. Now it was time to
return to the light. I crept forward quiet as a mouse
until I could see brightness ahead in a pinprick of
daylight. The shaft must have been in use for there
were rails and carts along the way, most were
empty, but the occasional full cart stood abandoned.
It was one of these that caught my eye. In this dim
light I glimpsed the faintest glimmer from the
contents mounded above the rim. Odd that dirt
should shine so, I thought. I picked up a small
chunk and felt it. Rough, but not so rough, and
light. Lighter than I would have expected. Now I
understood the carts. I put the piece in my pocket
and crept forward some more, careful not to
stumble upon any Vorgs that might have strayed in.
I came far enough where I could see Vorgs
wandering past the shaft entrance. Though none
came in there was a steady stream of them about. If
I had any chance of getting out of Tedder alive it
would be after dark. I crept back and found a side
passage that dead-ended about a hundred feet deep
and settled down to think. Of all things to happen, I
fell asleep.
I dreamt, confusing visions of friends and
family and victims long dead, all changing to Vorgs
before my stinging eyes. People I have saved
morphing into creatures of the dark came for me,
thirsty for blood, my blood. As they came I killed
them, said a prayer over their dismembered bodies,
kicked dirt over them and met the next with the tip
of my sword. Hundreds came, hundreds died,
hundreds received the last benison of the Mother
and a thin veil of dirt. The Mother’s Shield hung in
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the air all the while, spinning and stopping with
each death, spinning and stopping. With each stop I
hammered it with my sword. With each hammer
blow it tolled like a bell. After each toll another fell
to my sword. I was overcome with the compulsion
to stop the Shield from spinning. Somehow I knew
if I could just stop the spinning I could stop the
slaughter. I reached forward with both hands and
grasped the Mother’s Shield at its next stop. It spun
again, cutting my hands and continuing its
enigmatic revolution. Tightening my grip the
Shield scored my palms deep. I was fighting some
crazed blacksmith furiously cranking his sharpening
wheel and my palms bled and smoked. When the
pain became unbearable and I thought I must fail
the Shield finally went still. It pointed toward the
heavens.
I sat up in the darkness, sweating from the
mental exertion of the dream. I must have worked
my arms in my sleep for they were also leaden and
weary from physical exertion. I fingered my palms
and was relieved to find them whole and unscathed.
I rubbed my arms for several minutes trying to work
out the stiffness and then rose to creep forward once
again.
When I reached the tunnel exit night had
fallen. It was a clear night and the moon at three
quarters bathed the camp in silver glow. I watched
with increasing dread as the Vorgs marched about
purposefully, gathering arms and donning armor
heretofore cast aside and ignored. That was not a
good sign. The wizard had arrived.
I gathered my courage, for courage indeed I
would need. Unbidden, thoughts of my brother
came as he lay dying in my arms. Tears stung my
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eyes. If I were to die here this night I vowed to die
fighting. I knew what I must do.
The Vorgs were gathering toward the east
end of the camp, on the far side of the tree bearing
the spell key, below the switchback path rising out
of the vale. Between the tree and myself they were
fewer in number, stragglers that struggled against
the yoke of the wizard for no other reason than they
were worthless beings. I hunched my shoulders and
shuffled toward the tree doing my best to appear
like any other Vorg and praying the moonlight
would not betray me.
I reached the tree without incident and
fortunately there were no Vorgs gathering here. I
stepped forward, toward the Shield, and again met
that invisible wall of resistance. Slowly I managed
to inch my arms up and grasp the pentagon. It
burned like fire, searing my hands, but I held on
through the pain. The ring on my finger flared and
the pain eased enough for me to continue holding
on. Rotating my arms I slowly turned the pentagon
until its top was facing the night sky. Releasing the
steel shield I looked at my palms and relief washed
over me. I was unharmed. I drew my sword and
raised it high, no longer was I restrained by the evil
force that emanated from the spell key. I asked the
Mother for strength and with all of mine, my blow
fell. Silver arced out like some giant flint had been
struck to light the tree as kindling. I was blown
backward by a loud concussion. The pentagon fell
to the ground, shattered into three useless pieces. I
could sense only the Vorgs. The spell key was
destroyed. I sighed and sagged in relief.
My relief was short-lived. A scream cut
through the night. Not one of terror, though it
struck terror even in me, this wail was filled with all
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the anger and hate one could imagine existing in
this world. I leapt to my feet and ran for the
mineshaft. If I was to die, I would take as many
with me as possible.
Half a dozen Vorgs blocked the way. In a
violent flurry I carved a path, scattering them, but
only managing to kill one. My nose twitched with
the all too familiar pungent odor of burning sulfur
and I dove instinctively to my left through the
doorway of a hut. I rolled to my feet and slashing
through the back wall with my blade I darted out
just before the hut splintered to pieces behind me.
Ducking low I ran.
Another scream pierced the night. This one
was from the Draghan I just eluded, another demon
from Hera Hona called to hunt me. In a full sprint I
threw my sword forward, toward the mouth of the
shaft and un-slinging my bow I had knocked an
arrow by the time my blade stuck in the ground. I
slid to a halt and spun, raising my bow and searched
the night sky. Blackness deeper than a cloudy night
blotted the stars to my right, growing larger with
each beat of my racing heart. I let fly and heard the
creature scream in pain and watched the blackness
veer off. I turned and dashed the last few paces to
the shaft and kneeling by my sword began loosing
arrows at the oncoming Vorgs, for now my only
targets.
When my two-dozen arrows were spent I
cast aside my bow, pulled my sword from its
earthen scabbard and braced for the onslaught. I
have remarked before on how the human mind is an
amazing thing. The moment slowed down, the
Vorgs seemed to lurch awkwardly forward as time
slowed. Above, the night sky parted and I could see
through into brightness where my brother stood
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next to my mother arm in arm. His fist was raised
as if to urge me on, and both their eyes were
brimming with tears of pride and joy. Then the
vision disappeared, the night sky closing once more.
I smiled and met the wave of Vorgs with my own
tears of joy.
A horn sounded; a clear note that cut
through the screams of Vorgs. They paused,
uncertain and afraid and another note pierced the air
followed by the thunder of horses’ hooves
hammering down the hill into the camp. Though I
could not see him, Nesral had arrived!
Spurred by their master the Vorgs turned to
meet this new enemy. I lunged forward, engaging
those few that came on. With a smile on my face
that blossomed from my heart I fought them, killed
them, hunting all the while for the wizard in control.
In only minutes Nesral’s charge had cut deep into
the camp. Sword singing I moved through the
Vorgs, silent death, Defender of the Mother’s peace,
meting out her earthly sentence, sending them to
their ultimate judgment.
Working my way back toward the tree and
hopefully to join Nesral I searched for the wizard.
In the darkness and confusion of battle it was
difficult to discern much beyond a stone’s throw.
Rounding a corner I was surprised to see a soldier in
the red and yellow of the King’s Guard approaching
on horseback. Assuming he was a member of
Nesral’s group I hailed him. It almost cost me my
life.
He turned and rode toward me. Even in the
dark I could see the surprise on his face. It was
Sergeant Doeful. “I thought you were dead,” he
said, and I detected a note of exasperation in his
tone.
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Confused by this I said, “No, but It is been a
tough go. What news of Nesral?”
Doeful, still draped in shadow flung his left
arm forward, a sort of throwing motion that sent
alarm bells off in my head. Instinct alone would not
have saved me though because of it I dove to my
right, between two huts. A fireball blazed past me
and exploded into a tent behind where I stood just a
heartbeat ago. I am convinced the dark helped hide
me, just as it helped shroud Doeful’s approach.
Skirting the huts and hoping to flank him I
looped wide, staying in the shadows. I could see
him wheeling his mount in the light blazing from
the burning tent as he cursed trying to find me. I
had no arrows, no sure way to kill him from a
distance. Close work with a wizard is tricky
business. I pulled my knife and gripping the blade I
rounded a corner off to his side and let it fly.
Unfortunately, he had a bit of luck too and caught
sight of the knife as he wheeled about. He ducked
left and it sailed just wide, disappearing into the
night. His arm came down toward me again and
lightning arced from the clear night sky, exploding
the hut I hid behind. The explosion threw me back
several paces and I landed on my back, the air
rushed from my lungs and my ears decided the
sound of ringing chimes were preferable to the
clamor of battle.
I lay dazed for a few seconds before I shook
the cobwebs and rolled to my feet. I saw him make
the same gesture and the results were the same, me
on my back with my head ringing. How he missed
me twice, I will never know. I was slower getting
to my feet this time, and Doeful managed to close
the distance between us to about ten paces. I could
see him just fine now. He was smiling.
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I stumbled, and a shoving motion by Doeful
sent me flying through the air. The breath rushed
out of my lungs as I slammed against the elm tree
and hung suspended by magic. A few inches to the
right would have impaled me on the spike that held
the pentagon a short while ago. Still I felt a
crushing force squeezing the air and the life out of
me.
Knowing he had me, he rode forward
confidently.
“You have proved quite a thorn in my side
Defender,” he spat. “I will take great pleasure in
killing you myself.”
“Who are you?” I asked, or wheezed rather
as the air barely rattled out of my chest. Gone was
the green Sergeant, the scared soldier with no
experience; replaced by a confidence few, if any,
can project, myself included. “You are no simple
soldier.” I was trying to buy time. I did not expect
him to answer, let alone the answer he gave.
“Why Defender, do you not recognize me?”
he taunted. “I suppose it has been some time. I am
Vigomane Gallian.”
Without thinking I said, “The Seducer.”
The Seducer was of course one of the Druid Lords.
That one stood before me—actually had me in his
clutches—froze the blood in my veins.
He smiled at my frightened recognition.
“Ah, you do remember. I am flattered. For that I
will kill you quickly.”
“You were killed,” I said stupidly.
He laughed, a hearty, musical sound that did
not fit his face. “Was I? No, I think not. But I
was...inconvenienced for quite some time. But that
is past now and I am free, and this time I aim to stay
that way.”

The Last Defender

68

I sought to buy time. “I know why you
chose Baug. I know all about the gold found in the
mine here at Tedder,” I said scornfully. “All this
death and destruction for gold. It is rather pitiful,
especially for someone of your supposed standing.”
He arched an eyebrow at me. “While hardly
worthless, Defender, the gold found here is a
fortunate windfall only. I have my eyes on a far
more precious bit of stone.”
My look of confusion was unfeigned and he
could not help himself. “Why Defender? You
surprise me. I would have thought you had paid
better attention to the age of the feeble Grand
Master Trumaine you had the good fortune to
survive.”
The name registered in the depths of my
memory, but the pieces still had not fallen into place
so that I understood. I felt as though understanding
flitted about the edges of realization like spying
something in the corner of one’s eye, not quite able
to lay a solid gaze upon it to really see. And I was
out of time.
“Enough,” he said with finality. He raised
his hand, so slowly it seemed an eternity. I closed
my eyes, prayed to the Mother to take me swiftly,
and waited. A second later I heard a thump and a
grunt and unexpectedly released, I fell to the
ground. I landed and rolled to my right, scooping
up my sword, and came to a ready crouch.
Doeful—Vigomane—lurched in his saddle as his
horse danced sideways. A crossbow bolt protruded
from his breast. He gave me a last malevolent glare
and kicked his horse into a gallop. If I only had my
bow and a single arrow, I might have ended him
right then.
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Nesral came galloping up with his men.
“Varek! Thank the Mother you are alive! After I
met with Camril I feared the worst and came
immediately.” He paused with a glance at the
fleeing Druid Lord. “Who was that?”
“That,” I said, “was our worst enemy come
to life from the nightmares of our youth. You knew
him as Sergeant Doeful, but in fact he was
Vigomane the Seducer, Druid Lord.”
“I do not believe it,” he whispered. “After
him!” he shouted, but I knew it would be no good.
They would not catch him. Even as I thought it I
saw a Draghan swoop from the sky, pluck
Vigomane from his saddle and fly away over the
crest of the hill to the east.
“How? Why? I do not think I understand
Varek,” he stammered.
“I do not either my friend. It is a sign. A
sign of what is to come. What was once banished
has now returned. I fear this will not be the last I
see of him.”
“Pray the Mother keeps you far from him,”
he said.
“The Mother keeps me, but I suspect she
will keep me on his heels instead.”
“Have you found the spell key?” he asked
changing the subject to a more immediate and
relatable concern. “Were you able to destroy it?”
“I have and I have Nesral. What of Lord
Herrinn? Did Lord Herrinn leave as I predicted?” I
wanted to believe Lord Herrinn was still involved,
still in charge, but there would be no way Doeful
would submit to a mere man. I was right.
“Lord Herrinn lies ill in bed Varek. His
doctors fear he is at death’s door. After confirming
his illness with my own eyes I left at once for Baug
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and we met up with Camril, heard of your plan and
rushed here.”
“Tell me Nesral, did anything at all out of
the ordinary happen after you reported to Herrinn?”
“As I said, he lies abed. Unconscious, I
could not report to him. I left word with Sergeant
Doeful who promised to alert the Council. I did not
wish to wait to make sure he passed your warning
on—oh, ah, I see,” he said in response to my
expression.
He now understood it was Doeful alone all
along, not Herrinn. “He is a dangerous man,” I
said. “Very dangerous. He had me fooled from the
start. His performance in front of the Council was
excellent, but it all makes sense now. He was
coordinating events in Baug for the Council. He
was the first Kings Guard on the scene in Riverside
after I killed the Draghan. He must have watched
that fight from nearby. He probably even ordered
the four Guards to their death that day and for
nothing more than the mere sport of it. It explains
so much.”
“So he did all this just to build an army?
How many men could he hope to cull before
someone found out?”
“Not just an army Nesral. In fact, that may
not have been his primary objective.” I tossed him
the rock I saved from the mine.
He caught it and his eyes widened in
surprise. “Gold!” he said in disbelief.
“That is right. I believe he preyed on the
greed of Herrinn, perhaps on the whole Council.
Convinced them to keep the discovery of gold quiet
while he orchestrated the discreet mining of it. Of
course, he had no intention of sharing the gold.
Probably had it earmarked for other conquests.

The Last Defender

71

Once he had the Council in his power he knew that
they would help hide their efforts for fear of
revealing their own involvement. Then he began to
grow his army. They were stuck, trapped by their
greed and lust for power they followed Doeful’s
instructions. I am sure he kept their hopes alive,
only by a thread maybe, but alive nonetheless.
Hopeful they could somehow manage to come out
with their lives, their reputations, and maybe even
rich with gold. But I am afraid the only thing
Doeful had in store for them was death. In fact, I
would not be surprised if Herrinn finally stood up to
him. It would explain his sudden illness.”
“When will men learn to curb their greed
Varek? Curb their lust for power and wealth and
land? When will they learn?” he implored.
Sadly I knew he meant it. “I have been alive
for a long time Nesral. I do not think they ever will.
I hope, but I do not think they ever will.” I paused,
thinking back on Vigomane’s last words. He was
right. I had been lucky to survive through Grand
Master Trumaine’s time. But what had he meant by
a far more precious bit of stone? “Yet it is not the
greed for gold that worries me now.”
END OF PART ONE
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PART TWO
Chapter One
There were twelve in the room that day.
The day some say it all began. The day some say it
all ended. Both were correct. It was the beginning
of Roigan’s rise to power, the birth of his
abomination, the Desert Stone amulet. Abortion
might be a more appropriate descriptive. This
abortion of power would rend the Citadel, the
Mother’s womb, tearing apart the wizards’
stronghold. I was a boy, barely twelve years old,
and a page in the Citadel where my mother worked
in the kitchens. I had the unfortunate luck of
escorting the wizard, Grand Master Palen, one of
the twelve in the room, to his death. I did not know
the names of the others at the time, though since I
have committed them to memory.
I do not know why I lingered after bringing
Grand Master Palen. Perhaps it was the vast room
with all its strange instruments. Desks and tables
littered with scrolls depicting creatures wondrous
and weird. Maps of far away places and tokens
from far away peoples. Vials of powders and jars
of elixirs, adorned with strange and foreign names.
All were enough to captivate the imagination of a
young boy, to make his feet drag to dawdle.
Perhaps it was the Mother’s will, her desire to have
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one witness to the abomination that would change
the course of the world. I honestly do not know.
The room was immense though, and I was
soon forgotten as they held heated discussions I
cared little for and understood less. I wish now I
had paid more attention to their words and less to
the whimsical fantasies of a twelve-year-old boy.
When it started I knew. The room changed. The
light dimmed and the very air seemed to crackle.
All else was forgotten as I cowered behind a desk
by the door and watched, spellbound. The men
stood in a circle around a small podium, about
waist-height, atop which rested a black sphere
polished to a high shine that seemed to both reflect
and absorb the light around it in intervals. It gave it
a pulsating effect, like the beating of a black heart.
This black heart was Roigan’s amulet, the Desert
Stone, famous long before that fateful night,
infamous ever after. The men all held their amulets
aloft, outstretched over the nefarious black globe.
Found in the desert east and south of Haradrum, the
stone was rumored to possess magical properties
before Roigan took it for his own.
Their concentration was intense as Roigan’s
steady baritone led the ritual incantations while the
others took seemingly appropriate pauses as
opportunities to invoke their own magic. It may
have lasted hours or perhaps only minutes, again I
do not know. To me it seemed time had stopped, or
maybe the world paused in cataclysmic response to
the evil being unleashed. As their magic heightened
to a climax the men looked as if they had been at it
for days, wasted and spent, their clothes and hair
matted with sweat. Their eyes were sunken globes,
strained and bloodshot and all dark circles. The
black globe pulsed visibly as the men swayed on
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their feet and it began to smolder, or so it seemed to
my young eyes. Then it flashed, temporarily
blinding me, followed by three loud explosions that
should have brought the tower down on us all.
When my vision cleared there was no destruction,
no devastation. I beheld the Desert Stone, no longer
polished and only remotely spherical. It was
pocked heavily as if it was cooled magma, and its
color was a dull gray, like ash. Roigan was smiling
triumphantly yet three of the men were down, their
vacant stares enough for even a boy of twelve to
understand death had reached for them and grasped
firm. Palen was one of the three. The other two
were Ariel and Ulain. Roigan had summoned ten
Grand Masters sympathetic to him and his studies,
though Palen, Ulain, and Ariel may have been no
more than apathetic. I suspect that may be
somewhat close to the truth and the reason they did
not survive.
The surviving Grand Masters were Malgor,
Balamos, Vigomane, Lamandread, Thorodruin,
Pelanor, and Sinseron. Over the years their names
have grown legendary in stride with their deeds.
Once a great philosopher of his time, he now
became Malgor, Destroyer of Hope. Balamos was
the highest-ranking member of the group, holding a
coveted and revered seat on the Wizard Council,
known widely thereafter as The Betrayer of Trust or
simply The Betrayer. Vigomane built his reputation
in the ensuing years on a voracious appetite for all
things excessive, earning the name The Seducer.
Lamandread was The Breeder of Chaos,
Thorodruin, The Spider, Pelanor, The Reaper, and
Sinseron, The Flame of Hera Hona. All of them
earned their epithets many times over. That night
they became the Druid Lords and with Roigan at
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their head those eight shook the world to its core.
That was where some say it all ended.
And it was that night that it all began for me.
There was myself, the twelfth in the room that
night, a lad of twelve years. Since then I have
earned neither acclaim, nor infamy, though I do
have my own moniker. I am a Defender of the
Mother’s peace. The Guardian’s arrow to aim,
blade to point, I serve. I wear the ring and wield the
sword. The former takes me, the latter protects me,
and the Mother delivers me. It is in these three that
a Defender trusts. Indeed it is in these three that I
am. Yet these are not the point. I am the last
Defender. That is the point. A point I am
constantly reminded of when I think on my history,
as I have so ardently these past days.
My silent reverie was interrupted by the
sudden arrival of six men from the little trail
heading east into the woods. The trail was mainly
used by hunters and trappers who scraping a living
out of the wilderness of the Crags to trade with the
village of Baug. These men were neither. I
watched them debouch from the forest on
horseback, solid beasts with peculiar mismatched
panoply of armor. Their riders were equally
adorned. Their bearing averred their experience in
the field and they quickly assessed the village and
headed for the lone inn.
I watched them, curious to know what could
bring seasoned mercenaries to a small and remote
village such as Baug. They could be nothing other
than mercenaries and in my experience, when hired
soldiers head into the middle of nowhere they are
either trying to avoid a bounty on their heads for
some heinous crime or are preparing to carry out
said heinous crime and the bounty is simply a
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matter of time. Of course, they would be acting on
the orders of some other insidious power, and of
course only for money. My curiosity was only
outmatched by my worry. At present I was the only
armed person in Baug and in some way the only
authority. Captain Nesral was the man truly in
charge here however he was currently supervising
the security for the mining operation in Camp
Tedder.
The soldiers quickly tied up their horses
outside and four entered, leaving the two remaining
to stand idly by. They only appeared idle. I could
see them assessing their surroundings, taking in the
tiny four-building village with a calculating eye.
Distaste prevailed after a few minutes. They were
not pleased to find themselves in such a place.
Probably because there would be little, if any, sport
to be had.
In a few minutes more the four soldiers
exited the inn and after a brief conference their gaze
settled on me, sitting on the deck of Eidolon’s
sturdy old barge. Eidolon was in his cabin behind
me with Slarech, purportedly working with the boy
on his numbers. More than likely he was regaling
young Slarech with tales of the sea.
Rather than walk the two hundred paces to
the pier the soldiers mounted up. Iron shod hooves
clattered loudly on the wide paving stones more
commonly seen in large cities than in this flyspeck
village. Their tone changed as they hit the wooden
pier and even the horses seemed to relish the
intimidating sound as they neatly pranced in their
six-man parade. The sound brought Eidolon from
his cabin and I heard him hush Slarech and warn
him to stay inside. He walked up beside me as the
soldiers came to a halt by our boarding plank.

The Last Defender

77

“Halloo,” called the apparent leader. “You
must be the one they call Varek,” he said by way of
introduction. He then nodded to Eidolon, “Captain
Eidolon I suppose.”
I remained seated, idly picking my nails
with my dagger. Eidolon nodded his response.
The leader shrugged as though it mattered
not who we were and launched boldly into his
discourse. “We’re here for the boy Slarech. His Da
sent us. His Da being in Atinel and injured and
cannot make the trip he has sent us to bring him his
son.”
I kept my face still, but a glance toward
Eidolon showed me the Captain was as shocked as I
was. I had expected these mercenaries to be
looking for the gold found in Tedder, or more
importantly, a way to extricate it for their own. I
was taken off guard by them coming for the boy.
“Papa?” shouted Slarech as the cabin door
flew open and the boy rushed out. “Papa’s all
right?” he asked rushing forward.
Eidolon
restrained the boy at my side.
“Yes,” nodded the leader. “Your Papa is
fine. A little worse for the wear and could not come
for you himself so he sent us to fetch you. Your Da,
Papa, is going to be happy to see you.”
“Let me pack my things,” exclaimed Slarech
happily and he jerked free of Eidolon and rushed
back inside the cabin.
“Eidolon, keep the boy inside,” I instructed
quietly. Eidolon slipped into his cabin after Slarech
and I heard the snick of the lock. The soldiers heard
my instructions, but Slarech did not and that was all
I cared about right then. The leader opened his
mouth to speak but I forestalled him with a raised
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hand and asked, “Who are you and what do you
want with the boy?”
The leader appeared to weigh my question
before answering deliberately, “My name is Feryl. I
have given my reasons for the boy.” Then his tone
turned dark as he leaned forward in his saddle and
said, “And who are you, Varek, to stand between
me and the boy?” Almost as an after thought he
added, “And reuniting him with his, Da?”
I did not trust this Feryl as far as I might be
able to throw him and despite my own size and
strength Feryl looked to be nearly a match. I
doubted I could throw him far at all. “I am the
boy’s caretaker. I do not know how his father made
it to Atinel, but if he truly survived and arrived
there safely I will see the boy get there myself.”
Feryl growled a curse, spat and said, “Not an
option Varek. I get paid ‘pon delivery of the boy.
You bring him in, I bring in nothing. You see my
point?”
I did. I did not care. “I do not care,” I
stated. “The boy is my responsibility. I say where
the boy goes, when, and with whom. You want
your money you can head back to Atinel now and
tell his Papa that I will be bringing him. Got to be
worth something to him to know his son is coming.”
I could see the anger rise in the color of
Feryl’s grizzled cheeks. He nodded to the five
soldiers and without another word they un-hitched
the crossbows tied to saddles, snapped in bolts and
began cranking. I calculated quickly. Five bolts
would be impossible to stop at such close range.
My only hope would be to rush them and hope to
buy Eidolon time enough to untie and escape. I
leapt up and drew my sword, but was stopped by
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the thundering sound of horses.
Nesral had
fortuitously arrived.
He rode at the head of fifty of the Kings
Cavalry and when he passed the inn he noticed our
gathering on the pier. Instead of stopping he barked
quick orders and the fifty horse rode down to the
pier, he at their head.
Feryl raised his arm and the five soldiers
stopped cranking. They unlatched the bolts and
stowed the bows quickly, but it did not escape
Nesral. “Hoy Varek, what have we here? Guests?”
he asked knowingly as he rode forward alone.
Feryl gave me an icy stare and said, “We
will be staying the night at the inn if you change
your mind. This is not over Varek. Think well on
what you do.” He then turned and rode at a walk
off the pier, his five men in tow. Nesral’s men
parted to make way and the soldiers glared about as
though their stares alone would cut.
Nesral watched them dismount and order
their horses stabled before climbing the steps and
disappearing inside the inn. He turned to me and
said, “Making some new friends?”
Slarech rushed out and at me, anger and pain
warring upon his features. “How could you!” he
accused painfully. “He was going to take me to my
Papa! Why would not you let me go?” and he
threw himself at me, fists flying.
I let his fists pound me for a few seconds
before I slid my sword back in its scabbard and held
him at arms length. “Someday you’ll understand
Slarech but right now I need you to trust me.”
He pushed my arms off his shoulders and
with a scathing glare turned and ran back into the
cabin, slamming the door in his anger. I could only
sigh. I turned to Nesral and said, “You are early.”
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He nodded, but said, “Looks like I am right
on time.”
Nesral was a good man. “You are timing
was excellent Nesral, as always.” I could not forget
his arrival five days earlier when he brought his full
regiment of one thousand soldiers into Tedder. He
saved me then too.
His nod was his only acceptance of my
thinly veiled compliment. “Well I do not suppose
they will be bothering you again,” he said jerking
his thumb towards the inn.
“I am not so sure,” I said thinking. Feryl
had not exactly looked put out by fifty soldiers
riding to the rescue. Annoyed, yes. Discouraged,
no. “I need to check something Nesral. Keep your
eyes on those six for me, will you?”
Nesral shrugged. “Not much else to do here
anyway.” He turned and rode off the pier and
barked additional orders. His fifty dispersed, most
turning west toward the makeshift camp the soldiers
used when in Baug. It was nothing more than a
small clearing cut from the west end of the forest
behind the now vacant healer’s hut. Felled trees
were now benches arranged around cook fires, leantos were pitched in tight lines, and horses were
picketed just inside the tree line. Twelve were told
off to the public house, not to enter, but to remain
outside and watch.
Satisfied I retrieved Volare from the inn
stables and without a word struck off on the trail
east, the way Feryl had arrived. It was midafternoon and it would not be hard to follow their
trail back and I wanted to see what else I might find.
I had a suspicion, but I had to know for sure.
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Chapter Two
Following the trail of six horses on a small,
rarely used path took little more than watching
where I was going. They left a clear trail, riding
single file along the narrow path. I followed it back
a short distance, maybe half a league and then
turned off into a dense copse of fir. I tethered
Volare and hitched his feedbag as there was not any
grass to speak of and I wanted him not only calm
and occupied, but quiet too. I returned to the trail
and followed it on foot. Quiet would serve me
better now than speed.
I listened to the sounds of the forest as I
walked. When the sounds began to subside I
stepped off the trail to my left, slowed my pace,
creeping along, careful not to make a noise myself.
The forest was thick and in the fading light I moved
cautiously. Moving soundlessly through a wood
had saved my life before and it likely did now.
Keeping the trail in sight was difficult but in just a
few minutes I saw what I expected. A man alone
stood just off the trail opposite my position, leaning
easily against a wide elm and looking bored. By the
similar hodgepodge panoply I pegged him as
another mercenary. I moved back and around, away
from this man and continued to slowly maneuver in
a wide circle, stopping every few steps to listen. I
smelled the cook fire before I heard the murmured
voices and familiar bustle of a camp. Following my
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senses I crept forward, a foot at a time until I found
myself crouched under a full bush nestled against a
thick pine. Through the foliage I glimpsed several
dozen men and their camp, a haphazard array of bed
rolls and lean-tos scattered among the hastily
cleared spaces between fallen trees and bushes,
rocks and roots, taking up any available, mildly dry,
soft ground. Most were sitting by the fire, quietly
talking and eating. A few were occupied by the
mundane but essential chores of mending and
honing while on campaign. I did not see their
horses though, but figured they were staked
opposite my position. You did not need to look out
the window at noon to know the sun would be there.
After a few minutes of watching I crept
slowly away, careful to make as little noise as
possible. I retraced my steps until I found the trail.
Stealthily avoiding the sentry I moved away and
once I was certain I would not arouse suspicion I
quickened my pace. Retrieving Volare I hastened
back to Baug.
I checked in with Eidolon first.
“The boy’s been cryin’ since you left, poor
lad,” Eidolon bemoaned. “Cannot help but feel for
him.”
“Just keep him in the cabin Eidolon,” I
replied and looked back toward the inn. “I do not
want him mixing with Feryl.” I figured I had one
day, two at most before Feryl made his move. If I
were lucky he would try with just the six men he
had with him. I suspected I would not be so lucky.
“I am going to see Nesral, perhaps even sleep in his
camp tonight. Take care of the boy,” I said
unnecessarily.
Eidolon shrugged and said, “He will not
leave my sight, you can count on it.”
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I rode over to Nesral’s camp and giving the
reigns over to one of his men watched Volare be led
toward the pickets. He would be fed and watered
and brushed down as though he were one of their’
own. I found Nesral in his tent, a small square just
large enough for a cot, a field desk and two folding
chairs, one of which he was presently sitting in
while reviewing a stack of reports. He looked up
and smiled, a wan expression without mirth. “Who
knew this flyspeck village could create so much
hassle for one soldier?”
I settled in the empty chair and shrugged. “I
am beginning to think Baug is a much more
important place than anyone might have suspected,
and not because of all that gold.”
“Feryl?” he opined.
“Indeed,” I agreed. “And his interest in
Slarech is intriguing.”
“You find the rest of his soldiers?” he asked.
Nesral once more proved his astuteness. “I
did. At least two-dozen, though I only found one
camp. If it were I, I would have split my numbers
and skirted one half north. Probably Feryl did too,”
I guessed, though I was fairly certain if I looked
north I would find them.
“Smart man, that Feryl. What do you think
his next move will be?” asked Nesral.
“Based on my scouting and what I think he
has at his disposal he has several options open.” I
launched into a summary of what could be
expected. “If I were Feryl I would spend the night
and the next day scouting Baug, assessing our
numbers and defenses. I would leave tomorrow
afternoon, after making a show of leaving empty
handed and defeated, and then return the next
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morning in force and take what I wanted. If I were
Feryl, that is what I would do. But I am not he and
he is not I. We should be ready for anything.”
“Think he will try and snatch the boy after
dark?” asked Nesral. “Sneak aboard and slit yours
and Eidolon’s throats in your sleep and disappear
with the boy?”
I shrugged. It was a possibility, but I
thought it not his style. “Maybe, but that is a risky
proposition and Feryl’s no fool. The boy would
never leave with him if he knew we were killed to
get to him. My guess is he wants Slarech to
accompany him freely. Much better that way than
trying to cross the Crags with a surly lad as your
prisoner. And if he doesn’t kill us and rouses your
men trying he is in for a pitched fight just to get off
the pier. No I think he may try something
altogether different. Something unexpected.”
Nesral grunted his displeasure. “I hate the
unexpected.”
I did too. “Unfortunately, that is all too
often the case.”
“I will keep a dozen men watching the inn in
three shifts all night,” stated Nesral. “They will not
make a move without us knowing.”
“Thanks Nesral,” I said. “I think I will sleep
here tonight.”
“Your welcome,” he replied and added,
“Make yourself comfortable. Lem is cooking up a
storm tonight. Make sure you get some food.” Lem
was an excellent cook. Finding a man who could
fight and cook was difficult. Finding one who
could cook anywhere and with anything was
something else entirely and Lem was that person.
I ate a healthy portion of venison stew and
enjoyed sopping the broth up with fresh baked

The Last Defender

85

bread. After the sun went down I fetched my
bedroll and stretched out beside the fire, listening to
the quiet banter of Nesral’s men as they settled in
for the evening. It was the nervous kind of chatter I
have heard before, between men who knew there
might be a fight before too long. Nesral had them
alert and ready, and I fell asleep feeling I had done
about all I could do short of running Feryl out of
Baug.
I awoke in the pre-dawn gloom, fog swirling
about shrouded the camp making logs and bodies
appear as so many freshly covered graves. Nesral
suddenly appeared through a swirl and he seemed
agitated.
“They are leaving,” he said abruptly.
I rose quickly and followed Nesral into
town, just as Feryl and his men were riding out of
the stable yard.
“Leaving?” I asked.
Feryl spat on the ground. “You are a smart
one,” he sneered.
“Without the boy? What changed your
mind?” I asked.
“What choice have you left me?” he
shrugged. “Going back without the boy is better
than going back in a box,” he said with a nod
toward Nesral. “Can tell when I am beat.” A small
smile played on his face slyly before he gave me a
withering gaze. “Maybe we will meet again.
Maybe next time it’ll be different.” He let the threat
hang in the foggy air as he heeled his horse to a trot,
his men falling in behind.
I watched him go, not sorry to see the back
of him, though glad that it had not come to blows.
Feryl might be a lot of things, but if he was
anything first it was a good soldier. I had seen
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enough to recognize the traits. Unfortunately, I did
not think it would be the last I would see of him.
“What is his game?” asked Nesral.
“That is an excellent question Nesral,” I said
quietly. “I wish I knew.”
“How long before we see him again,” asked
Nesral?
“Soon, I suspect,” I replied gravely. “I
would be ready in an hour. Though he may not
attack before dark. Probably not before dark.”
“Much better to leave my men on high alert
all day and then fall on us at night,” he agreed. “It
is what I would do.”
I thought so too.
“You know your
business,” I said and Nesral immediately strode off,
barking orders. I stood contemplating the tree line
as I heard Nesral’s men roused from slumber.
I left the defense of Baug in Nesral’s
capable hands and went to check on Slarech.
Eidolon was asleep, propped outside the door to his
cabin and was startled awake by my nudge.
“Wha?” he started, rubbing the sleep from
his eyes before stretching and yawning copiously.
“Do not think I ha’ slept so soundly in years,” he
said fuzzily.
“How is he?” I asked.
“Poor thing,” Eidolon said with a sad
expression softening his grizzled features. He
looked like a statue moved to tears. “Cried himself
to sleep, he did. Let me check on him,” he offered
and pulled a key from a rope around his neck and
quietly unlocked his cabin. He poked his head
inside and withdrew it after only a few seconds.
“He is sound asleep, buried under them covers just
like I left him,” he reported, then added again,
“Poor lad.”
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“He is safe and that is what is important,” I
said. “Feryl and his men just left.” Eidolon gave a
start, but waited for me to finish. “Said he was
leaving for Atinel, though I suspect we will see him
by nightfall. His men will come from the north and
the west. He has got nearly what Nesral has and
likely more seasoned. I expect it to be a pitched
battle. It could go either way and the last thing I
want is to see Slarech taken. If you sense things are
going poorly I want you to cut and hoist sail for
Riverside. I will make my way there if I can. If
not, take the boy to the Citadel.”
Eidolon had been grimly following my
words, but at mention of the Citadel he started.
“Whatever for?” he asked.
“I cannot shake the feeling that Slarech is
bigger than all this,” I said, though I had no more to
go on than my instincts. “The Citadel will know
what to do with him.”
Eidolon may have been grim before, but
now he was a shroud of death. “I will do it if I
must,” he grated. “Not sure I would trust the
Citadel with him any more than I would-,” he
stopped, suddenly realizing whom he was talking
to. “Sorry,” he said and managed to look abashed.
“Its just they do not have the best reputation
nowadays,” he said sheepishly.
I shrugged it off, unfortunately used to that
type of reaction. “Despite what you may think of
the Citadel Eidolon, they may be the boy’s only
hope of survival.” That struck a cord, if for no
other reason than Eidolon cared deeply for Slarech.
“I will do it,” he said resolutely.
Satisfied I went to find Nesral and wait for
the inevitable. It was an agonizing wait as dawn
slowly turned to day and day to noon and noon to
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evening. As the sun faded west the men began to
fidget. Night would bring Feryl, and with Feryl his
soldiers. It did not matter how many battles a man
has fought, he gets butterflies in his stomach when
he knows one is imminent. I sat atop Volare and
tried to quell my own stomach’s acrobatics. When
the sun finally set the village was shrouded in
silence, every ear straining toward the forest both
north and west, attuned and waiting for the sound of
charging horses or the snap of a bow string, the call
of a horn, anything that would signal the fight was
upon us.
Time stretched on however, and as it passed
my uneasiness began to change. Not for a fight, but
for the lack of one. Where was Feryl?
Nesral sensed it too. “Where is the blasted
fool?”
Something was definitely wrong. I called
for Eidolon and when he jogged down the pier and
into the center he looked nervously about, obviously
not wanting to be afoot in the midst of a battle
between men ahorse. “How is Slarech?” I asked.
Eidolon shrugged, “Still abed Varek. I had
not the heart to rouse him and with a fight afoot I
thought it the best course anyway.”
I jerked Volare around and set off at a canter
up the pier. Leaping off Volare I dashed up and
opened the door to Eidolon’s cabin. It was dark and
I could dimly see the boy’s cot, a jumble of blankets
atop hiding his figure. I grabbed a handful and
yanked.
Nesral came up behind me. “What is going
on?” he asked, sensing my concern.
“The boy’s gone.”

The Last Defender

89

Chapter Three
The night was only three hours old when we
set off. Nesral had marshaled his men without
hesitation when I asked for his assistance. Getting
Slarech back, safely, would be near impossible
without their help. Unfortunately, he only had the
fifty and even if he wanted to bring his full one
thousand he would not compromise his duty to
Minao. Instead, he left orders for his second to take
charge in his absence. He also gave every man
present the opportunity to stay, warning them that
this new mission not only was a dangerous one that
would almost certainly come to blows, but was
quite possibly something that could land them in
trouble with Nesral’s superiors in Minao. To their
credit, and a testament to their loyalty to Nesral,
they agreed to come at any cost if Nesral thought
the matter important.
Good soldiers all, I thought, and thanked the
Mother for providing Nesral. Eidolon was another
matter entirely. While Nesral calmly went about
ordering his soldiers to prepare for a week long trek
through the mountains, Eidolon peripatetically
scampered about the village, bemoaning his
incompetence and pledging his every ounce of
energy to recapturing Slarech. His response to my
leaving him in Baug was expected: full of cursing
and threats of following me on foot if need be. I
pointed out to him that it would be on foot and that
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he would never catch us, and likely would lose
himself in the forest anyway. Eidolon was a man
who could navigate a boat at sea by the stars, but
under the cover of trees he would lose himself as
quickly as a child. I pointed this out none to gently,
but it was finally my threat to kill him now, saving
him the trouble, if he did not swear on the Mother to
not follow.
Nesral sent out two swift riders to scout the
way, and we quickly took up their trail. It was
difficult to ascertain Feryl’s exact numbers, but the
hunting path was trampled wide on either side,
allowing us to ride three abreast.
“We will make better time than they will,”
observed Nesral riding next to me at the head of his
men. “All this trampling will slow ‘em down.”
“They have got a good start on us,” I said
calmly considering the chase before me. “Likely
the trampling took place on their journey to Baug.”
Nesral shrugged.
Perhaps it had not
occurred to him, or perhaps he was trying to be
optimistic. In my experience soldiers took the latter
approach. One had to be optimistic when riding to
battle. You were dead otherwise.
We rode mainly in silence, the scouts
returning by turns to report. They told us nothing
we could not see for ourselves though. Feryl was
likely a half a day or more ahead of us. The only
way to catch up to someone was to cover more
ground than they did in the same amount of time.
Nesral wanted to push his men through the night,
but I would not allow it.
“We could fall on them in the morning while
they were still abed,” he argued.
“And your men would fall off their mounts
long before,” I stated. “They have been up since
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dawn already. Besides, I think Feryl is smarter than
that and is probably pushing through half the night
just in case. He will rest and at first light do the
same thing tomorrow.” I sighed, knowing this was
probably the case. I mentally inventoried the map
again, reviewing the terrain, distance, and of course
the level of determination Feryl would have in
reaching Atinel. “Our best case is to catch him in
four days.” I ruminated aloud. “It is a five or six
day journey if you do not push. If you push, you
could do it in four. That means we would catch
them in Atinel, assuming Feryl’s pushing too. Or
lose them in Atinel. We have no idea what we
might meet in Atinel. Feryl may have additional
soldiers.” I let that thought sink in.
Nesral shrugged as though it did not matter,
but he agreed with my thought. “That would be
bad.”
“Likely not, but still a possibility,” I
continued. “More than likely he has a plan to get
out of Atinel and go-where?” This was the question
I kept asking myself. What was the boy’s purpose
in all this? Whatever Feryl’s final destination, he
would have the advantage of purchasing fresh
mounts in Atinel, maybe. Atinel was not a large
town, but still. Any horses for sale he could snap
up and that would give him another advantage if the
chase extended over any great distance.
“We will go as far as he does,” vowed
Nesral. “And we will just have to do it faster.”
“Yes,” I agreed, “But we still must have the
strength to fight when we do catch him, else it is all
for naught.”
Nesral grunted, but understood. Once more
showing his forethought he asked, “Just where will
they be going from Atinel?”
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“And why?” I asked aloud, but knew the
answer would be found not from Nesral, but from
the past. We lapsed into silence as we rode and I let
my thoughts drift.
I thought first about poor Eidolon. He must
be feeling helpless, left in Baug. Despite Eidolon’s
gruff demeanor I knew he was growing fond of the
boy. Maybe even thinking of taking him in himself,
raising him on the river. I too had grown fond of
the boy and truth be told had my own plans for him.
Maybe not right away, but I hoped to convince him
to wear the ring. With such a similarly sad story
orphaning him as mine I could not help but think he
would jump at the notion. Yet something did not
feel right about this whole situation. Why was
everyone suddenly so interested in taking care of
Slarech, a poor orphan from Baug? While I
believed my intentions were noble I wondered if
they were correct? Eidolon’s intentions were, if not
as noble, were certainly not ignoble, and the very
least benevolent. What of Feryl’s intentions? I was
not sure at all that he told me anything of the truth.
I needed time to think and the quiet night
offered just the opportunity.
I was missing
something. Distant memories were beginning to
take shape, yet their forms remained indistinct,
ephemeral wisps that needed time to solidify. I let
my mind wander.
So many memories.
Going back as far as Trumaine was a long
way indeed. The Grand Master was a wizard and a
leader revered by all. He was the Wizard Council’s
champion in the fight against Roigan and the Druid
Lords.
So many battles.
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Thousands on both sides were killed. Lives
and families, whole cities even, ruined as the war
carved through Carma Roon, the once great nation
the Citadel called home. Its destruction was so
complete that instead of one nation emerging from
the rubble of its former self, four separate kingdoms
arose.
Trumaine was an excellent general. I
remembered that. Yet it seemed that each time he
met Roigan on the field of battle the Druid Lord
bested him, the battle lost. It was Trumaine’s
ability to marshal forces, recruiting men from the
countryside that kept him in the fight. It was also
one of the most descried actions attributed to him,
and to the Citadel by association. Many lay the
Citadel’s fall in prestige and influence at
Trumaine’s feet, blaming him for the slaughter of so
many men, so obviously outmatched. The war
dragged on for years and heavy casualties were
amassed. I recalled the rumors in the field that the
Wizard’s Council was ready to strip Trumaine of
his power, though personally I thought the man was
beyond reproach as a general. I fought in those
battles and lost many good friends, yet even in
crushing defeat Trumaine made every correct move,
probably saving more lives in artfully retreating and
maneuvering than he had any right to, but losses
were losses.
Toward the end however things began to
turn. I recalled the first real victory for Trumaine.
We had been skirmishing along the reaches with
Roigan’s army, as they seemed to pour like water
from his stronghold in Haradrum. Not just Vorgs
but men fought for him too, either swayed through
greed or cowed by power they stood and fought
against us.
They had driven us back and
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outnumbered us three to one. A look to either side
showed a man resigned to death, and praying for a
swift release when it came. Trumaine must have
planned it though because the ambush was set well
and completely surprised Roigan’s army. The
Druid Lord Lamandread led the enemy that day and
ever eager for blood and conquest pushed foolishly
into our trap, a narrow gap in the north Reaches and
where we hoped to exact some revenge upon our
enemy. I remember the hope. It was a hollow
feeling. We had done this before and with each
sprung trap our enemy would push through, their
Druid magic overmatching our Wizards at every
turn. Once this trap was sprung we fought, but with
little hope of carrying the day. Indeed many looked
defeated before the first arrow flew but we were
soldiers. Fodder some said.
I remembered Lamandread coursing to the
front on his coal charger, a wicked beast in
fearsome plate that seemed to breathe fire and kick
lightning. Magic I was sure, but this was a familiar
precursor to our lines breaking and retreat sounding.
Lamandread arrived and immediately set about him
with fire and lightning of his own. Our lines began
to quiver, which turned to a tremble and then a
quake. We were ready to break, some even turned.
I recalled the horn sounding retreat, but was cut off
and then the rally was blown. The sound made us
think our time had come. Trumaine was done
running and decided to make his stand. He would
win or die trying and kill us all in the process.
Valiant perhaps. Brave and gallant are all words
that were bestowed upon him afterwards, but I
remember the curses cast upon his name when the
rally continued to blow. The horn was the call of
death and we must either flee or face our fate like
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men. Many fled. To this day I hold no grudge
against them. Who could face that rally horn
calling the charge to certain death? Only those with
nothing left to live for, and I was one. I stayed. I
fought. And I saw Trumaine outduel Lamandread
for the first time. I witnessed our Grand Master and
champion nearly slay the Druid Lord in the field
and I watched Lamandread flee the field ahead of
his army who were quick on his heels.
That victory saved Trumaine. Saved the
Citadel. Saved the world from falling into the
shadow of Roigan and his evil. Some said
Trumaine was due to win. Others said he found a
new weapon the Druid Lords could not answer.
Trumaine himself said many times since he would
not be able to finish the job. Even as victories were
amassed and Roigan’s armies were conquered he
insisted he was not up to the task. Yet he fought on.
And he won. Roigan and his seven Druid Lords
were driven into the city of Haradrum itself, backed
into his infamous Temple of Fire and Trumaine and
four other wizards entered to finish it. Trumaine
and his four wizards emerged, haggard and worn,
but victorious. Roigan was vanquished his Druid
Lords killed, such were the shouts that went up.
Trumaine quieted his men and somberly addressed
his elated army. I remember his words even now.
“We have won an important battle here
today,” Trumaine said gravely and without the least
sign of joy. “A peace of sorts has been achieved, a
stop to the madness of a wizard gone astray. I
sincerely hope the peace lasts many lifetimes. I
know it will outlast mine and for that I am
saddened.” I remember the bewildered looks of
men wondering what he could possibly mean. “I
have said all along I was afraid I would not be up to
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the task and today proved me out. I have failed to
destroy Roigan and his Druid Lords.” I remember
uttering the same words a thousand men around me
uttered simultaneously. ‘Failed, but how?’ He
quieted the murmurs with a raised hand and when
silence returned we hung on his next words.
“Roigan and his Druid Lords are…trapped. Held in
a spell of their’ own design yet remade by me in the
Mother’s name. I had hoped, but no! As I said, I
could not destroy them. I can but hope for the day
when another will rise and finish what I could not.
It is a day far off if it comes at all. For those who
died, I regret I could not purchase more with their
deaths. For those who come after me, those few
who might finish this dreadful task, I ask the
Mother’s Blessing bestowed upon you. For those
who fought and survived I rejoice for you and your
coming years of peace. I give you this last gift,
from the Mother herself,” he finished and he raised
his staff and the jewel set upon it flared. A blinding
white light surrounded him and slowly grew until
the entire army was enveloped. We were struck to
our knees in wonder and awe. A feeling of peace
and love settled upon me like nothing I have ever
felt. I remember looking about after the light
dimmed and saw the same expression on every
man. We were torn by war, rent by devastation and
loss, scoured by our pain and suffering and now,
though memories remained they held no horror.
I was jarred from my reverie by Nesral’s
scout Bayle returning.
“What news Bayle?” asked Nesral.
Bayle grunted his disappointment before
saying, “The trail continues almost due north sir.
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Based on the maps, they are heading for Atinel or I
am a three-legged, hairless goat.”
Nesral nodded. “We need a place to stop for
the night.”
“I thought as much sir,” returned Bayle.
“There is a place not half a league, a nice clearing
that will do. A little creek running by the east end
will water horse and man well enough.”
Nesral looked to me and I nodded. “Let us
stop. We need the rest.” And it was true. Looking
about me at the faces of the men, almost to a man
they were tired. Some even rode with eyes closed, a
useful trick when on the march. We made the
clearing, set camp and left the watch in intervals.
The night passed without incident and in the predawn we were heading north again. At mid-day we
came across the site of Feryl’s camp. He pushed as
hard as I thought, though we might have gained a
candlemark or two. We simply had to keep
pushing, and we did, until well after middle night.
We were rewarded with arriving at Feryl’s campsite
from the previous night around mid-morning. We
were four or five candlemarks behind. Again, we
pushed and again the next day found us perhaps two
candlemarks behind Feryl. But the terrain was
changing. The trees had thinned considerably and
the ground sloped sharply up. The Crags were not
much more than a small range of mountains, and
gained the name from the terrain we were about to
enter. A craggy, broken jumble of rocks, full of
scree and scrub, but no real forest growth, the
mountaintops were bleak. In the fading dusk the
mountain was dappled in shadows. There was no
clear trail among the boulders that sprung and
sprawled about and we let the horses pick their trail
north.
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A shout broke the silence and Bayle was
hailed as he cantered haphazardly toward us.
Slumped and grasping his right shoulder where the
shaft of an arrow protruded, his cursing lit up the
night.
“Ambush!” he grated, obviously upset with
springing the trap.
“How many?” asked Nesral? He then sent
for his surgeon.
“Two at least. One to the west and another
to the east,” he reported through clenched teeth.
“There are a couple likely spots, high ground.
Maybe half a league. I should have been more
careful,” he lamented.
“Go find the surgeon,” ordered Nesral. “It is
not your fault, the blame lies with me. I should
have expected something like this.” Nesral turned
to me. “Well, what do you think?”
I thought about it and given the quickly
fading light and the terrain, we needed to remove
these archers before we were pinned down for the
night. One or two experienced bowman could
dodge and move in this terrain at night and keep us
fairly immobile.
“I think I will skirt to the east. You think
you can handle the other to the west?” I asked.
Nesral nodded grimly. “It would be my
pleasure.”
We dismounted and I jogged quickly off,
melting into the shadowy landscape. I turned north
and after a short while came upon an elevated
outcropping, jagged and excellent cover for an
experienced bowman. I circled further and found a
horse tethered to a rock, nosing into an almost
empty feedbag. I slipped my dagger from its
scabbard and crept up the north face of the
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outcropping. As I reached the top I spied the
archer, crouched beside a boulder and gazing
intently south. It was a small flat portion screened
on the south well by broken rock but the north side
was open and commanded a wide view of the
terrain north as it fell away toward Atinel.
As I slipped behind the bowman, the rocky
ground betrayed me. A loose stone scuttled and he
turned at the sound. He had only time enough to
grunt in surprise before I brought the steel handle of
my dagger sharply down on his temple. He
crumpled to the ground, unconscious, but alive. I
bound his hands and waited a few moments until he
came around. I then hoisted him to his feet and
dragging him groggily over to his horse. I tethered
him to the saddle and mounted his horse myself.
Soon I was back. Nesral was waiting.
“I see you fared better than I,” Nesral said
with a nod toward my prisoner. “Mine fought hard,
but died without surrendering. Said he would rather
die now than later at the hands of his master.”
“Feryl’s a hard man,” I rejoined, “but I
would not have expected him to inspire such
fealty.” I turned to my prisoner. “Would you prefer
the same fate as your friend?”
The man spat on the ground, but said
nothing.
“Are you more afraid of Feryl than of me?”
I asked in my most menacing tone. It was a tone
that had made many a brave man tremble. My
prisoner only smiled. “Will you tell me your
destination?”
His stony gaze answered my
question. “So be it,” I declared. “We have wasted
enough time. You have served Feryl’s purpose and
we likely will not catch him until Atinel.” His
smile widened. “We shall see how happy you are
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with your silence when we reach Atinel. Secure his
bonds and tether his horse to Volare,” I ordered,
then turning to him I said, “You will make the
journey on foot, if you can. Dragged if you can not
keep up.” His smile vanished, but he offered no
resistance.
That night we rode hard, quickly covering
the last downward sloping terrain toward Atinel.
My captive kept pace for the first league before his
legs gave out and was dragged mercilessly the
remainder of the night. We stopped before dawn.
By my estimation we were only a league from
Atinel. I imagined Feryl would stop just outside the
town and camp, but probably would enter the town
himself this night and find a bed in an inn.
Nesral was frustrated by the stop. “We
should push on,” he urged. “We may be tired, but
so are they.”
I shook my head. “You are a good man
Nesral, and a better soldier. What do you think is
waiting for us in Atinel?”
“Feryl for sure,” he said, but I noticed his
eyes fall to thinking.
“There is no telling what is waiting for us,
and that alone is reason enough to rest tonight and
ride at first light,” I reasoned. “I would like to
know,” I said turning to my captive who sprawled
groaning beside his horse. His clothes were
shredded and he bled from numerous cuts. His
arms, I knew, must ache from the dragging, and his
shoulders were likely out of their sockets. He may
never have full use of his arms again. It was harsh
treatment, something I do not enjoy, but felt
necessary with this man. I poured some water down
his throat and he gasped and gurgled and coughed,
but managed to swallow some. In moments he was
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breathing a little easier, though he was surely still in
pain.
“What can you tell me of Feryl’s plans in
Atinel?” I asked.
Again, my captive glared at me, saying
nothing.
“Are you still more afraid of Feryl’s
punishment than of mine?” I asked. “I have broken
stronger men than you,” I warned. He met my
warning with a smile. “Trust me when I say you
will live to regret not cooperating. I assure you I
am a far more dangerous man to you than Feryl.”
At that he spoke. His voice was hoarse, but
stubborn. “I fear Feryl less than you to be sure,” he
croaked. “He is but a mouse to you, but you are a
mere kitten to me. It is his master I fear, and he is a
lion. I would sooner cut off my own hand than
betray him.” He coughed raggedly for a few
moments and then continued. “You would not be
so hasty to follow if you knew whose heels you
were closing on.” He laughed then, a bitter
wracking cough. “You push into the brush after a
mouse and will grab the lion by the tail. Careful, I
say, when you tug on this lion’s tail, for it has
wicked teeth and savage claws. You will find
yourself wishing to be dragged back to Baug like
this,” he said and tried to raise his hands in gesture,
yet groaned painfully at the attempt. “You will
wish never to have troubled yourself, mark me,” he
warned before lapsing into silence and closing his
eyes.
I nudged him with my foot, but his eyes
remained closed and his head sagged to the side.
He was unconscious again, a blessed state for a man
in his position.
“Who is this lion?” asked Nesral pointedly.
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“I have my suspicions,” I replied. “Do you
not have your own?” I asked as we walked away.
“Vigomane,” he whispered vehemently and
pounded his palm with a fist.
“Indeed,” I said. “Who else could inspire
such dread in a man?”
We sat down at the small cook fire in the
center of camp. Silence stretched between us,
though the camp bustled with activity, soldiers
quietly conversing as they ate and fell to the tasks of
the night. Eventually Nesral spoke.
“We must be careful,” he started. “This
Vigomane is a dangerous fellow.” He barked a
laugh at himself. “Listen to me! A Druid Lord
appears from the mists of time to trouble me and I
can only call him a dangerous fellow. I should
beware! Of my own ignorance. We must take him
by surprise, but how?”
“I am afraid that will not be possible,” I
stated. “My hope is to not walk headlong into his
clutches. I suspected he was behind this, but after
tonight, I am certain.” I paused for several minutes.
“What I am still uncertain of is what Slarech has to
do with it all?”
“Yes,” said Nesral joining in my confusion.
“What could he possibly have of value to a Druid
Lord?”
And I remembered Vigomane’s last words
to me, less than a fortnight ago in the mining camp.
“While hardly worthless, Defender, the gold
found here is a fortunate windfall only. I have my
eyes on a far more precious bit of stone.”
My look of confusion was unfeigned and he
could not help himself. “Why Defender? You
surprise me. I would have thought you had paid
better attention to the age of the feeble Grand
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Master Trumaine you had the good fortune to
survive.”
And suddenly I thought I might know what
that ‘more precious bit of stone’ he referred to must
be. It could only be one of two things, and neither
was pleasant to imagine falling into the hands of a
Druid Lord. Yet Atinel was far away from both
these things, and both were far away from each
other.
“We must catch them in Atinel,” I told
Nesral. “If we lose them, we may not get another
chance.”
Nesral only nodded, not fully
understanding. “Get some rest,” I said, “The chase
may only be just beginning.”
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Chapter Four
We broke camp in the pre-dawn gloom.
Every man was tense, knowing how close we were
to catching our quarry. As I suspected we came
upon the remnants of Feryl’s camp just outside of
town. Shortly thereafter we arrived at Atinel, the
sun just beginning its ascent cast its brilliance upon
a dingy looking town. The trail from the Crags
debouched atop a sloping hill overlooking Atinel.
The town spread away from the hill, dozens of
buildings, mostly of wood and thatch, though
toward the center of the cluster you could see
several large stone structures rise above the rest. A
small river cut the town in half as it arced lazily
west of us. It was along the river’s edge that our
gazes fell, for at this height and so close we could
see the large gathering of soldiers on horseback
apparently stopped outside one of the larger stone
buildings. If we could see them, reason held they
could see us. There was nothing to do but ride
down.
“What is your plan?” asked Nesral.
I shrugged. “To not get us killed, and to
rescue the boy. Beyond that I have nothing.” I had
not laid eyes on Atinel before now and without any
real understanding of Feryl’s objective what hope
could I have of formulating a plan? I nudged
Volare forward into a trot and Nesral and his men
fell in behind. As we started I could see the men on

The Last Defender

105

horseback begin to muster. Where they were still
before, now they were bustling about. We came
down the hill on what once might have been a cow
path and with the loss of vantage we lost sight of
Feryl’s men. At least they did not appear to have
reinforcements here. We entered from the southeast
where the cow path joined a road running due east
into the distance. There was no one on the streets of
Atinel. Seeing Feryl’s men arrive followed closely
by us they would stay out of sight. We rode slowly
up the road and it turned due west, heading for the
river just south of the center. We saw nothing of
Feryl or his men. We arrived at the river and the
road joined a wider street running inside the arc of
the river southwest to northeast. We turned right
and headed toward the center. From the hilltop
overlooking Atinel I had fixed Feryl’s position in
my head. He was several hundred paces north;
though the way the road arced I could not see
anything of him. I marked the tall, four storey stone
structure just around the bend as his position and
nodded to Nesral. He barked quick orders and his
men formed three ranks. A village woman opened a
door to our right and stepped out carrying a basket.
She looked up, surprise and then fear played across
her face before dropping the basket, spilling laundry
in the dirt and dashing back inside.
We rode forward at a walk. Rounding the
corner the stone building came into full view. It
looked like an inn. Feryl was barking orders to his
men who were busy loading a cart with what must
be provisions. It was as I suspected. Feryl was
only beginning his journey. He looked up and saw
us approach, but instead of hastily ordering retreat
he ordered half a dozen bowman to form up in the
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road before us. We halted, less than a hundred
paces from Feryl’s men.
“Feryl!” I called loudly. “Give up the boy
and I will spare you. I know you are under
another’s orders. It is not too late to change
course.”
Feryl shouted back, “You are a fool
Defender! I will see you another time and we can
have our reckoning!” He went back to supervising
the final loading.
As I watched his final preparations it struck
me as odd by how his men were positioned. The
cart was facing directly at the front door of the inn
and the rest of his men were stretched out behind it,
as though to follow. They were too close to the
cart, which would have to back up and turn around
to make any escape. An awkward maneuver
without forty horses lined up behind you. I scanned
Feryl’s men but did not see Slarech. Feryl barked
orders I could not hear from this distance before
darting inside.
Nesral asked, “Shall we attack?”
I shook my head slowly. “Something is not
right. They leave ten bowmen to screen what looks
like a retreat, yet where are they retreating?”
Nesral replied, “I do not quibble when my
enemy proves himself a fool. I simply take
advantage.”
Yet I could see the confusion on Nesral’s
face. We both scanned the scene again, searching
for the hidden danger. Surely there must be
something? A sally planned from one of several
side streets? More bowmen atop the buildings
around us? Look as we might, we saw no sign of
anything out of the ordinary. Except Feryl’s odd
march formation.
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Then Feryl emerged from the inn, Slarech in
tow. The boy was bound and I could tell he was
crying. The doorway was level with the street and
as they stepped outside Feryl turned and keeping
one arm holding Slarech turned and closed the door
behind him. They both looked up at us, Slarech’s
visage turned immediately to surprise and hope, yet
curiously, Feryl’s expression turned grim and he
almost immediately ignored us. I saw him pull
something from his tunic and insert what must be a
key into the keyhole and I had a moment to consider
why he was locking the inn behind him before the
stunning reality of the situation struck me full force.
As Feryl turned the key the air crackled
around us and out of a clear sky dark clouds began
to form and roil. The wind began to swirl and then
gust and suddenly Atinel was thrashed by gale force
winds. Lightning arced down from the boiling
black sky to splinter trees and ground in shattering
bursts. Atinel itself began to tremble and then to
shake. The soldiers that blocked our way were
casting fearful gazes skyward, completely forgetting
their duty. The whole of Feryl’s company wore
startled expressions ranging from fear to a tenuous
hold of grim acceptance. The same could be said of
Nesral and his men. While we could have rode past
the dozen men blocking our path without so much
as a halloo being thrown at us, no one had the
presence of mind to do anything but gape.
The ground appeared to heave about the
door to the inn. Though it was difficult to discern
what was happening from this distance even Feryl
was startled and leapt backward in surprise, hauling
Slarech haphazardly with him. The heaving grew to
a rippling as if the ground had suddenly turned to
water, pushed against the wall of the inn like the
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stormy sea surges against a levee. The rippling
ground washed against the inn and began to surge
out to each side of the door. In only a few
heartbeats it reached the corners to either side.
From this oblique view I could only see the
southwest corner, but rather than watching this
preternatural ground surge dissipate like water
might, it simply hugged the building, flowing down
the side and turning the corner, out of sight.
A bolt of lightning struck the road between
Feryl’s screening archers and us, and horses
screamed and reared in fright. It took all my
attention to regain control of Volare and when I
finally did look back the surging ground was now
climbing the walls. While Volare fought the reigns
my attention was spellbound on what was
happening before me. The surge was no longer dirt,
but something black as night and dense as stone,
though not all of one piece. Squares of black
pushed through the dirt, perhaps several feet square,
and appeared to affix themselves to the walls of the
inn. Yet as each settled into place another pushed
up between it and the wall, rippling it anew before
snapping back and sliding slightly over the block
beneath. In a few moments the blocks were head
height and it became apparent that they were
slightly rounded on the bottom edge. The whole
picture looked very much like a tiled roof, though it
climbed the wall instead. As the stones clacking
loudly in place reached the second storey I realized
it was not tiles I was looking at.
They were scales. And they were growing
more rapidly now. The howling wind, crashing of
thunder, and blasting of lightning striking all about
could not drown out entirely the thudding of every
scale as it snapped into place, as if it were the drum
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roll set to accompany the symphony of weather
unleashed. In a maddening flurry of production the
whole structure was covered and then the front of
the inn began to bulge as though something inside
the building or scales were trying to push through.
It heaved and roiled and suddenly the scales split.
Where I expected to view the interior of the inn,
instead a darkness blacker than night lurked. As the
split widened it took shape and in the next instant
the gaping maw of a serpent stretched away from
the structure, its lower mandible resting on the
threshold, its width stretching to the very sides of
the inn, if it could still be called an inn. And yet,
the wooden door to the inn suddenly materialized
out of the blackness and Feryl leapt up, Slarech still
in tow, though I could see his fear had been
replaced with an expression of awe and something
of curiosity too.
Then Feryl pushed the door open and the
blackness swirled before dissolving, revealing an
eerily lit landscape behind. He turned to signal his
men forward when something hurtled past him,
knocking both he and Slarech to the ground. It was
larger than a horse and appeared to leap on hind
legs jointed like that of a frog. It’s first bound took
it just beyond the cart and Feryl’s men scattered
before it. It swiveled a smooth, bushel-sized head
revealing a single eye protruding from a ridged
forehead. It opened its wide, flat mouth brandishing
several rows of sharp, finger length teeth and
screamed; a terrifying, bloodthirsty wail that caused
the nearest horses to bolt in panic. Again, I fought
for control of Volare who spun me around. As the
beast came into my spinning view again I saw it
leap, this time aiming for one of Feryl’s fleeing
soldiers on horseback. It covered nearly twenty
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paces in a single leap and crashed into man and
horse from the side, knocking the soldier off. As
the horse screamed in terror, the beast sank its
talons in the flanks of the horse and opening its
mouth a second time it latched onto the horse’s
neck driving the horse into the ground beneath it.
In one swift twist it neatly tore the horse’s head
from its body in a fountain of blood. It then reared
its head again and let loose a triumphant scream.
Most of Feryl’s men had scattered, largely
the result of trying to control their mounts now wild
with fright. A dozen or so managed the task though
and regrouped and Feryl hauled Slarech into the cart
seat beside him and thrashed on the reigns. The
carthorses, all too eager to leave, leapt forward and
they disappeared into the gaping maw of the
serpent. Still spellbound I watched them disappear
when out of the portal, for portal it must be,
streaked several silvery bolts. I watched them arc
down, one, two and a third in quick succession, and
slam into the back of the one-eyed beast distracted
with its kill. The bolts struck the monster in the
back and it tumbled forward by the force of the
bolts impact, but instead of laying still it rose and
screamed a challenge. The challenge was met by
another barrage of silver bolts, this time a half a
dozen. They all hit true and the beast was thrown
back and landed in a heap. It thrashed for several
long moments and then lay still.
The only sound now was the howling wind
and the crash of thunder and lightning. Every eye
was turned in witness to the death throes of the
monster that so suddenly appeared. Every eye but
mine. I was focused on the portal and it appeared to
me that it was closing. “Now Nesral!” I shouted.
“We have to get through!”
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Nesral looked at me questioning, “Through
what? And to where?”
“There is no time to explain,” I shouted over
the wind. “If we do not follow we may never find
the boy again!” I dug my heels into Volare’s flanks
and proudly he lurched into a gallop and finally,
gallantly leapt into the gaping maw of the serpent.
As I entered into a twilight world I spun Volare
quickly about, taking in my odd surroundings
certainly, but also looking for the archer who slayed
the beast. I did not want to become his next victim.
Nesral leapt through the portal and wheeled
his mount along side me. We were both surprised
when another of Nesral’s men, Lef I think, followed
us before the jaws of the serpent swallowed us,
cutting off Atinel and the rest of the world as we
knew it.
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Chapter Five
With the portal closed the crashing of
thunder and lightning, the raging wind, all ceased
with a suddenness that left the silence of this world
pressing down with a closeness that was palpable.
The eerie twilight cast weird shadows in a
landscape mostly featureless and barren and
heightened a sense of sliding and shifting at the
edges of vision. It had me feeling as though I were
swept along in a swift moving carriage watching the
countryside blur by through the window. It was all
very strange. There were rocks and scrub growth of
a kind, and it appeared we stood atop a small knoll
and the land rolled away from us in every direction.
I looked about for signs of Feryl and the archer, yet
the dim light and the sliding visual effect prevented
me from seeing far, perhaps several hundred paces,
before the horizon blurred. There were no stars in
the sky. The ambient light came from above,
though no sign of sun or moon could be seen among
the low thin clouds that swiftly scudded overhead. I
closed my eyes and strained my ears for any sound,
but there was not even the whisper of wind. The
horses’ nervous whickering and shuffling feet
among the gravelly dirt seemed muted, as if sound
in this place found it difficult to travel.
Nesral broke the silence. “Where are we?”
I paused before answering. I had an idea,
though I never imagined I would find myself here.
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I did not want to alarm Nesral or Lef, but if I was
correct, I had no idea how to get back. I said as
calmly as I could, “I believe we are in the Veil. The
in-between.”
“Tween what?” asked Lef somewhat
incredulously.
“Between worlds,” I stated flatly.
“Impossible,” Nesral retorted, yet his tone
belied his word.
“How do we get out?” asked Lef astutely.
I did not want to answer the question.
Instead I asked, “Where did Feryl disappear to?”
“And where is the silver archer?” asked
Nesral incisively. “I have no desire to feel the tips
of those arrows.”
I dismounted and began walking a circle
around us, scanning the ground and widening my
arc with each circuit until I were twenty paces out,
in the direction that should have been to the
northwest. “I see wagon marks,” I reported.
“Though the ground should provide a clear trail
marking their passage, it is as if the wagon barely
touched the surface. See?” I said pointing as Nesral
dismounted and approached. “The ground is loose
and gravelly, yet the imprint of a laden wagon
barely leaves a mark.”
“Perhaps whoever slew that,” here Lef
faltered, as he had no idea what to call the beast that
burst from the portal. He settled on a word.
“Whoever slew that monster, maybe they went after
Feryl?” It was said hopefully and Lef clearly
wished it for his own safety’s sake.
“Perhaps,” I muttered, though I could not
honestly say. I looked to the northwest, in the
direction the tracks led and again found my focus
sliding away and blurring. There was nothing to fix
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on in the distance, no marker on the horizon to aim
for that might help us keep our direction. I was
hesitant to start off with no real idea of where we
were or how to get back. The immediate landscape
decided me. There were no doors. No keyholes,
nothing that would indicate a way back, a way out.
We were trapped, at least for now, and rather than
worry about getting out I decided to focus on
getting Slarech back. I concentrated, reaching
through my ring and felt the familiar power
envelope me.
It was comforting, like being
wrapped in a warm blanket, curled in front of a fire
with the rain and wind safely out of doors. I
concentrated on Slarech, on finding him and the
ring answered. Not in words, but in feeling. I could
feel Slarech off to the northwest, though how far
was difficult to say. Not because of the nature of
my ring’s power. It usually provided me with some
idea. Now, it seemed as though he were at one
moment near and the very next a long way away. I
figured it must be the Veil; the way things slid and
stretched must be more than just a trick of the eye.
Something about this place was fluid, not fixed, like
it changed shape constantly and with no real
pattern. At least I had his direction.
I mounted up and said, “Let’s get moving. I
do not like sitting still in this place.”
Nesral grunted his assent and mounted up.
Lef said nothing, but his nervousness was evidenced
in his peripatetic gaze. I thought he must make
himself sick casting about as much as he did with
the way the land shifted and moved. For myself I
kept my gaze on the ground in front of us and let the
feeling in my ring guide me.
We rode in silence, at a walk for several
hours with very little change to our surroundings.
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The scrub was a pale imitation of healthy growth in
the world we knew. Rocks apparently were rocks
everywhere, different sizes and shapes. The first
signs of life came from above.
Lef pointed to the sky and said, “You see
those birds?” as though his eyes were playing tricks
on him.
I gazed up. High in the sky were three birds,
circling just north and west of us. Even as I stared
they appeared closer and much larger, though it was
still impossible to make out what kind of birds they
were. The next moment they were again a great
way off, higher up in the sky. The shifting and
sliding of this world apparently affected the sky as
much as the ground. Despite the way the Veil
played tricks to the eye I had a feeling these birds
were very large indeed. I strung my bow knocked
an arrow though they were well out of arrow shot.
Just in case. I saw Nesral first, and then hastily Lef,
load and crank their crossbows. They were great
weapons for cavalry. Nesral and Lef both carried
lances, but when you weren’t charging a foe, you
were likely harassing a retreat or your enemy’s
flank and a crossbow was ideal for such things.
They were terrible for hunting or shooting anything
that could fly however. Their range was too short
and notoriously inaccurate.
The next few leagues went by slower as we
focused our attention skyward. At one point the
three birds swooped down and disappeared from
our sight. I imagined they were carrion and they
had found their food at last. That meant something
dead to the north and west of us, directly in our
path. Not long after we spotted them again, lower
in the sky at first, but gradually climbing. They
were definitely closer now. I glanced about, but the
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landscape remained the same. The rocks and the
slightly rolling terrain provided little cover. If these
birds saw us, there would be no place to hide.
It was not long before they saw us. Their
flight abruptly swung around and arrowed southeast
before regaining their circling pattern now directly
overhead. They must be giant creatures because
even when they appeared closer they were still
indistinguishable yet took up much more of the sky.
If my estimation were correct they were twice the
size of a horse in body with a wingspan much
wider.
“I do not like the way those things look,”
said Lef nervously.
Reading my thoughts Nesral said, “They act
like carrion. They will not bother us unless we
appear weak or wounded.”
I agreed. “I agree,” I said. “So long as we
do not act like dinner we should be fine.”
We were both wrong.
The next instant the three birds dove at us,
streaking down at a steep angle. I raised my bow
and aimed at the middle of the three as they shot
downward. I was vaguely aware of Nesral and Lef
hefting their crossbows skyward, but beyond that I
was wholly focused on my target. I watched the
dark, winged creatures grow larger as they flew
lower. And grow larger. And larger. My earlier
estimate was off. They were as large as three
horses, and beyond having wings they were nothing
like birds. As they blotted out the sky I could see
arms and legs stretching out, very much like a
man’s. Except larger. When the center creature
came within bowshot I released. I immediately
knocked another arrow even as my first seemed to
get swallowed up by the creature’s sheer size. I had
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a hard time imagining my tiny arrow doing much
more than pricking it like a pin would to me. It
screeched however, suddenly breaking the silence
and startling the horses. Volare broke and I gave
him his head for a moment before turning him back.
The creature I hit changed direction and came after
me, presumably because a running target was prey.
When I turned around I could see it hesitate just a
moment. Then it landed only fifty paces away,
between me and Nesral and Lef, though now I could
not see them. I could only hope they were okay.
The creature was covered with hair, except
for its wings which were leathery looking and
sinewy. It stretched them wide and screeched once
more; a loud piercing sound that startled Volare and
nearly made him bolt again. I jerked hard on the
reigns and got him under control. I watched the
creature as it folded its wings back behind it before
it began long, loping strides towards me. I drew
and released, aiming for its head, but it was quick
and even as it ran it dipped its head and my arrow
flew past. I knocked drew and released as the beast
closed to thirty paces. This close it could not dodge
my arrow. It hit the thing in the shoulder but did
not seem to harm it. Did not slow it down. Twenty
paces and I let fly again. This time it felt the blow
and slowed. Only a little. Fifteen paces and again
my arrow found a home, this time in its thigh. It
stopped and yanked the arrow out and I watched it
snap it like a twig between two wicked looking
talons. It walked forward, not cautiously, but not
carelessly either. I released another arrow and
caught it again in the shoulder. This time it
screamed. In anger I thought, and I wondered if all
I did was rile it up. It leaped forward and I let fly
before I leapt off Volare, trusting him to run for
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safety, which he immediately did. I hit the ground
and drew my sword, and the beast stopped only ten
paces from me. I could see Volare running. Me
staying confused it and I had a moment to wonder
how smart the creature really was. It looked first at
Volare, and then to me as if deciding which it
wanted to attack. It decided on me.
It lunged forward and reached out with a
huge hand, talons out ready to grab, ready to rend. I
slashed with my sword and the beast reeled away,
clearly not expecting me to claw back. It slashed
again. I danced back, barely avoiding its grasp. I
sliced again, but moving backward did not allow for
full force and my sword merely scratched its wrist.
Emboldened by this the creature pressed. It began
to swing wildly with both hands, talons out. It was
all I could do to avoid being shredded as I danced
away. Yet instead of retreating straight back I
danced to my right, ducking under a powerful left
hand that would have taken my head clean off if it
had landed. The creature’s momentum carried it
past me before it realized its mistake. Its flank was
now open and I drove my sword hard into its left
side, just above the hip. Its hide was tough but I put
my entire weight behind my thrust and my blade
sank deep. I felt it slide off bone before the creature
howled in agony and with a backward elbow sent
me flying.
I landed hard on my side and my head
cracked against a rock. As I gazed up in a daze I
wondered briefly why there were suddenly stars in
the sky. Then my vision tunneled away to black.
I was only unconscious for a moment or two
because when I came to I watched the creature rip
my sword from its side and throw it away. It looked
malevolently at me and took a step toward me
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before its leg gave way. It bellowed in pain as I
struggled to gain my feet. The ground dipped and
swirled around me and I pulled my second sword
free. And my dagger.
The creature regained its feet but only glared
at me. Then it leaped into the air and took flight, a
lumbering beating of its huge leathery wings that
kicked up dust and dirt nearly blinding me. I shrank
back and tried to shield my eyes from the dirt and
still see the creature. I feared it was going to fall on
me from the air.
I was wrong. It gained enough height and
swooped away north. I coughed and spit dirt and as
soon as I was sure the creature was not going to turn
around and attack I looked for Nesral and Lef. I
could not see them. I could not see anything really.
My head pounded and between that and the
dizziness and the natural sliding of the scenery in
the Veil I leaned forward and vomited. Then I sat
down.
I took stock of my situation. Alone and in
the Veil. My meager water and food supply was
packed on Volare. I had both swords. The first the
creature discarded was only a few paces from me,
although I had no desire to move to get it just now.
I had both daggers and my bow must be here
somewhere. I counted my arrows; twelve remained.
I supposed I could hunt for food, if there were
anything about smaller and easier prey than those
flying hairy beasts. And we had not passed even
the hint of water. I wondered if it ever even rained
in the Veil. I rested for a short while and as the
dizziness subsided I stood. It was still too difficult
to focus on the horizon so I kept my gaze lowered
and close by. I found my bow and retrieved my
sword. It was bloody and I had nothing to clean it
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with so I rubbed it with the coarse dirt and tore
some of the pale scrub and did a fair job wiping it.
It would need a proper cleaning eventually, but for
now it would do.
Then, I whistled for Volare. I hoped he
stayed nearby, but the fright of such an attack may
have driven him out of earshot. I whistled some
more, but the way the Veil deadened sound had me
feeling bleak at the prospect of Volare hearing it. I
was surprised then when I heard Nesral call my
name.
“Here!” I shouted. I listened hard, but all I
heard was Nesral still calling for me. I kept
shouting, “Here!” until he finally found me. He
was alone. And on foot.
“Lef?” I asked.”
“After the first attack we scattered,”
explained Nesral. “This Mother-forsaken land is
impossible to see past one’s own nose. He could be
anywhere.”
Nesral paused a moment, as if
considering saying what he said next, or perhaps
how he was to say it. “The archer saved us, perhaps
he saved Lef too.”
“The archer?” I asked arching an eyebrow.
“You did not see him?” questioned Nesral.
“Not a hair,” I replied. “Tell me what
happened.”
Nesral glanced down, cheeks reddening.
“Not much to tell really,” he began quietly in short,
clipped sentences. “Those, those things swooped
down. We gave our horses their head. Can’t outrun
something that flies though, right? Thing nearly
plucked me out of the saddle. As it was I got
tossed. Probably saved my life. Though at the time
I thought the opposite. Instead of chasing my horse
the beast looked at me as the easy meat. Probably
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right. I had taken a nasty tumble. Was a little
dazed. Hit my head I think. Yeah, hit it,” he said
confirming it by dabbing a little blood from the
back of his scalp. “Thing was about on top of me.
That is when I saw him. Well, I did not see him,
exactly. Saw his arrows though. Silvery shafts
from nowhere. Hit the beast twice before it took
wing and fled. I lay there until my head cleared
enough to stand. Gilly, my horse, was gone.
Probably going to feed that ugly monster, poor
thing. I did not see the archer though. I called out
my thanks, but he never showed his face. Fine by
me I suppose,” finished Nesral dejectedly.
Though curious who Nesral’s savior might
be, I had bigger concerns right then. “We need to
find Lef,” I said. “And our horses if possible.”
Nesral grunted and I scanned the ground. I found
Volare’s galloping tracks, faint though they were,
both coming and going, fleeing before the attack
and afterward. I decided Lef was more important
right then and headed back. I have tracked in all
types of climate and terrain and nothing had ever
proved half as difficult as following what I knew to
be a straight line a hundred paces in the Veil. The
way the eyes slid over things had me constantly
feeling like I were stumbling drunk and veering off
trail. In fact I did continually veer off track and had
to be constantly vigilant and check the ground every
few steps to get us back to where the three of us
were first set upon.
“Here,” I said and pointed to the ground.
“We three were together here.” I pointed back the
way we just came and said, “That is where I went.”
Then I pointed out the two remaining sets splitting
off from the group, one slightly right of my
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direction and the other the complete opposite of
that. “Which direction do you recall going?”
“It happened so fast,” recalled Nesral. “I
believe that one is Lef,” he said pointing out the
tracks heading opposite the others. “I tried to
follow you, though Gilly had other ideas.”
He was probably correct. “Makes sense
how you were able to hear me calling,” I said. “We
were headed on parallel tracks so we probably never
got more than a few hundred paces apart.” I did not
say it, but I could see Nesral thinking it. Two
hundred paces in this place might as well be
leagues.
I changed focus. “So those,” I said pointing
at the third set heading in the other direction “must
be Lef’s. Let’s go collect him then.”
Our pace was slow, me focusing on the trail
and Nesral calling out Lef’s name. We had not
gone very far before Lef, also on foot, came
bounding toward us. We both tensed, glanced
skyward and about. The way Lef was running we
were half expecting one of those creatures to be hot
on him. There was no sign of them.
Lef collapsed to the ground at our feet and
panting hard rolled to his back and exclaimed,
“Thank the Mother! I thought for certain sure that
archer would get me!”
Confused we asked him to explain.
Gathering himself Lef sat up before relaying
his story. “My poor Tut,” he began, referring to his
horse, “spooked so bad he bolted. And I let him. I
wanted to be as far away as fast as I could and Tut’s
a fleet of foot as any. Did not do any good.
Creature alit just in front of us and that is when I got
tossed.” Lef managed to look embarrassed. For a
cavalryman to get thrown from his horse was
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unforgiveable. His embarrassment was short-lived
however, and I thought it wise to let it go. “That
flying thing jumped toward me and I managed to
loose one bolt into it before I turned and ran. I did
not get ten steps before I heard the thing shriek. I
thought it had me, you know, and was shrieking in
glee at it’s soon to be had supper, poor old Lef. I
turned and saw the silver arrow sticking from its
side and another streaked down and pierced straight
through its wing. Didn’t stop it from flying away
though.”
“So why would you be afraid of the archer?”
asked Nesral. He was thinking like I was. “He
saved your hide. No need to fear him.”
“Says you, and so I thought too at the time,”
replied Lef dubiously. “I even called out a right
nice polite thankee, but ne’er got no answer. ‘Cept
another arrow that is.”
“What?” questioned Nesral?
I remained quiet. I thought I knew what Lef
would say next. I was right.
“Did not hit me,” he said, but his tone said it
was not for lack of trying. “Landed two paces
away. I shouted I was a friend, but the next arrow
landed even closer. Well, you do not have to beat
me over the head. I got the message. I turned and
ran. Another arrow whistled by me on the right. I
dodged left and again, another arrow whistled by on
my right. Again I dodge left. By then the archer
has a good bead on me ‘cus he sends a few nipping
at my heels.”
I started chuckling, much to the chagrin of
Lef.
“Why’s that funny?” he asked offended.
“Sounds like a miracle you did not get hit,” I
said.
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“Must have out run him,” said Lef, but he
said it like he even he could not believe it.
“Well, your safe now,” said Nesral dryly.
“Yes,” I said with a final quiet chuckle. My
mirth died quickly though with the prospect of what
lay ahead. “No use for it, but to continue on,” I said
determinedly, and then started out in the direction
my ring was pulling me.
Nesral and Lef followed, Lef grumbling all
the way, while Nesral continued whistling and
calling for Gilly.
“Never did teach Tut to come with a
whistle,” grumbled Lef. “Never thought I would
get so far away I would need to,” he said by way of
explanation.
“Don’t beat your self up,” I said. “We all
lost our horses. I suspect we are in for more
surprises,” I added, but said no more on it. I
certainly hoped we would get at least one more
surprise. And soon.
My positive outlook was rewarded after
several hours trudging along when we spied in the
distance what we believed was another of those
creatures, yet on the ground. It was difficult to tell
with the sliding landscape, but the creature appeared
to be writhing as though in pain. I wondered if the
archer had injured it and perhaps it lay dying, but
we took precautions in any case. We approached
slowly, swords drawn, but as soon as we got near
enough to make out what it was, Lef whooped with
delight. It was our three horses, staked to the
ground and fidgeting nervously. I certainly felt like
whooping, but let Lef and Nesral do it for me.
We welcomed our horses with smiles and
kind words. Lef grabbed a skin for a drink and
exclaimed, “My water!”
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We looked to see what Lef was excited
about. He said, “My skins are all full,” he said with
disbelief.
I checked mine. They were full as well.
Nesral confirmed his were too. “Well, we
must thank the archer I suppose,” he said before
calling a loud thank you out to the air. Lef did too.
I just contemplated the idea and thanked the Mother
for her help. We had water for days now, but our
food was still going to run out long before. I
shuddered at the thought of what the archer might
eat in this place. Pushing away the image of one of
those flying creatures roasting on a giant spit I
mounted up. Nesral and Lef followed suit and once
more we were off.
There did not appear to be a fading of light
as day turns to night. The constant eerie glow was
an everlasting twilight and so we rode for hours on
end until finally, the horses themselves wanted no
more.
We nearly fell from our saddles in
exhaustion and I told Nesral and Lef I would take
the first watch. They did not argue. They just
unrolled their bedrolls and cast themselves upon
them. Within seconds they were snoring loudly.
I walked a circle about our little camp. I
needed to think. I needed to figure out how to get
out of this place. I felt certain I would not catch up
with Feryl here. He had too large of a start on us
and we did not have supplies for an extended
journey. I now understood the wagonload of
supplies Feryl brought meant he planned on being
in the Veil for some time. Unfortunately, our best
chance of survival was to return to our world and
try and track down Feryl there. For there he must
return, I thought. I had to figure out why he wanted
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Slarech. I felt sure that was the key to figuring out
their destination.
I let my mind sift memories, searching for a
clue that would tie Slarech to the Druid Lord
Vigomane. Why would an orphan boy from a tiny
village in the middle of nowhere suddenly be of
importance? I am not a student of history. I have
lived it though, so I know, at least roughly, what
transpired. There would be men better equipped
than I to answer this question, yet they were a world
away. I returned to Vigomane’s last words. What
stone more valuable than gold was he searching for?
Could it be that he wanted Slarech to recover the
Desert Stone, Roigan’s evil amulet? I knew the
Desert Stone was locked away in the Temple of
Fire, in the wasteland of what once was Roigan’s
stronghold of Haradrum. It suddenly dawned on me
that Slarech must possess the Gift. Slarech was a
wizard, or would be with the proper training. If so,
what would a Druid Lord, a Grand Master himself
want with a young, inexperienced wizard who
probably had no idea he possessed the Gift, let
alone understand how to use it?
I continued casting back through those
memories surrounding the banishment and defeat of
Roigan and his Druid Lords. Rumor was often
spread about a weapon Trumaine used to gain
advantage. Many speculated it was powerful
enough to destroy Roigan and his Druid Lords
utterly. Yet the same rumor held that Trumaine was
not strong enough to make full use of the power at
his disposal. Trumaine’s words came back to me
again; from the day he vanquished Roigan. Another
may come that would be strong enough to finish the
job. Realization began to dawn for me.
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Nesral surprised me. “So this Slarech must
be a wizard. Or will be,” he stated.
“I thought you were sleeping,” I replied.
“I was,” he said with a yawn and a stretch.
“But I kept thinking about the boy’s part in all this
and no matter which way I looked at it, the boy had
to be either useful or a threat. To be either to a
Druid Lord, he’d have to be a wizard.”
“Well thought out Nesral,” I said, making a
mental note to stop being surprised by the depth of
Nesral’s understanding. “So which is it?”
Nesral sat up on an elbow and closed his
eyes, considering. When he opened them his
expression was one of frank understanding. “He’d
be dead by now unless he was to be useful for
something. But I’ll be the Mother’s own aunt if I
know for what.”
Unfortunately, I thought I knew. “I think I
do,” I said, and I did. I knew where Feryl intended
to go. I knew what role Vigomane intended Slarech
to play.
I left Nesral for the second watch and lay
down myself. Sleep quickly overtook me, though it
was anything but peaceful. I tossed and turned
amid nightmares of Slarech being used in a variety
of nightmarish ways, and then discarded after his
usefulness is gone.
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Chapter Six
I awoke to Lef’s gentle shake and we ate a
quick bite. Taking stock of our food supply I lied,
“We have enough for two, maybe three days.”
Nesral and Lef both looked dubious, but to
their credit said nothing. I of course knew that a
few strips of dried beef and a single biscuit would
run out by day’s end between the three of us.
“We must make it last then if we are to catch
Feryl,” said Nesral staying positive.
I appreciated it, but said, “We will not catch
Feryl. At least not here, in the Veil.” Nesral and
Lef looked a question at me and I went on to
explain, “We must concentrate on leaving this
place. We do not have the supplies necessary.”
I noticed Lef bothered by flies. It was the
first sign of life other than the monsters, though it
hardly seemed normal. Especially since the flies
paid Nesral and I no mind. I asked Lef, “When did
the flies arrive?”
Confounded and annoyed by them Lef
replied, “I noticed them during my watch. When I
awoke there were several buzzing about. Before
long they were swarming. I think they are attracted
to blood,” he added sheepishly.
“You are hurt?” Nesral asked. Plainly he
had kept an injury from us.
Lef shrugged and lifting his sleeve revealed
a small scratch on his forearm. “I scuffed it when I
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fell from Tut,” he admitted. “It is nothing really,
but apparently the flies in this place are drawn by
blood.” He continued to swat at them, but they
swarmed him mercilessly.
“We need to clean and bandage that now,” I
warned and immediately began. I washed it
sparingly with what precious water we had
remaining and after we took clean bandages from
Nesral’s pack and wrapped it tight. After I felt we
had done all we could I could still see the flies
swarming.
“Little buggers sure are sensitive to blood
here,” Lef commented. “They are just normal flies
though, not the biting kind. Just annoying.”
I did not voice my thought on the matter, but
Nesral said what I was thinking. “What else in this
place might be sensitive to blood?”
We soon found out.
We rode in silence, but in a very short time
we spotted something following alongside us to our
right, just out of bowshot and certainly too far to
discern exactly what it was. I thought of wolves,
though I had no idea if they existed in the Veil.
However, if flies lived here than why not wolves?
A second creature, and then a third creature
joined the figure loping alongside us. Then Nesral
spotted two more on our left. Five creatures.
Before long another appeared to our left and two
more to the right. The horses picked up their scent
and began to whicker and prance nervously.
Scanning behind I saw dim shadows following.
Definitely pack animals and they definitely were
following us, and trying to surround us. In an
instant my bow was in my hands, an arrow
knocked. Nesral and Lef once more loaded their
crossbows. I estimated at least ten of the creatures
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were out there, perhaps more. It was so difficult to
see in this place, I just could not be certain. What I
did know is that if they were wolves, their numbers
were more than we might easily defend against.
I had always found fire to be a good
deterrent to wolves, but the Veil offered nothing in
the way of dead wood. If they attacked it would be
up to our bows and blades to keep them off. I
prayed to the Mother that they would not attack.
Then they attacked.
And they came from all sides, even from
ahead. They darted in, and once close enough I
could see they were very much like wolves indeed.
Except much larger. And with sparse, spiny hair
that looked oddly out of place on them. I said they
came at us from all sides, but they were oblique in
their angles, preferring to slip in and snap at the
horses’ flanks or our legs and dart off, their’
trajectory more of a wide arc beginning to end. Yet
they were many and they were persistent. I fired
several arrows, and each struck true, evidenced by
the yelps they produced. I could hear Nesral and
Lef both fire their crossbows once and was glad for
the yelps they too earned for their aim, but I knew
they would have no time to reload. The crossbow
took too long to reload and the Veil-wolves were
attacking in a constant flow on every flank. Nesral
and Lef unsheathed swords and began to hack as
they passed.
I continued to fire, and although I repeatedly
hit my targets it became apparent that my supply of
arrows would not be sufficient to taking these beasts
down in numbers. These otherworld wolves began
to increase their attacks, coming at us in waves that
never ceased. Like the sea in a storm, they battered
us, not with each attack, but over repeated attacks
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we were wearing down, our defenses eroding like
the shore.
Lef screamed and I glanced to see him
clutch at his right leg. I had no time to see the
severity as they continued to press me from both
sides. Nesral swung around to Lef’s right, putting
Lef between us and we rode on, fighting for every
step. When Nesral screamed I thought we were
finished. In the next breath Lef was hit hard by a
leaping wolf, and knocked from his saddle. The
wolf had not intended to kill Lef, just unseat him
and so bounded off. I quickly circled Lef as Nesral
alertly grasped Tut’s reigns keeping the horse from
panicking and running off again.
We were stopped and the wolves appeared
to sense our desperation. They stopped their
slashing attacks, but the respite was brief and
hollow as we helplessly watched them tighten their
circle. There were several dozen shapes closing
around us, growling and slavering in anticipation of
the kill.
A huge beast charged forward and I
braced myself for its impact, but in mid-leap was
pierced by a silver arrow that arced out of nowhere.
A second arrow pierced another wolf, followed
quickly by a third, and just like that the wolves
scattered.
I was breathing hard, but Lef was grunting
in pain and clutching his leg. I could now see the
blood oozing from a nasty gash on his calf. Nesral
had his own cut on his thigh, but did not appear as
serious. The flies were terrible, making it nearly
impossible to see as I tried to clean and bandage his
wound.
“I do not know who that archer is,” stated
Nesral, clearly with mixed emotions, “but his help
is fortuitous, if not exactly timely.”
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I understood Nesral’s frustration. I too felt
help could have come sooner, but who were we to
complain. “We are safe, if only for the moment,” I
said. “We should make the most of the time the
archer purchased and get moving.”
“We cannot outrun them,” a defeated Lef
complained, “And these flies! I thought they were
swarming before, but they’re teeming now.
Whatever else is out there will certainly be drawn.
We are doomed!”
I opened my mouth to chastise Lef when a
rounded object tumbled over the ground and rolled
to a stop at my feet. Startled, Nesral jumped back
and immediately started scanning the horizon. I
knew he would not see anything. What I saw at my
feet was an earthen pot, crudely shaped, and
securely tied with rough, hand-woven rope. I hefted
the pot and after a moments hesitation I untied it.
Nesral immediately said, “Shouldn’t you be
more careful? We have no idea what might be in
there?”
I smiled at Nesral who favored me with an
irksome glare. “I believe whoever tossed this to us
means to help. If the archer wanted us dead we
would be stuck quite easily by those silver arrows.”
Nevertheless I opened the pot carefully. Inside was
a smooth, almost creamy concoction, thick like
butter. It smelled faintly of flowers and oddly,
butter, though what it actually was I had no idea.
What I did notice was how the flies avoided the pot.
“More help, it seems,” I said and after cleaning
Lef’s wound I applied this tincture to his cut.
Immediately, the flies dispersed from his leg,
though they still swarmed his forearm. I pulled his
sleeve up and dabbed a little over his scratch there
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and was rewarded by the flies entirely abandoning
Lef for Nesral.
Nesral did not waste any more thought on it.
“Give me that,” he said. “Get these incessant flies
away.” Again, after covering the wound the flies
dispersed. We were once again alone with each
other.
Lef shouted, “Thank you archer!” and
Nesral barked a laugh, though relief covered his
features.
I, on the other hand, was not convinced the
Veil-wolves would be repelled so easily. Yet I
allowed us a small rest. “Eat,” I ordered Nesral and
Lef, portioning out the last of our food between
them. Lef thanked me and immediately began
eating, but Nesral handed some back to me.
“You need to eat too,” Nesral warned. “I
know there is nothing left,” he added in a whisper
for my ears only.
I took the meager food and ate it without a
word. We then drank our fill and mounted up.
While we weren’t exactly brimming with
confidence, the small rest, the flies gone, and no
sign of those wolves gave us a small measure of
hope. If only we could find food, I thought to
myself. We might just survive long enough to
escape this place.
After two days of travel without food and
the draining of the last of our water had the effect of
dampening one’s outlook. Yet we mounted up in
what we imagined as morning in this Motherforsaken place and rode, the only conversation
coming from the rumbling of our bellies, one to
another in hopes of food.
After several hours we spied something
rising on the horizon, like a single thin mountain or
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perhaps a spire of rock thrusting up from the
ground. Again, the land played tricks with the eye
for it seemed like the spire was moving. As we
cautiously moved forward this moving spire finally
became apparent. It was smoke and that meant
something must have been burning.
To our
complete surprise we came upon Feryl’s cart before
we came upon the fire. It was abandoned. The left
front wheel was missing its rim, while the right
front wheel was gone entirely. It appeared to be
torn completely from the cart, but searching about
the wagon I could find no sign of it anywhere. It
appeared that Feryl had attempted to drag the
wagon by the marks left in the ground. He had
given up and it was fortunate for us that he had.
The cart still contained supplies, most notably food.
There was a small cask of apples, two barrels of
water and a short supply of dried beef, biscuits, and
even a small flask of brandy. It was enough to last
us a week, maybe two if we stretched it.
While Nesral and Lef rooted through the
cart, happily remarking their good fortune at each
find I looked toward the smoke rising a short
distance away. “Pack whatever you can salvage. I
do not like staying here, in the shadow of that
column of smoke.” Their jollity drained from their
demeanor as the color drained from their faces,
turned now toward the column of smoke rising
skyward, not but a few hundred paces from where
we stood.
“What do you suppose it is?” asked Lef,
quickly stowing food in his saddlebags.
Nesral shrugged. “Perhaps it is one of those
flying beasts.” Nesral fingered a remaining spoke
on the left front wheel, poking skyward. “Perhaps
one of them attacked the wagon, tearing one wheel
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off, damaging the other before finally they had to
abandon the wagon altogether. But the beast
followed and perhaps they finally were able to kill it
and set the corpse afire. I would burn it myself,” he
remarked.
I wasn’t sure. I yanked a silver arrow from
where it had lodged in the wood on the right side of
the wagon. The tip was ruined, I expected as much.
Nesral nodded as I tossed the useless shaft aside. I
figured I would let the fire finish the story for us.
With our bags now fully stuffed with food
aplenty we mounted up and rode, once more,
cautiously forward. The sickly sweet smell told me
that there was more than wood burning. When we
arrived, the fire was actually a pyre. What were
burning were men. Dead men. Feryl’s men. Lef
turned, leaned out of his saddle and vomited.
Nesral I heard gag, but then he mastered himself.
For me, I had seen worse. These men, perhaps
eight, maybe ten, were tossed haphazardly, piled
really, and set alight. They were dead before being
burned, that much was obvious. What also was
obvious was the presence of another silver arrow
protruding from the breastplate of one of the fallen
soldiers.
Lef turned around, scanning the horizon.
“You think the Archer is sending us a message?” he
asked nervously. “Perhaps we should turn back?”
“Perhaps,” I replied thoughtfully, “Though
not the message you take it to be.”
Nesral nodded, picking up the thread of my
thoughts and wove a picture for Lef. “The Archer,
as we seem to have aptly named him, attacked the
wagon, killing these soldiers and setting them
aflame. Of that I am fairly well certain. Why?”

The Last Defender

136

shrugged Nesral, “Is perhaps best answered by the
Archer.”
“I think I can answer for him,” I said.
Nesral raised an eyebrow while Lef settled his gaze
on me expectantly. “I believe the Archer tried to
disable the wagon and drive the soldiers off. I do
not believe he intended them any harm.”
Lef scoffed, “Tell that to this pile of ash and
bone.”
“They were driven off easily, at first,” I
continued, ignoring Lef’s skepticism. “But they
returned, not wanting to leave the contents, or
perhaps believing they needed the supplies in order
to survive. Whatever their reasons they returned,
though this time they resolved to fight for their
supplies. These men died for whatever Feryl and
the rest managed to carry off with them.”
“Perhaps,” said a thoughtful Nesral. “But
why attack them and not us? And furthermore, why
burn their bodies? Is this a sign meant to deter us
from proceeding?”
“I think not,” I replied, still turning the last
few pieces of the puzzle over in my mind before
putting them in place. “The Archer is on our side,
or at least providing us aid in our travels through the
Veil. He has repeatedly assisted us. Firstly, he
slew whatever beast emerged from the portal in
Atinel, though you might argue that was assisting
those who lived in Atinel more than any of us here
and now. Then he helped both you and Lef defend
against those flying beasts, and even chased Lef
back to us when he might have been lost, to wander
the Veil until thirst and starvation overtook him.”
Lef clucked and cocked his head as though
reluctantly agreeing. “Then he drove off those giant
wolves, and provided us with the balm that kept the
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flies and perhaps more monsters of this world, at
bay. When we were low on water, we were
suddenly replenished. We remarked we were out of
food, and here we are, now laden with supplies.
No,” I said more surely than ever, “I think the
Archer is our friend. The why may be a mystery,
but there can be no doubt. He is helping us.”
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Chapter Seven
The food retrieved from the wagon allowed
us to continue on with renewed vigor and that
evening we even shared a laugh while sipping the
brandy and talked of catching our prey and leaving
the Veil in one piece together. But the days
stretched, one after another, though it was hard to
tell exactly how many as there was little change to
the sky that might have marked sunrise or sunset.
At least we were fortunate to travel unmolested. I
thought that maybe the Archer had taken a more
active approach in keeping them at bay than before,
though the why still eluded me.
After what I estimated must be near a
fortnight in the Veil the landscape began to change.
It started on the horizon. Where once the land was
flat and desolate, it now began to loom ahead in the
distance. As we traveled it became apparent that
there must be mountains of a kind. The land began
to slope gently at first and then more so until it the
trail we were following led high up into these
craggy hills. What is more, my ring pulled with an
intensity that felt like we were close. I had felt the
feeling many times before, as I neared an intended
destination and I recognized it again now.
Fairly tired, I felt an urgent pulling through
my ring. “Ware now,” I warned Lef and Nesral. “I
believe we may be close.”
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In answer we were startled as lightning
arced from the cloudless sky not far beyond the next
peak. Nesral and Lef both turned to me and I could
see the recognition in their eyes. And the hope.
The last time we saw such lightning was the
opening of the gateway to the Veil. Lef spurred tut
and whooped.
“Hold!” I shouted, but Lef only turned in his
saddle to shout back.
“I will be a horse’s ass if I miss the closing
of that door!” he promised and continued on.
Fortunately, the terrain was too steep and the way
winding, so that he could not move much faster than
a trot. He was more likely to break Tut’s forelegs
than make much better time.
“We can not let him go alone,” said Nesral,
obviously itching to ride hard after Lef. The look in
his eyes also betrayed the hope of a way home, as
well as the fear that they may miss their only
opportunity to get back.
“And we will not Nesral,” I replied with
caution. “But we must remember what we are
riding toward. Feryl still has at least a half dozen
men and Slarech is with him. I do not want to
imperil Slarech with a mad dash. Besides, has it
occurred to you where they may be heading?”
Nesral grunted as the possibilities bloomed
in his thoughts.
“Let’s ride,” I said, “But do nothing rash.”
“Indeed,” Nesral begrudgingly agreed.
We followed Lef as quickly as we dared and
caught him at the crest of the peak. Lef had pulled
up and sat staring, his mouth gaping in awe. Pulling
up next to him we saw too what made him stare
agog. We were atop the mountain and before us
stretched a wide, flat expanse. Just a hundred paces
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ahead we could see Feryl and nine others trying
desperately to keep their horses reigned in as the
lightning continued to slice down nearly among
them. The wind had picked up to a gale and howled
through the peaks, whipping us with its fury. While
we could not discern faces at this distance, I thought
I could tell Feryl by his bearing and his position at
the lead. I imagined it was Slarech astride the horse
beside Feryl, slighter of build than any of the others.
But it was not the lightning that made us
gape in awe. It was the very air itself before Feryl
& his men that had us agog. It shimmered like a
giant curtain rippling in the breeze, but this curtain
would be higher than a cathedral and wider too.
With every rippling shimmer it began to take firmer
shape, as though materializing out of the thin
mountain air. Soon we were staring at an enormous
fortress, its massive stonewalls, blacker than night
rising before us. Beyond, parapets and towers
loomed menacingly like the ragged teeth of a
monster howling at the sky. In front of Feryl and
his men a huge chasm opened up, sending them
shuffling fearfully backwards. Then, the middle of
the wall began to fold down and all then could see
that it was a drawbridge descending over the chasm.
When the drawbridge slammed down we were
startled out of our apoplexy.
Lef shouted over the shrieking wind. “Well
its now or nothing!” and dug his heels into Tut.
Nesral glanced to me and screamed, “What
choice have we?” before he too urged his Gilly to a
gallop.
But I knew if we entered that castle we
would never leave it alive. However, I too
wondered what choice we had. The Mother had
brought me here, this far. I had to trust in her to see
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me through. I dug my heels into Volare and he
sprang forward. As we raced toward the castle
Feryl and his men were already over the bridge and
inside. Volare surged past Nesral just one quarter
of the way, but Lef’s Tut was a sprinter and was
nearly there. I could see Feryl turn and even
imagined the look of surprise on his face as he
spotted the three of us. I could see him begin to
gesture, though it looked as though he were moving
in water, his motions slowed by some unseen force.
Too late I understood Feryl’s gesturing. I
shouted a warning, but it was drowned in the
screaming wind. From an outcropping of rocks and
scrub to our right two riders appeared, nearly apace
with Lef. They had long bows drawn and as they
spurred their horses at an angle to head Lef off, they
aimed and let fly. Too late Lef noticed them, and
though he swerved at the last, one arrow flew past
him, yet the second took him in the chest. He
toppled from his saddle and Tut pulled up short.
The two riders never slowed. Instead they turned
and let fly a volley toward Nesral and I before
abandoning the effort and concentrating on making
the drawbridge.
Their volley was poorly aimed and did not
cause us to slow. A familiar silver streak flew over
Nesral and struck one of the riders in his shoulder,
toppling him from his saddle as he crossed the
drawbridge. A second silver streak hit the second
rider, but after he made the drawbridge, which
almost immediately began its slow climb. His horse
made it, but he tumbled over the bridge and into the
chasm. I knew now I would not make it, so when
Feryl’s remaining mercenary rose to his feet
clutching his shoulder, a silver arrow protruding, I
neatly swerved, letting Volare shoulder him to the
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ground and this time he lay still. As I looked to
Nesral, who was tending to Lef, the roaring wind
suddenly stopped, returning the Veil to its eerie
silence, the drawbridge raised, the portal home now
closed, the fortress gone, lost in its rightful world.
I slipped from Volare’s saddle and quickly
disarmed the fallen soldier and bound his arms.
Walking to Nesral’s side I could see the panic in his
face as he knelt, cradling Lef in his arms. Lef’s
own face seemed calm, peaceful even, though pale.
His chest was awash in blood. He opened his
mouth to speak, yet only managed a cough. Bloody
spittle was all that passed his lips. He seemed to
know the futileness of his efforts and shrugged, as if
to say ‘Oh well, at least I tried.’ Then his eyes
slipped past me to a distance beyond and behind.
At first I thought death had claimed him. But a look
of awe came over him and he gurgled again this
time managing one word, “Archer.”
Nesral and I rose, turning quickly, hands
reaching for our blades, but our arms stopped
halfway to our hilts. Before us loomed the Archer.
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Chapter Eight
Loomed was the right word, but the Archer
loomed like a giant oak over scrub brush. Before us
stood a heavily muscled man, nearly half again my
height, with thick arms and wide chest and a large,
square head that held a broad, flat nose and deep,
widely set dark eyes. A flowing mane of dark hair
cascaded over those wide shoulders. His chest was
crisscrossed with leather straps studded with steel
and his wrists were cuffed with the same. In his left
fist he grasped a long bow that appeared to glow
silver. Poking above his shoulders on his back was
a quiver full of arrows, their feathers also awash in
silvery glow, and the hilt of a very large sword
poked forward from a belt on his left hip. As
fantastic a figure as the man cut from the waist up,
it paled in comparison to the rest of him. Where the
waist tapered and should have formed into his lower
torso and legs, it widened and formed…
“You are half horse!” exclaimed Nesral
nearly apoplectic.
Indeed, the creature before us was half man
and half horse. And as much as his manly features
dwarfed ours, so did his horse features dwarf those
of our mounts.
“Centaur,” corrected the creature proudly.
His voice was a deep baritone and commanding. “I
am Eldo, guardian of the Veil,” he added by way of
introduction. His nose crinkled, testing the air, first
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in my direction and then toward Nesral and finally
Lef. When his eyes fell on Lef I could see the
sadness
well
up
from
within.
“I am sorry for your loss,” he said.
Nesral and I turned back to Lef. His eyes
were glossed over and staring. Death had claimed
him now, though his face remained cast in awe.
Nesral and I both sighed regretfully. Already the
flies were swarming. After the silence stretched I
spoke. “Eldo, I am Varek. This is Nesral and our
fallen friend is Lef. We are pleased to make your
acquaintance and must thank you for all of your
help.” Nesral nodded along with me.
He surprised me by saying, “You are
welcome Defender.” I had no idea he knew of my
world, much less what I was. “You and your
friends,” he coughed here, and amended, “friend,
may pass the Veil unmolested by me. Then, Eldo
reached into a saddlebag, though Eldo might just
call it a pack, and pulled a pouch free. Loosening
its strings he dipped a hand in and pulled out a
handful of powder. Without a word he cast the
powder over Lef, letting it spread over several even
tosses. The flies dispersed almost immediately.
“We thank you,” I replied. “For all of your
help, before and now.”
“I only wish I could have saved this one,”
Eldo said sadly, motioning to Lef. “I did not expect
the Guardian’s men to fire upon you,” he said
apologetically.
His words surprised me. “They were our
enemies,” I said. “We were hunting them.”
“Hunting?” he said confused. “I knew you
followed them. I thought perhaps they did not
know who was behind them, but certainly I
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imagined a Defender and a Guardian would not be
enemies.”
I shook my head. “No, the Guardian and I
are not enemies Eldo. He is held captive though by
those with him. They are my enemies.”
Eldo laughed, a booming sound, though in
this case mirthless. “Captive? I think not,” he said
chuckling ruefully. “A Guardian held against his
will by mere mortal men. I think not,” he repeated.
Again, I shook my head. “Unfortunately it
is true,” I corrected. “The Guardian you speak of,
Slarech, is but a child and new to his power. He
knows not how to help himself and therefore is
helpless against his captors.”
Eldo stopped laughing but his confusion
only deepened. “It still makes no sense. He must
only think of casting them aside and they would be
so. Why would he not even think it?”
I thought again of the poor young boy.
Slarech may not even understand he was a wizard
yet. He may not understand the power within him
and certainly if he did realize he possessed it, he
was probably so afraid of it that he could barely use
it. I had seen such before, many years ago when the
Citadel was whole and novices were aplenty. “He
may not know his power,” I explained. “I must get
to him,” I added and nodded to where the fortress
once stood, now a vacant plateau atop these
mountains. “Can you open that gateway?”
“Nay Varek, not without a key,” he said.
“You would walk into that hornets nest for the
Guardian? Surely you would never make it out
alive.”
“I fear more than my life depends on that
young Guardian,” I responded. “How then am I to
return to my world?” I asked.
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“World?” he asked. “You mean from
whence you came? That is Hera Hana, that which
is above.”
“The boy, Slarech,” I explained, nearly
pleading. “He needs my help, our help. He is
forced or coerced, it hardly makes a difference, but
Feryl, his captor is an evil man working for perhaps
one of the most evil ever to walk the world. Slarech
will be delivered to the Druid Lord Vigomane. For
what evil end I know not.”
Eldo growled, “The Seducer.” The mere
mention of the Druid Lord and he thrashed the
ground with his front hooves.
Nesral leapt
backward as though he might be trampled, and I
even took a cautious step back.
“You know of him then?” I said.
I watched as a far away look came over
Eldo’s face and he said, “It has been many ages
since The Seducer passed through the Veil.” His
voice dropped to a whisper. “Many were lost. We
could not stop them.” Then he shook himself and
asked, “He has come back then to the Veil?”
“No,” I said and detected something not
right with his explanation. “Wait. You said the
Seducer ‘passed through’ before. Where was he
going?”
“To Hera Hana,” he said, and upon seeing
my confusion added, “Your world. The world
above.”
Now I was definitely confused. “That
doesn’t make sense Eldo. That was where he
lived.”
Eldo shook his head. “No Defender Varek.
He was imprisoned in Hera Hona, the world below.
He passed through on his way back.”
“I do not get it,” huffed Nesral.
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But I did. “He escaped then,” I muttered in
disbelief, but Eldo confirmed it with a nod. More
realization dawned. “You said ‘we could not stop
them’. Who else was with him?”
Eldo replied, “All of them.”
I swallowed, hard. I did not want to ask but
I had to know. “Roigan is free?”
Eldo shook his head. “No. He alone
remains imprisoned in Hera Hona. The evil Druid
Lords were never imprisoned, just banished. More
than the Veil traps Roigan. You should know this,”
he added quizzically. “The Citadel should know all
of this. A Defender of the Citadel should therefore
understand. Why do you not know this?” he asked,
frustration and something very like anger, seeping
into his tone.
I sighed. “The Citadel is a mere shadow of
its former self, and many, many lifetimes have
passed without a Wizard’s Council so much as
sitting. I, my friend, fear I am the last Defender.”
“This is terrible news,” huffed Eldo. “We
hear so little news from Hera Hana. It has been a
very long time indeed since the Veil has been
opened from above. I felt the rift and came at once
to see who it was.” He suddenly looked abashed.
“I was so intent on Hera Hana that I did not see the
Guronk until it was too late.” The way he said the
name it must have been that one-eyed monster that
burst forth in Atinel. Its name sounded very much
like its caterwaul. “I hope your soldier was not hurt
badly in the attack? I feel terrible for his steed.”
His front hooves pawed the ground again, though
this time weakly, as though he were abashed.
“He was not a friend,” I said, hoping to
make Eldo feel better, but I could see his eyes
remained downcast, and I could not help but
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wonder if he felt sorrier for the man or the horse. I
did not ask. I had more pressing concerns. “We
must return to Hera Hana. Can you help?” I
pleaded.
Turning to me he said, “You may pass
unmolested by me.” He shrugged now and said
apologetically this time, “I am truly sorry. But,
again, I cannot open the gateway without a key.
Your way,” he said waving a hand to include
Nesral, “lies in another direction. You may rest
here in safety for a time, but you must not tarry
over-long. I sense an urgency surrounding your
plight that perhaps even you Varek, do not see.”
Exasperated I said, “Than how can I return
to Hera Hana?”
Eldo gave me an impatient look and replied,
“You have the means Defender. You wear it on
your finger. Dowse with it. It will lead you home.”
“I do not understand?” I said. “How will it
open a gateway?”
“It will not,” replied Eldo. “But it will find
a tear. A hole between the Veil and Hera Hana.”
“A tear?” I asked, dumbfounded.
“Yes,” shrugged Eldo as if this should be
widely known. “Why else would I exist? I guard
the Veil. Not from those with keys, but fools who
find the small tears between worlds, places that do
not mesh quite perfectly and allow creatures, large
and small through.”
“Can you tell me where to find the nearest?”
I asked.
“No Defender, I cannot. They change and
move these tears. The why is complicated, but the
fact they do should be enough. I could lead you to
one, but as I said, you have the means yourself and I
other duties.”
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I nodded. “Thank you,” I mumbled, slightly
distracted by the thought of dowsing for a tear
between worlds that any might stumble through and
imagining the fright one might have at finding
themselves suddenly in the Veil. I shook off the
thought and more firmly said, “We are grateful
Eldo,” and flourished a bow, “for all your help
while travelling the Veil. Without you we would
surely have perished half a dozen times over.”
“My thanks and rewards are the Mother’s
blessings upon me,” he said, practically dismissing
my heartfelt thanks. Perhaps he saw something in
my expression because he softened his tone and
said, “It is an honor to help a Defender, Varek. Be
well,” he said and without further comment turned
and rode off, quickly disappearing over the rise.
We both watched Eldo disappear over the
rise, still in awe over meeting with a Centaur.
Nesral whistled and we both shook our heads,
returning to the present. I asked Nesral to help me
get Lef astride Tut. We could not leave his body
here. Yet when we turned our attention to Lef he
was gone.
“By the Mother!” exclaimed Nesral, his
curse a measure of his surprise. For where Lef’s
body should have been, his clothes were the only
remains. No body, no blood, no bones, nothing.
Just his clothing and personal effects.
I could only shrug. “May the Mother shelter
him and keep him,” I said quietly. “Does he have a
family Nesral?”
Nesral nodded. “He has a brother back in
Minao. A journeyman mason. I will take his things
to him,” he said and quickly removed those items
from what remained of Lef. I tied a lead rope from
Tut’s halter to my saddle. After, Nesral and I
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mounted and Nesral looked the question at me. I
closed my eyes and reached through my ring.
Dowsing is what Eldo called it, and in all the years I
have done it, that word never came to mind until
now. It was appropriate however, and I quickly
found the path I must follow. I say path, but it was
more like the sensation of direction combined with
a vague sense of distance. It felt like a day or so
away, which was good, but the direction would
have us plummeting off of the side of the mountain
if we were to ride with it. Instead, I directed us
back the way we came. Working our way down the
mountain I found a trail that cut through the
mountains, though a bit further west, I guessed, than
we needed to go.
The pass proved easy to navigate and soon
we were sloping down on the opposite side of these
mountains and into what I had to admit was the
strangest forest I had ever encountered. Even in this
place, the first significant vegetation was strange
indeed. The trees were slender and tall, or gnarled
and stunted, graceful and statuesque standing side
by side with dwarfed and ugly. It was unsettling to
see nature so fickle. Add to that the sensation
within the Veil of things moving and sliding and the
whole forest seemed eerily alive. We spent what
might pass for a night in the Veil sheltering in a
small glen that lent us very little rest. The next day
after a short while in the saddle I felt the magic in
my ring nearly hum. I could feel it leading me and
when the trail we were on debouched into a small,
bleak looking clearing that bordered what appeared
like a miserable lake, I knew we were there. I could
not see the doorway or window or tear, whatever it
was, but I could feel it close. Nesral and I both
looked at the lake with distrust, this the first sign of
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water in the entire Veil. Indeed it looked as though
it were constantly swirling, not in a singular pattern,
but varying, now one direction, next another. I
could not look on it long without it making me
dizzy, but my ring was pulling me to the water’s
edge.
Cautiously and looking askance at the water,
I rode, and in a moment I was through. There was
no visible opening or doorway to step through,
rather from one step to the next I went from Veil to
my world. My senses were assaulted. The color
and brightness of day made me squint and shade my
eyes. The breeze on my cheeks felt like the
blistering freezes of deepest winter, yet still cool
and refreshing as though I had been days
underground. The smells of the forest in late
summer were dizzying, and the sounds were
deafening; water lapping against the shore, bees
humming in the meadow, birds singing in the air,
wind whispering through the boughs, everything
coming together, coming to life as one, from one
step to the next. I nearly fell off Volare. Volare
simply took another step and tossed his head, as
though he were happy to be back. Tut did the same.
They bent forward and began cropping at the lush
grass among their hooves as though they never left.
I slipped off Volare’s back and turned just as Nesral
appeared behind me.
He too reacted as though he were suddenly
thrust into an uproar, though it was a normal
afternoon in a quiet forest meadow before a small
and peaceful lake. Nesral closed his eyes and tilted
his head back, an expression of delight etched on
his face.
Nesral smiled. “We’ve made it, we have,
but to where?”
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I nodded. Looking around me I could swear
I had been in this very spot before. The mountains
looming near to the south, and then again further to
the east, itched familiarly at memory. Closer at
hand I studied the meadow and small lake before
me. I then walked to the forest edge and studied the
trees. The forest was old. Yet it thrummed with
life and something else. Magic.
“I believe I know where we are,” I said.
“Paradise,” stated Nesral in unfettered joy,
chuckling delightfully.
“It may look more pleasant than the Veil,
but make no mistake,” I cautioned. “This forest is
as old as time and in many ways much more
dangerous to the unwary than the Veil, though
perhaps in a different manner.” Nesral laughed
mockingly, but his chuckle died with a look into my
eyes. “We are in the Great Wood if my memory
serves me well,” I stated. “Whatever you think you
know about the Great Wood, beware. You only
know a portion and most likely far off the mark in
truth.”
Nesral spoke in a cautious whisper, as if the
very grass under his feet might be listening.
“Witches and sprites, and creatures of all types,” he
began and cast fearful glances now at the forest
around him. “Trolls and wicked wizards, and the
very forest coming alive to swallow hunters whole.
Aye, many tales I have heard tell of the Great Wood
and many a time I have discounted them all.
Though standing here now,” he paused, still looking
askance at the trees, “I could just mayhap believe
some of em.” He then looked at me and asked,
“What of those are true?”
I shrugged. “I can avow none and all,
though I suppose they are all true and none
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depending on whom and how you ask. What I will
say, and from first hand knowledge, is do not trust
your eyes, and do not hurt the living, be it animal or
tree. Spells and magic are all around and not just
wizards have left their mark within the Great Wood.
The Mother’s Grace itself permeates the entire
region.”
Nesral gave me a queer look, but let it be.
Instead he said, “So why are we here?”
I looked up to where the mountains to our
south met those to the east. In there is where Feryl
left the Veil. Up there. A fortress. Poised to strike,
undoubtedly. And with Slarech it boded ill. “I wish
I knew,” I said, though unfortunately I thought I
already did.
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Chapter Nine
Since stepping through the Veil it felt as
though I had gained precious time. In fact, it felt
we made such good time that my ring and its
compulsion to ride had begun to ebb. This idyllic
meadow bordering what must be a spring-fed lake
was a perfect spot to rest. I decided to camp,
despite the early afternoon time of day. The lake
took up less than half of a sunny glade in the early
edges of the Great Wood. I sent Nesral to forage
for firewood, instructing him to take dead wood
only, and to stick within earshot of our little glade.
Without question he set off. I took care of the
horses and then I thought of dinner and began by
setting a line of twine baited with grubs I foraged
under a dead log. The grass was long and dusted
with flowers, pansies and daisies and snapdragons
and others I had no name for. I let the horses
wander, knowing they were safe and would not
range far from such comfort. Nesral returned with
enough wood for the night and after the horses were
seen to, we bathed and washed our clothing. After
stretching out our things to dry we stretched
ourselves in the sun and let its warmth envelope us.
We drifted off to sleep where I dreamed of bees and
warm summer breezes and flowers and streams and
the pleasant shade of trees.
I awoke near nightfall, feeling somewhat
restored and if not completely recovered, at least
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ready to face whatever may come. And I was
certain we were being watched. I woke Nesral
though I did not share my feeling of being watched.
Instead I hauled in the fish caught on my line,
pretending as though everything were normal.
Nesral started the fire and I prepared the fish. It
was a pleasant, if plain meal, with some wild carrots
we gathered that were conveniently growing near
the forest edge, and some travel biscuit. There were
six fish and we cooked them all, though we only ate
two. I wrapped the others in a fresh cloth and
stowed them for the morning. Of the carrots I
plucked more than enough to cook a pot-full, yet
saved some for the horses. I even toasted several
biscuits, knowing I would not eat them. Of the food
not eaten I wrapped it, tied it securely in a sack, and
slung it from a branch by rope to keep the insects
from it before settling down by the fire to rest.
We watched the flames in silence and
listened to the forest. Nesral had withdrawn much
like I had, finding a certain contentedness with the
peaceful glade that battled a nervousness regarding
the dangers of the forest that loomed larger around
us in the fading light. The pond’s occasional gurgle
mingled with the zealous chirping of crickets, the
croaking of frogs, the whisper of a light breeze
through the boughs of trees, and the call of the night
jays welcoming dusk. Bats came out to feed
alongside the jays and the air was filled with
fluttering and the deepening sky a blue-gray
canvass backdrop for the acrobatic antics of the
feasting fliers. I heard no sound of our watcher, nor
did I catch a glimpse, not even a shadow, though
this did not surprise me. They would reveal
themselves when they were ready. I was sure there
were several now, though that was no more than
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instinct on my part. I do not know when I drifted
off again, but I had not had such a pleasant slumber
in many a year.
I awoke to the excitement of nature
frolicking amidst the dawn of a new day. The fish
were jumping among the reeds, while the birds were
singing in the trees. The buzz of bees carried on the
gentle breeze with the scent of flowers was
energizing. The wildlife seemed to feel it as well.
Chipmunks scurried among the boles of trees,
squirrels chattering from above, and even a pair of
deer scampered from the forest to wade in the pond
and drink its freshness.
“Sure seems like paradise,” said an
awestruck Nesral sitting up on his bedroll.
I shrugged, taking it all in, amazed that such
a change can occur from one day to the next and
blessed that I was able to enjoy it. The harshness of
the Veil was gone, though not yet forgotten, but the
pleasantness of the Great Wood was quickly
working its magic on my memory. After a while I
rose, sending the deer bounding into the forest in
what felt like querulous flight. They stopped
among the low hanging boughs to favor me with
petulant glares for invading their favorite morning
playground before dissolving into the wood.
I stripped naked myself and bathed in the
clear cool water, refreshing myself and sharpening
my senses from the dullness of dream. I knew we
were still being watched though from where and by
whom I could not specifically say. After bathing I
dressed and walked casually to the sack of food I
left hanging at the edge of the wood. All that
remained was the empty sack, without a doubt
untied and left to blow in the slight breeze, the food
gone. I walked back to our camp and unhurriedly
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began cleaning the fresh catch of fish from our line.
That the food was gone was nothing to fear. In fact,
I was happy about it. It was confirmation of what I
had hoped would happen once under the eaves of
these trees. That it happened so quickly was
encouraging to me.
Nesral asked about the food. “You say it
was untied?” Clearly he thought I was mistaken.
We ate a breakfast of fish and biscuit,
washing it down with some cool water from the
pond, filling our skins as well, and packing
everything together once more on the horses. It was
time to move. I mounted Volare and then sat still,
closing my eyes and reaching through my ring with
my awareness, felt around me for life. No matter
how long I have enjoyed the power, however little it
may be, it never ceases to amaze me. I could sense
the deer some way off to the west, almost feel them
thinking about another remote glade they could
graze in undisturbed. The birds flitting branch to
branch, their’ song, nearly comprehensible, an ode
to the morning and glory given to the day.
Reaching further, deeper, I could sense the still,
slow grace of oak, willow, pine and ash, the forest
itself rising for the day, eagerly turning leaves
toward the sun. There were other things at the
fringe of my awareness. Things that resembled
birds and tomcats and deer and even snakes, yet
weren’t. These were aware of me as well, and were
cautious, careful to remain undetected, or at least
unseen. The instinct of survival combined with an
almost human intellect kept them wary and hidden.
I reached beyond and felt for my purpose, my
direction and received my answer. East and north
we must head and for several days it would seem.
The sense of urgency had abated somewhat, telling
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me I could ride at a normal pace. I always found it
curious, that the ring could give me a sense of time
as well as a destination. It implied intelligence;
sentience really and only confirmed for me the
Mother’s direction in all I endeavored. And where
the Mother directed I went, comfortably knowing I
was doing the right thing and confident I would be
seen through whatever trials I would undergo.
I purposely kept us on game trails when we
could and made decent time, though I truly went
unhurriedly forward. I stopped when I felt the urge
and we ate and drank at our leisure, setting a
comfortable pace. That afternoon we stopped for a
short rest. Nesral was rummaging through one of
his saddlebags looking for food. After cleaning
Gilly’s hooves, I stooped over a burbling stream
and scooped crisp cold water into my mouth. I
froze, hands part-way to my open mouth, water
dribbling through the cracks in my fingers, when a
large, black panther leaped down from a nearby tree
to land silently across from me, only three paces
away. Nesral reached for his sword, but I held up a
hand in restraint.
We regarded each other for several long
moments, this panther and I, while Nesral looked on
incredulously. I then went back to watering myself,
though my gaze never left the cat. Nesral’s mount
frisked nervously and tried to pull away from him,
but he merely took a cautious step back and held
firm to the reigns. I had seen a panther before,
caged in a traveling menagerie, and aside from it
being smaller it had a beaten and broken look in its
eyes. This one before me was large, possibly twice
again as big as the one of my memory. It was
difficult to assess from my current crouching
position but I estimated it around three spans in
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length. And it had nothing of the brokenness of its
caged cousin, for its eyes were intelligent in their
regard of me. Beyond that intelligence or within it
perhaps was a knowing, of its place in the forest it
dwelled, and in that knowing, a confidence. Quite
possibly, I thought, it might be the top predator in
these woods. I could scarcely imagine a larger,
fiercer creature from a physical standpoint. But
there was more to this creature, I knew. I could feel
it through the ring that all was not what it appeared
to be. There was more.
“Come friend,” I said. “Take some water
with me. You’ve had a long night’s watch and the
day’s march must make you as thirsty as I.”
It padded the few paces between and dipped
its head casually to the stream to drink. I heard
Nesral hiss in surprise and I smiled, and scooped
another handful of water for myself, silently
acknowledging the absurdity of sharing a drink with
a panther. I let my gaze drop from the panther to
the water. Its reflection rippled upon the water, yet
I was surprised when I looked up.
As I stared at this sleek, yet massive,
creature it began to tremble as though it were
shivering cold. Upon closer inspection, however,
its body was not so much trembling as it was a
rippling, as if something moved beneath its furred
skin. The ripples started at its head, just around the
jaws and flowed, wrapping around its flat, wide
nose, splitting to encompass its eyes. As it passed
the eyes another formed about the jaw and set off
along the same path. From the eyes it flowed over
the ears, making them twitch as a horse might with
flies. From there it flowed over the animal’s
knotted shoulders and split again, one running down
each foreleg while the other encircled the chest and
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back. The rippling continued, parting once more for
the hind legs and the last flowing down the tail,
which began to thrash rapidly. The fur itself
seemed to stand on end and quiver, heightening the
allusion of trembling. These ripples were like the
sea on the sands, coming from an unseen horizon to
fall upon the shore, yet where the sea pulled itself
back these waves seemed to disappear, perhaps
turning inward, yet I could not know. The ripples
appeared quickly and flowed fast, and in the space
of a heartbeat it seemed the panther would either
shake apart or collapse in on itself. But then the
ripple changed, and where there was whisker about
the face now bare skin appeared. It was too
difficult to say whether the whiskers withdrew
within the skin or if the skin simply folded over the
whiskers, and it happened so fast it was like an
illusion, a trick of the eye. The rippling continued
on this bare skin, but with each passing wave the
skin grew, flowing over fur. Its appearance began
to change as well. The wide nose retained its
overall shape, but its dimensions shrank. The shape
of its eyes too remained the same, though somewhat
smaller. Its pupils, however, remained very catlike,
only shrinking to fit their new size. The ears
retracted and almost seemed to melt as they moved
slightly down from the crown of its head. Atop its
head the fur did not disappear, but instead began to
grow. It went from short, thick and glossy to a fine,
long and shiny hair that stopped at its shoulders.
Chest and forelegs became shoulders and arms.
When the rippling human skin reached the tips of its
claws, they retracted with a loud snap, each one. In
fact, throughout the entire process there was a low
sounding snick and crackling coming from the
panther, as if dried leaves or twigs were being
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crumbled in your hands. By the time the skin
reached the tail, it had visibly diminished in length,
each wave severing a small portion of the tip until
only a nub remained and then another final crack
and before me knelt a human form. There was no
sweat, as though the change were effortless. As for
time, the whole thing seemed to last forever, but
had taken only moments. After seeing this before
me I knew he was definitely not human, but a
Changling, one of the Mother’s magical beings. He
was a young man squatting on the streambed and
with his newly formed face slurped the cool water
directly into his mouth.
Nesral yelped in surprise. I stifled one of
my own and regarded the young man drinking
before me. He was naked as the panther was,
though whereas the panther was fur covered, his
body was mostly hairless. His head was topped
with ebony hair, silky and thick and hung about his
shoulders, ends now dragging through the stream.
When he looked up he had coal black eyes that
weren’t human but oblong like a cat’s eyes. He
licked his lips and smiled, revealing an even set of
teeth, yet his tongue was a different hue, more
purplish than mine, and his canine teeth were
noticeably longer. He could have passed for a boy
of fourteen or a young man of twenty-five or
anything between with just a casual glance. Yet any
scrutiny beyond casual revealed these and other
things that belied one’s original perception.
When he rose he conducted this simple act
with a fluid, almost deadly grace, similar to that of a
master swordsman practicing forms. Within those
cat’s eyes there was intelligence and understanding
that the youth do not possess, certainly not to the
degree I noticed in the depths of this young man’s
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eyes. In stark dichotomy to his outwardly youthful
appearance he held himself with confidence, his
bearing that of a village elder, or the mayor of one’s
town, or captain of one’s regiment.
His voice held the youthful vibrant tone of a
minstrel when he spoke. “You have the Mother’s
Grace about you,” he commented and his eyes fell
to my ring. “Ah,” he added knowingly. “You are a
Defender. Welcome to the Mother’s Great Wood,
Defender. My name is Felis. Be at ease and enjoy
her bowers, but break no commandments while
under her eaves. She is unforgiving.”
His was a semi-formal greeting so I bowed
my head and responded formally. “I serve still.
Thank you Felis. My name is Varek Hai. Your
commandments are my desires. I shall beg no
forgiveness. This is my companion, Nesral and he
too will abide by the commandments.”
To that he smiled broadly, flashing those
large sharp teeth, and stretched forth a hand that for
his overall size was disproportionately smaller.
Upon further study his body type was slightly off.
Long limbed and lithe he was well muscled. Tall,
he must have stood nearly two and a half spans, yet
his hands, and feet for that matter, seemed that of a
smaller man’s, his neck, arms and legs, much
longer. This took nothing away from his grace and
beauty. He would make women swoon in courts or
village squares the world over. Naked as he was he
would certainly make them blush.
“Tell me Varek Hai,” he said curiously.
“What brings a Defender to the Mother’s Great
Wood? It has been ages since I have met one of
you.”
“Sadly Felis, it is the Staff and the Stone I
come for,” I began and noticed his countenance
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change immediately upon hearing the Staff and
Stone mentioned, “or rather,” I continued, “that I
come to protect.”
“What is this then?” he asked, concern
blossoming on his face. He began pacing. “Are the
days of the Guardians upon us again?”
Nesral grunted then shrugged his shoulders
in obvious bewilderment.
Felis’ pacing quickened, and in an effort to
soothe him I said, “You needn’t worry.”
Talking to himself, “They teach them yes,
and talk about them true, but you never suspect they
are going to occur in your lifetime,” he said in near
disbelief.
“You need not think of them as ill tidings
Felis,” I said confidently, “but rather as the rise of
the Mother’s Guardians against the Druid Lords.
Doesn’t the Mother know what she is doing?” I
added for good measure. He responded as I had
hoped, finding assurance with my invocation of the
Mother.
“True Varek Hai, the Mother knows her
business. It is alarming is all, to hear the one tale of
a time to come, told throughout the Wood from cub
till carrion, is now upon us.”
“Aye, it must be a bit alarming,” I said
trying for comfort. “Let us trust in the Mother, shall
we?”
He stopped pacing suddenly and faced me,
fear gone, replaced with intense scrutiny. “You are
a Defender Varek Hai. Surely you know the Staff
and Stone will not be moved by any except a
Guardian. What have you to say to that?” he asked,
his tone laced with distrust.
I was conscious of this and my suddenly
tenuous position, and knew I had to answer just so.
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“I know of the Guardian coming to take the Staff
and Stone. I am his protector, yet he is in his
enemy’s hands. Vigomane is back among us and is
plotting. He will come for the Staff and Stone soon,
using the young Guardian to gain possession of it.”
“Then we must stop them,” he growled. “If
nothing else, we will slay the Guardian. They will
do nothing without him.”
I was afraid of that. “I am afraid that might
not be part of the Mother’s plan Felis. I believe the
Guardian is meant to wield the Staff and Stone. It
feels right.”
“If the Guardian helps a Druid Lord gain the
Staff and Stone than he is not meant for it,” Felis
replied acidly. “A Guardian would not allow it. A
Guardian would die before allowing it. What you
say makes no sense Varek Hai.” Again, he turned
to regard me with displeasure and distrust.
“He is not exactly a Guardian as yet,” I
explained. “He is but a cub still,” I added using
Felis’ vernacular, hoping for understanding. “The
Guardians themselves have been reduced to near
extinction and are scattered far and wide. The
Citadel is but a shadow of its former self. This
young cub, this would be Guardian, was in my care
when he was abducted. I believe they will use him
to take the Staff and Stone from its spelled
protection and then slay the boy – the cub – and use
the Staff and Stone to wreak havoc on us all.
Perhaps starting with the Great Wood,” I added for
good measure.
Felis pondered my words, his nose twitching
as if scenting for the truth. “If what you say is
true,” he said grudgingly, “than we must free the
Guardian and let the Mother’s will prevail.”
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“Thank you Felis,” I said. “I must go to the
Staff and Stone and await the Guardian’s arrival. It
is there that the fight will take place. It is there that
the will of the Mother must prevail. She will need
your help, and the help of all her Vorgmani. I must
reach the Elders. Can you summon them? Can you
bring them to the Staff and Stone?” I used their
formal title, Vorgmani. It translated to Changling in
the common tongue. Just as Vorg translated to halfchanged.
“If what you say is true I must try,” he said.
“It is your good fortune I am one Elder myself. I
thought the Mother had me linger here for good
reason. I should have departed for northern tracts
days ago, but something held me here.” He gave
me a knowing smile and then said seriously,
“Though I know not how fast the rest might arrive.
The Mother’s Great Wood is great indeed. We can
only put our faith in the Mother.”
“Good. Go then, and rouse the Vorgmani to
action. Have them meet us at the Staff and the
Stone. We will plan its protection from there.”
He craned his neck and head back, releasing
a screeching caterwaul that carried a mile if it was
heard at all. Startled, all Nesral and myself could
do was watch in awe. Within seconds creatures
were bounding through the forest and up to Felis.
An odd congregation had gathered here in the
woods; two small antelope stood beside a black bear
while a giant falcon roosted nearby and a doe and
buck frisked nervously next to a coyote and a
cougar. Capping the surreal arrivals was a giant
owl riding in on the back of a wild boar. In less
than a minute there were ten more Changlings, and
before our eyes the very air shimmered as they
morphed into their human forms. Nesral whistled
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appreciatively. They received quick instructions
from Felis before shimmering again and
disappearing.
“You can find the place on your own?” he
asked turning his attention back to me.
I nodded and flicked my ring finger with my
thumb. “The Mother provides,” was all I said.
He smiled. “Travel well Varek Hai. We
will meet again at the Grotto of the Guardian.” He
turned and in two quick strides his form shimmered.
It was really the only way to describe it, the
changing. It was like looking at a reflection in a
pond and having the water disturbed by ripples. His
form shimmered, rippling in the air and was
suddenly a panther again. Felis’ sleek black form
was lost in the woods in three giant bounds.
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Chapter Ten
As soon as Felis was gone Nesral asked,
“What is all this about the Staff and Stone?”
I thought about what I should tell him. “The
Great Wood is indeed great, and in all ways
undisturbed by man. Except in one. There is a
place, not far from where we stand now that holds a
simple, man-made structure. It is a large stone
grotto, hollowed out from near the top of a small
knoll. It is called the Grotto of the Guardian and is
perhaps the only evidence throughout the Great
Wood of man ever trespassing beneath her eaves. It
is where the staff and the stone were set, left many
years ago by Grand Master Trumaine before he
died. The Staff and Stone were spelled, to preserve
them within the grotto. Yet to touch the Staff and
Stone is foolhardy,” I warned. “Some tales tell of
people burned to ash where they stood or turned
stark raving mad, while others report of not being
able to touch it at all, as though the very air
surrounding it were solid. These may all be legends
and myths perhaps. I do not believe there are as
many who would have braved the Great Wood and
its caretakers to venture to the Grotto of the
Guardian, than there are stories. Its prize is
certainly valuable, though any spell of Trumaine’s
would last, its effect upon intruders remains
uncertain. Anyone who knew anything about magic
would know this and not try to take the staff.
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Adventurers might try their luck, but like any
common man, would have no success in taking it.
They would be lucky to reach the grotto alive, let
alone return. The Vorgmani are an exceptional
custodial force within the wood.”
We rode for the grotto, just days away, but I
held us at an easy pace. I knew the Elders would
take time to arrive, despite what I assumed was a
fast word put out through the forest. The forest was
a maze of game trails winding their way through
undergrowth grown thick over the years. There are
very few thin areas within the wood where one
might even see for any great length and the
occasional glen or glade where one can stretch or
see the sky are welcome respites from the nearly
claustrophobic clutches of forest that made travel
difficult. After five days riding we felt as though
we had been plucked at and clawed at and scratched
at by a thousand hands and our clothing and skin
bore the marks of that harassment. Had it not been
for my ring’s sense of direction I would be utterly
confused as to my location and destination.
Near the end of the sixth day the ground
began to rise and the sky opened up and before us
rose up the small knoll that held the future. We
faced the southern slope and circled to my right as
we climbed. The forest was eerily quiet, and I
wondered whether we should approach. Coming
near the top of the small hill and rounding east I
came upon the grotto, the small hollow cast in
shadow this late in the day. The hush deepened, a
stillness so complete that if a cricket chirped or a
branch rustled it was not within earshot. Within I
could sense the power, though I could not see it.
Instructing Nesral to remain back, I dismounted and
moved forward reverently, straining my eyes as I
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stepped carefully now into the darkness. The
blackness stirred before me and with a loud cry and
a confused bustle I was pushed, stumbling
backward and nearly falling down the slope. An
owl swooped out of the darkness and over my
sprawling figure, spreading its huge wings to the
deepening sky. It circled twice and by the light of
the setting sun I could see golden feathers flecked
with white that sparkled like dappling moonlight
across a golden field. Sitting up, I watched it settle
regally just outside the grotto. For a moment it
stared at me with penetrating auburn eyes. Then the
most remarkable transformation began.
Its
feathered face began to ruffle as though it were
shaking off a wet dew and then increasing in pace to
a rapid thrumming. I watched agog as the features
of a young man replaced that of the owl, beginning
with the face and proceeding over the head to reveal
dark brown hair streaked with gold stopping just
above tiny ears. Shoulders and arms replaced
feathered wings and in an instant those feathers and
features of the owl were gone. I sat staring before
me at this young man regarding me with the most
unusual eyes. His pupils were large auburn orbs,
and where the whites should have been, a golden
hue glimmered. He stood only a little higher than
four feet tall, yet his bearing was as stately as a
giant oak. His eyes were piercing, and within those
auburn pupils shone golden pools of knowledge and
experience.
“Welcome Varek Hai,” he said in a musical
tone slightly above tenor. “And welcome to your
friend,” he said with a nod to Nesral. “I am
Casouri, the first Vorgmani Elder to arrive. Please,
call me Cas and tell me all you know regarding the
evil currently threatening our beloved Great Wood.”
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I told him everything, and as I did more
animals began arriving. The hillside began to fill as
birds and beasts of all kinds crept forward out of the
forest or alit from the darkening sky. Nesral and I
were amazed at the transformations going on
around us, he, whistling in his quiet way of
remarking something odd or interesting. He seemed
beyond content, sitting quietly, nodding to the
occasional Vorgmani that arrived, as if each arrival
validated some inner belief of his. The moon had
climbed high by the time I finished my tale, and the
grotto was a mix of animals and what appeared to
be young adults, that curious trait of Changlings to
remain young and fair in human form, despite the
years they may have witnessed.
“You have given us much to think on Varek
Hai,” said Cas. “Yet I am afraid we have been rude
hosts. You have travelled far and through many
dangers to reach us and you must be weary. Please,
rest awhile under our protection.
When the
remaining Elders arrive we will call you to discuss
this further.”
“Thank you,” I replied, suddenly tired and
grateful for the opportunity to sleep.
A woman stepped forward then, beautiful
and exotic in her features, and her nakedness only
heightened my awareness. Nesral avoided looking
directly at her, but as with all Vorgmani she
remained unaffected and unabashed by her
nakedness. In spite of that, there was something
about her eyes that was so unusual, in the uncertain
light of the moon I could see no whites, and her
pupils were strangely conformed, as if there were
multiple pupils all pushed together within each eye.
It took nothing away from her beauty, however. As
I said, her nakedness did not bother me, though it

The Last Defender

171

was distracting. I have lived long and visited many
cultures that gave little thought to clothing or
entertained unique ideas regarding propriety. Yet
beyond her raw beauty she was extremely peculiar.
Her odd eyes were slightly protruding and projected
a depth of insight and knowing, yet at the same time
reminded me of an insect. Her voice carried like a
low vibrating hum, musical and hypnotic and when
she spoke she stirred feelings long, and deeply
buried for me of a happier time, a time of love and
passion.
“Come,” she said, “Let me show you a quiet
spot, not far, where you can rest in peace. You may
leave your horses free. They will be safe with us
and will not wander.” Her voice had a soft, musical
quality, not unlike a thrumming lute and her brown
hair cascaded freely midway down her back. As
she led the way I could not help but notice the
gentle sway of her firm, apple-shape bottom. Under
the light of the moon her skin cast off an amber
glow. We reached the base of the knoll and came to
a stop only a few paces beneath the forest. She
motioned Nesral beneath the wide branches of a fir
tree where a thick layer of soft pine needles lay
gathered. Nesral nodded and began to undress
while this beautiful creature motioned me forward,
further into the forest. After a short while she
stopped before a wall of firs, and favoring me with
a mischievous smile she parted tree limbs and
pushed through, out of sight. With a trepidation I
had not felt in years I followed and quickly found
myself in a small clearing, perhaps ten paces across.
This clearing was also covered in a thick layer of
pine needles and standing in the center my beautiful
guide silently beckoned me to her. Mingled with
the spicy scent of pine was a growing sweetness,
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like honey. The moonlight came through the
treetops in slanting shafts of silver that hit her skin
like lances. Her skin absorbed those lancing beams
and returned that amber glow and the heady odor of
honey began to fill my nostrils and leave me
breathless.
“What is your name?” I whispered.
Her thrumming voice cast low answered,
“Melli.”
I stepped forward as though compelled,
though in truth I could find no logical reason to stay
back. She took my hands in hers and pulled me
near, her honeyed scent nearly drowning me now
with a strange, almost yearning desire for her. She
pulled my shirt free of my trousers and gently
pulled it over my head. I could not resist. I did not
want to resist. She leaned forward, slightly shorter
than me she tilted her head back and ran her open
hands up my chest and over my shoulders. I was
lost in her eyes, but her gentle caressing fingers felt
like thousands of tiny feathers brushing against my
skin. She leaned her tilted head forward and softly
let her lips meet mine. Her lips fairly vibrated
against mine and her hands slipped to unfasten my
trousers. I could not help the groan of desire rush
from my lips as her hands slipped around my hips,
sliding my trousers free. Our lips moved slowly
and passionately as she pulled me down to the soft
pile of pine needles. Without a thought of what to
do I was lost in the tingling sensation of her touch,
the passion of her lips and the overwhelming
honeyed scent heated my own passion to boiling,
yet I had no control. I had relinquished myself to
her care sometime soon after we found this secluded
spot and her gentle tugs and caresses guided me. I
cannot say how long we lay together, the night was
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a blur of ecstasy that I will never forget, yet can
only recall vaguely. Shortly after, as we lay
entwined I recalled looking down as her hand
caressed my belly and was surprised to see not a
hand, but a swarm of bees in the rough outline of a
human hand. I say I was surprised, but I was not
alarmed.
A bustling sound from without our hideaway
intruded and in an instant Melli went from lying in
my arms to exploding into a swarm of bees. The
spell was broken so suddenly it was jarring. My
vision swam and when it cleared she stood before
me, yet facing away, back the way we came, and a
small figure stepped into our little love nest.
A young man with rather long ears sticking
awkwardly out of his black shoulder-length hair,
close-set black, distrustful eyes and stubborn set to
his jaw addressed Melli. “We are all here,” he said,
his tone brash. Then he looked past her and
addressed me. “Ah, Defender, I see you have been
enjoying Melli’s, ah, company. You should be
careful with her kind. Many a mate does not
survive her pleasures.”
I gave him my best ‘I am not afraid’ glare,
but he ignored it and said, “You are called now
Varek Hai. The Elders are ready to speak.” He
turned and stepped quickly away through the trees.
I rose and faced Melli, now favoring me
with that mischievous smile again. She stepped
forward and almost immediately her honeyed scent
fired my own desire into a tizzy. I struggled to
control myself, and barely succeeded. I believe she
allowed me to succeed, for she stepped lightly
forward and kissed me quickly. Then she leaned
her lips to my ear and after a gentle nibble that
made me sway where I stood she whispered, “I will
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give you a warrior son if you wish. Or a beautiful
daughter queen. I am not an unkind or selfish
lover.” Before I could form a response, indeed,
before I could regain my reeling senses, she gave
me one last smile and turning, walked away through
the trees.
I fell to my knees, exhausted, yet refreshed
and entirely sated, her scent still cloying sweetly to
my nostrils. After a time, I left to meet the Elders.
“So I do not know exactly how they will
force Slarech to take the Staff and Stone, but I know
it must be by force,” I explained to the gathered
Elders. “I know the young man and he could never
of his own free will take it for Vigomane or for any
evil purpose. I imagine he will be under some kind
of compulsion and am hoping it will be easy to
divert him and reclaim him.”
The young man that summoned me, with
rather long ears sticking awkwardly out of his black
shoulder-length hair, close-set black, distrustful
eyes and stubborn set to his jaw said, “Destroy
would be just as easy. Easier really and appropriate
as well if he indeed attempts to take the Staff and
Stone.” A general murmur of assent arose at this.
The Vorgmani were protectors of the Great Wood
and the Staff and Stone were more important even
than the trees that sheltered the Grotto of the
Guardian. Ages spent protecting and preserving
both from outside influence, often ruthlessly, would
not be deviated from easily.
“I implore you, Mother’s gifted race, Elders
especially,” I added with a pleading look for each,
for there were seven Elders now arrayed before me.
“I know this young man is but a tool for Vigomane
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but my heart tells me the Mother has plans for him.
He will do nothing for evil purposes, I would wager
my life on it.” The general murmur turned into
something like a growl from the crowd surrounding
me.
“Hush Equ,” directed Caball, another Elder,
toward the distrustful young man. “You speak with
the brashness of your kind and act with like
stubbornness. Let the matter be decided by those
with cooler heads,” he finished with a derisive snort
and a toss of his head that sent his long black hair
flying. To me he said, “We will not betray the trust
placed upon us to defend the Grotto of the Guardian
against all attackers. We have sworn to guard with
our lives and our lives we will give. You should not
underestimate our resolve.”
“Indeed,” added Melli, apparently an Elder,
though after the title all semblance of “Elder” fled
before her stunning beauty. She strolled forward,
lazily almost, allowing her slow, deliberate steps to
accentuate the turn of her calf, the firmness of thigh,
the swaying of hips and the curves of her breasts. I
blushed, recalling our tryst. She stepped nearly
nose to nose, her body close, her words closer, her
hand reaching up and stroking my cheek, “I think it
would be a pleasant diversion Defender to perhaps
show you how committed the Vorgmani can…be,”
she said, lingering seductively on her last word as
her finger traced a line along my jaw. “Though I
believe you think you are right, we have our duty. I
do not see how the two can coexist?” I suddenly
had no idea what we were discussing. My focus
scattered like leaves in the wind. The brush of her
finger was everything, like a thousand tiny feathers
fluttering at once along my chin, sending chills
down the center of my spine to settle deep and
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surprisingly within my loins. I do not think I had
ever been so aroused before.
One of the two remaining Elders to not yet
speak stepped forward, breaking the spell. Melli
turned and stepped away, and even as she
relinquished me from her gaze, my eyes were fixed
on her moving away. All I could think of was how
much I wanted her to stay yet how wonderful she
looked walking away. The new Elder, though he
had the features of youth, they were faded, worn
nearly to manhood with a dark beard and hair that
were both coarse and stiff and flecked with gray,
matching his attitude. His build was larger than
most of the Changlings too, being nearly two spans
tall and so thickly muscled he probably weighed
nearly that of a grown man. His name was Rufus
and when he stepped forward nearly everyone
stepped back a pace. Even the Elders appeared to
lean away from his presence. I thought myself that
the very trees would bend and sway before his will.
With a growl he said to everyone, “We take him
down and take him out, there is no two ways about
it. We are sworn. We will obey.” To me he said,
“If you wish to see this cub live you had best find
him before I catch his scent.”
I was getting angry, but more than that,
frustrated by the stubborn sentiment that they must
act according to their vow to protect. I had thought
that Slarech being such an obviously innocent
youth, one being used and likely coerced against his
will, would give them pause, offer them the reason
to make exception to their rule. I was wrong. And
despite my anger and frustration I could say nothing
more. I pled my case and was denied, and by the
sound logic of what for them was not only the right
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thing to do but undoubtedly the only thing. It did
not mean I had to like it though.
The last Elder, Lep, spoke up. He was the
smallest by far, perhaps the smallest of all the
Changlings coming up to my waist when standing.
He had thick brown hair and blue eyes and
abnormally thick legs and large feet that I could not
help noticing were nearly the size of mine. The
only thing more apparently odd than his feet were
his ears, so big they almost flopped over. When he
spoke his words came out clipped off, brisk and to
the point. “Aye we will fight. Lay our lives down
is our vow.” He turned from me to the rest of the
Elders and said, “That is our vow. Yet the Staff and
Stone are supposed to be taken. Fact is we are
destined to fail. Only the Mother knows how. May
be our end is upon us. May be we die defending
this very ground in the days ahead.”
He let his last words hang in the air and
every one remained quiet. I could almost hear them
thinking. I watched them cast anxious gazes back
and forth. Feet began to shuffle nervously. Mouths
twitched, wanting to say something yet not knowing
the right words. Noses twitched. My own nose
twitched and the sulfurous scent burning my nostrils
brought me out of my reverie. The Vorgmani
would not have to wait any longer. Vigomane had
arrived.
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Chapter Eleven
Vowing to lay down your life in defense of
something is not as difficult as actually doing it.
The very act of fighting to the death implies the
fight to remain alive, for where there is life there is
more fight. Death is failure. Of course, any one of
us that night would have given our lives to defend
that hill. Many did just that and did so heroically.
But it has always been my experience that a
willingness to die in battle often leads to the
opposite. Men I have seen, who have given up all
hope for personal survival in favor of a greater good
or goal, have gone on to accomplish some of the
most successful exploits I have ever witnessed. Yet
that was not the case this night. Success’ only
measurement for us this night was survival.
We were taken by surprise and after full
dark. I had not even looked on the Staff and Stone
yet, something my old eyes had seen a long, long
time ago and wished to again. The acrid smell of
burning pitch preceded their arrival by mere
seconds. The Grotto of the Guardian went from a
quiet hush to the cacophony of war in an instant. A
Draghan screamed as it swooped down and I threw
myself to the side, tucking and rolling and coming
to my feet sword in hand. I swatted Volare with the
flat of my blade and sent him galloping off into the
woods. He would be safer, I hoped. I saw the
second Draghan swoop down and stretch its four-
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fingered talons forth to grasp Melli in the chest.
What should have been a rending strike from the
Draghan turned apparently harmless, when Melli
burst apart on contact, into thousands of tiny bees.
Instead of lifting her off the ground and tearing her
apart, the Draghan went through where she had
stood and lost its balance, wobbling a bit before
catching an updraft. But not before a black paw
raked its underside.
I had just time enough to see Nesral draw
sword and brace himself before the forest exploded.
Vorgs rushed from the trees from the south and east.
The forest virtually poured forth their kind, what
seemed hundreds upon hundreds. Most were
horrifying hypocrisies of Changlings, half human
half animal, but many were armed and as they
crashed into the Vorgmani they were fighting with
the reckless abandon of the savage beasts they were.
The Changlings had little time to react and less to
do to defend. Many were cut down trying to change
into their animal form to either fight or flee. Those
that succeeded mounted a furious counter attack but
by that time we had already been pushed off the
hill, and into the woods to the north. In only
moments the Vorgmani had given up the one piece
of sacred ground they were sworn to protect and
without much of a fight.
As we were being pushed into the trees I
saw my young charge Slarech dash from the cover
of the forest’s southern fringe and up the slope. The
Vorgs clearly scared him, but they parted to let him
pass. He stumbled into them more than once and
each time recoiled as though burned. I knew then
there was no spell, but why was he helping
Vigomane? It made no sense. I pushed out of the
trees and shouted his name as he raced around the
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side and into the grotto but he could not hear me
over the hue and cry of battle. I slashed and stabbed
and cleared a small swath around me before Slarech
emerged from the Grotto. Though it was dark, by
the light of the moon I could see that he held the
staff. I saw a giant eagle swoop down upon him but
before it could strike Slarech a Draghan collided
with it, and the two beasts tumbled into the fray,
knocking Slarech down. I could only lay about me
with my sword for the next string of heartbeats, the
battle so thick. Then I saw Slarech rise and run
south, disappearing into the woods Staff and Stone
in hand. I cursed my luck and was welcomed with a
renewed push of Vorgs that drove me, against my
every effort, back into the forest to the north.
After the first few feet the forest grew
dangerously dense and one attempt to defend
myself nearly turned disastrous when my sword was
caught in mid parry by a branch. I only survived by
leaping backwards and nearly had my blade yanked
from my grip for my trouble. I slid the long sword
back into its scabbard and drew my two daggers,
curved miniatures of my swords and much more
effective in such close quarters. Crouching, left leg
forward left blade point down, right leg back, right
blade point up I braced for whatever might come in
the night. It came in a heartbeat.
Leaping from a thicket in front of me and to
the right came the hideous snarl of something that
might have been a horse. Its lips curled back to
reveal large flat yellow teeth that looked like the
oversized flat grinding teeth of a horse, yet its
human eyes blazed with madness and those
yellowed teeth snapped at my left leg. I slid my left
leg back and drove my left hand down and sideways
across the head of the beast and was rewarded with
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a howl as I think I sliced off a portion of its ear. It
tumbled past me into the bushes but I had no time to
think as another beast, something between a black
bird of some kind and a woman fell at me from my
left and above. Her face and head were all black
feathers, matted with dirt and scum, and where her
nose and mouth should have been were a cruel
parody. Two tiny holes spewed spittle and a stubby
yellowed beak curved sharply downward. It was
her nakedness that revealed her femininity. Her
bosom was entirely human. In fact, everything
from the neck down was human, including her
pearly white skin. She fell at me as though she
were swinging from the treetops. I stumbled
backward and fell over a log or rock or some other
obstacle hidden in the dark. She was immediately
upon me and was quick enough to bite me, or rather
peck at me, tearing at my arm before I used her
momentum to flip her past me into the woods. I
quickly stood, looking for her in the darkness when
I was slammed into from behind. I hit the ground
so hard I nearly lost my breath, but I had the
presence of mind to twist left and stabbed up with
my right hand. I felt flesh give and heard a squeal
and a grunt as whatever it was jumped back and
away.
I rolled back to my knees and scuttled over
to a large tree. Using the trunk to protect my back I
wiped my bloody right hand on the dirt and tried to
do the same with my dagger. I heard the rustle from
above and turned in time to see the bird woman leap
at me. This time I was ready and rolled aside, out
of her reach. She landed and immediately went for
me with outstretched arms and nearly had me again
she was so quick. I leapt back and pivoted right,
allowing her momentum to carry her past, but I
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stayed close and feinted high with my left. She
reflexively raised her arm to block, twisting to her
right and opened up her entire underbelly where I
drove my right hand blade deep. She curled
forward over my arm and grabbed my wrist. For a
moment she clawed and scratched and even bit at
me before I sliced open her neck to the bone with
my left. She fell away and I was back at the tree in
an instant, cleaning both blades hurriedly in the
mossy ground.
Two creatures came hurtling through the
dark night at me on all fours. They appeared to be
some type of wolf or hound, though the faces
remained largely human. The teeth were sharp and
too large for faces that seemed to possess chins and
cheekbones of men, covered sparsely with short
spiky hair. The rest of them were all animal right
down to the paws and tails, hind legs jointed like a
hound. They attacked together, one snapping at my
right ankle while the other went high and directly
for my throat. It was a technique that might work
for an unarmed farmer, but fazed me not at all. I
kicked at the face of the first beast nipping at my
foot, catching it in its wide flat nose, producing a
yelp. Even as I kicked I nearly severed the lower
mandible of the creature leaping for my throat with
a well timed and perfectly placed left-handed slash.
The kicked creature swerved out of reach from my
stabbing right and the leaping de-fanged animal
thrashed in pain on the ground, completely unaware
of anything around it now. Its death throws carried
it into the bushes, but the second creature came at
me again almost as soon as I missed it with my stab
and caught me off balance. I stumbled once more
on something in the dark and the beast’s lunge
knocked me down entirely. It bit down on my left
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forearm I had the misfortune to be using as a shield.
Before it could lock down on me though I stabbed it
in the eye and it fell away with a freakish scream
that sounded eerily human. It scrabbled around on
the ground at my feet, pawing at its ravaged eye and
shrieking in pain. I leapt up and stabbed it in the
chest, finishing it quickly.
I no longer had time to clean my knives and
had been completely turned around in the fighting.
Three shapes materialized out of the night and
rushed at me, forcing me backwards, though I had
no way of knowing where I retreated to. I stabbed
one in the leg before jumping back and to my left
and slashed the second as it ran by. The third
managed to wrap its arms around me, pinning my
right arm to my side, and bore me to the ground. I
grunted with the impact and the beast opened its flat
face to reveal small tusks protruding from the back
of its mouth. It tried to bite me then, and those
tusks would help it tear off chunks of me if I let it. I
stabbed it in the back with my left, once, twice, a
third time, all in quick succession, all the while its
mouth snapping at my face, its hot fetid breath
sickeningly close to my cheek. Finally, after a
fourth stab it released its grip on me and rolled
away defensively. I snapped to a crouch and
watched it warily eying me. Then it collapsed and
heaved once before lying still. The other two beasts
were gone, but something like a cat pounced from
the shadows and succeeded in digging four paws
into my back and bite down on my left shoulder. I
let out a scream in agony and fell forward. Luck
was on my side however as in my fall I twisted
sideways and narrowly missed a large, jagged edged
stone. The cat creature was not so lucky and though
landing on the stone did not really harm the animal

The Last Defender

184

it did dislodge it from me. I turned and threw both
blades up and forward defensively believing myself
well and truly done. The creature’s own blood lust
was it’s demise as it threw itself full force into my
blades and thrashed only once before it lay still,
atop me. My body screamed with pain and my
muscles were tired enough that it took several tries
to roll the dead beast off me.
I lay their panting and realized that aside
from the occasional scream of someone wounded,
the night had grown quiet. The fear brought on by
the battle for survival was now replaced by the
terror of wondering what lurked in the darkness
around me. It very nearly paralyzed me.
The moonlight failed to pierce the forest
canopy except for the slightest of dappling that cast
shapes in an eerie half-light. It changed from a
raging battle to a night full of flitting shadows that
bit and clawed before dissolving into the thickets.
Evil walked and crawled and flew and came from
every angle, every direction, and with little warning.
The quieting Vorgs must have sensed instinctively
that it was to their advantage to hunt silently and
their mad rush was replaced by slow and stealthy
attacks from the natural cover of the forest. I did
not see many Vorgmani, though I saw their
handiwork as I passed dead Vorgs left in their wake.
Torn and broken violently they littered the ground
like fallen leaves as I continued to be pressed in
what I now knew to be steadily north by the silent
yet persistent Vorgs. The rustle of a bush would
erupt into talons and teeth and rip at me from all
sides. I was reduced to twisting and slashing my
attackers as they darted in and past. The wounded
would dart off again into the woods with a shriek
and a cackle only to come at me again from some
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new hidden ambush. Other wild sounds would
carry through the woods, some the natural calls of
giant cats or birds or wolves, but still others were
the haunting sounds of the Vorgs, twisted calls
befitting a half beast-half man.
After what seemed like an eternity of
stabbing and pushing and stumbling backward I
realized I had stopped retreating. Soon afterward
the Vorg attacks stopped altogether. I took a knee
and rested for several blessed minutes catching my
breath and drinking thirstily from a brook I used to
defend my back moments ago. The area was lit
with moonlight from a rare break in the forest
canopy and I felt a modicum of safety with the
newfound ability to see more than a few feet
beyond my nose. I was not the only one to find my
way to this brook. Two coonhounds sniffed
cautiously before flopping down to drink. After
several gulps they shimmered and changed, one a
young woman and the other a man. They were
scratched and clawed but otherwise left without
serious injury. I wish I could say the same. My
body ached and burned and throbbed practically
everywhere. The bite on my shoulder was the worst
and I could feel it stiffening up and my left arm was
practically useless. My clothes were shredded in
places and the skin tattered and bloody.
The girl heaved a sigh and seemed to speak
to the night. “So this is how it ends? We
failed…spectacularly.”
Her despondence was heart wrenching and I
tried to offer her what consolation I could. “You
did what you could. We all did,” I said. She barked
a scoff and drank some more. “We should try to get
back to the Grotto,” I suggested. With nothing
more than a hurtful glare for me they both

The Last Defender

186

shimmered, changing into hounds again and
slipping into the forest. I had no idea if they
followed me, or if they flanked me, or if they went
ahead of me. A single mournful bay was all I
heard. I did not see them at all. I crept slowly and
quietly along. It took me nearly an hour to get back
to the Grotto, and I was attacked another half dozen
times along the way by Vorgs either lying in
ambush or simply hurt and left behind and startled
from their hiding. I was not the first to return to the
Grotto. There were already dozens about, mostly
taking care of the wounded and fallen, though there
were gratefully few of the latter.
A wolf appeared from the southern tree line
and climbed the hill. It was large, perhaps weighing
as much as myself, and its gray-black fur shone
dully in the moonlight. It sniffed at the grotto and
threw its head back and let out a howl. The long
mournful sound echoed through the night and a
hush fell as if the wolf’s anguish were a blanket
muffling the world as it fell on weary ears. Then
the wolf changed and before the grotto stood Rufus.
“Cas is following the traitor Guardian and
his minion from the air,” he growled. “Chase and
Dodger have the scent from the ground, though a
blind and lame pup could not lose them with the
swath of destruction they make in their passage. I
returned to organize the hunt. We will deal with the
dead tonight and set out at first light.” He paused as
he took in the scene of carnage that lay around the
hill, scowling in disgust at the torn misshapen
Vorgs. His eyes softened when they fell on the
shapes of his fallen Vorgmani, friends he had
known perhaps all his life and theirs. He would
shake his head and silently continue to tally the cost
of this night as he went. When he spoke again there
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was no doubting the anger in his voice. “We will
hunt them, drag them down, one by one and make
them pay with their lives.” A murmur of assent
rose from the crowd. “Melli!” he shouted and she
stepped forward to meet his steely gaze with her
own determination, “gather the faithful and fit and
any more that think they should help.” He scanned
around and found another he was searching out.
“Conco,” he said addressing a young man with dirty
blond hair and blood on his face and hands and feet.
It was not his blood. “You know the slopes of the
Spires best and all who live in or near. Leave now
and gather what you can for our attack.” Conco
nodded and in two steps shimmered into a mountain
lion. In two leaps he disappeared into the night.
“Hierra,” he said, his voice softening with concern.
“How do you fare?”
“I am hurt Rufus, though I can still fly,”
replied a small woman with flowing golden hair.
She was beautiful, and seemed to glow golden even
in the moonlight. Though when she moved she
flinched in pain and clutched her side. I could see
the mud caked over the wound, the Vorgmani
bandaged with dirt and moss. “That Draghan
managed to score me on one side, but I am of
sterner stuff than most. And it lies dead at the foot
of this hill,” she said nodding in its direction with a
satisfied smile.
“Than fly my love and rouse the birds of the
forest. I would that the air be so thick with them
that they blot out the sun.”
She nodded and with a final wince she leapt
into the air, changing into the same eagle that nearly
tore into Slarech, but instead grappled with the
Draghan. She visibly struggled to gain altitude but
finally caught an updraft and soared off over the
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trees and south. Until now I had never met another
who survived grappling with a Draghan.
His gaze swung now to me. His dark eyes
nearly glowing with anger betrayed the blood lust
he barely held in check. He said with icy
determination, “I will personally tear the throat of
your pathetic Guardian. You are protected by your
ring and oaths Defender. You may come or go as
you like, but I caution you.” He stepped forward,
looming over me from his higher ground. “Try to
interfere and his will not be the only blood I taste.”
I did not respond. Nor did I cower. Not
because I was not afraid. It is just not how I am.
Any sane man would be afraid of Rufus in the best
of his moods. Nor was it because I did not have a
response ready. I knew that just now was not the
time to argue the Mother’s will. But I met his gaze
with my own determined one. He stared for a
moment longer before turning on his heel and
entering the grotto.
I was essentially ignored after that, until a
large hare limped up the hill beside me and changed
into Lep.
“You were wise not to anger him with
further argument,” he said.
I could see the teeth marks on his leg. They
were beginning to scab though a trickle of blood
still flowed. “You should get that taken care of
Lep,” I suggested.
“I know. And I also know your mind on this
young Slarech,” he added quietly.
I looked around to see if any were listening,
but found everyone ignoring me thoroughly. “I will
not let harm come to him,” I stated. It was not a
warning, nor meant to be one. Just a clear truth.
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“I know Varek Hai. I also think you should
know that Rufus does not speak for the Vorgmani in
all things. Your Guardian has fulfilled a prophecy;
though I daresay not in a manner any had bargained
on. The Mother’s will has spoken and who are we,
you and I or even Rufus, to contradict? Let him
calm down. He will see.”
“I only worry that his vision clears too late,”
I replied.
“We march on the rise of the sun and blood
we will have,” replied Lep, his anger rising. I was
surprised by his sudden ferocity, but his gaze
softened and he said, “Vorg blood we will have for
Vorgmani blood spilled tonight. I and others will
do our best to see that Slarech’s is not among
them.”
It was not a guarantee, but under the
circumstances probably the best I could hope for.
“Thank you,” I said and without another word Lep
turned and limped away.
Nesral stumbled from the trees then,
battered, bruised and torn, but alive. He sat down at
the base of the hill and I came to him. “Slarech?”
he asked, hopeful.
I shook my head. “He has fulfilled a
prophecy of sorts,” I said, “though most here are
inclined to be spiteful.” I shrugged, suddenly tired.
“I guess I shouldn’t blame them. If it were my job
to protect the Staff and Stone, I would want the
same revenge. Many died here this evening. To
what end, the Mother only knows. May the Mother
shelter and protect him,” I said solemnly.
“Come,” I said after a few moments of
silence, and offered a helping hand. Nesral let me
help him up. “Let us find us a place out of the way
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where we may rest. We ride at first light. Slarech’s
life may depend upon us.”
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Chapter Twelve
I could not rest however. That night I
dressed my own wounds and tried to help the
Vorgmani bury the dead, though they hardly
allowed me to lay a hand on one of their own. After
a few hours of spiteful glares and cold shoulders I
decided to turn in, opting to rest as much as I could
before dawn. I settled next to a slumbering Nesral
under a tree at the clearing’s edge and curled up.
Sleep took me almost immediately, though restful it
was not. My dreams were fraught with Vorgs and
Draghans and the hunt for Slarech, which ended
disturbingly with me slaying him as he tried to kill
me. Just before sunrise I awoke feeling far from
refreshed, but happy because standing beside me
was Volare, a little scratched up, but none the worse
for his night. Perched on my saddle was Cas, in
owl form. His acorn eyes seemed to see inside my
soul and I thought I saw pity in them. He changed,
taking his human form, now sitting my saddle like
he was born in one. Volare seemed hardly
disturbed by his sudden transformation, only
shuffling his hindquarters slightly adjusting to the
new weight. Nesral remained snoring beside me
and I thought it better to let him rest so I rose and
guided Volare and Cas aside.
“He is a good horse,” said Cas. His form
captured the soft clarity of youth, though his
manner of speech weighted words with wisdom,
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making the casual statement seem somehow
profound and layered with meaning. “And aptly
named. I found him near five leagues from here
and untouched except by the forest.”
“Thank you Cas,” I said running my hand
along Volare’s neck and flank. “He had a better
chance of surviving the night away from here.”
“We all did,” replied Cas gravely.
I coughed, and glanced at the slumbering
Nesral. “What news of our quarry and hunt?” I
asked.
“The young Guardian is making his way
quickly south, south-east,” he said swiveling his
head in that direction. In human form his head still
swiveled unnaturally far and made me twitch with
the urge to crack my own neck. “He is more or less
surrounded by Vorgs, hundreds by my count. His
escort I suppose, though it seems more like he is a
herd of one cow being shepherded by hundreds of
dogs. Quite the opposite of what you might
expect,” he added cryptically.
I did not expect Slarech to cooperate with
Vorgs in the first place and said so. “If he is being
herded as you say than perhaps he is still under
some kind of compulsion spell.” Even as I said
them the words rang hollow.
Cas’ failure to look me in the eyes said he
agreed with my hollow yet unspoken sentiment.
Yet when he spoke his words gave me hope. “No, I
believe compulsion is not a part of this young man’s
behavior. He is poked and prodded incessantly,
hardly being allowed time to rest, let alone sleep.
His interaction with the Vorgs is more like that of a
prisoner, though one who is not in physical chains.
There are chains there though, I would bet my tail
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feathers on it. Invisible yes, but binding and strong
nonetheless.”
“You believe he is being coerced then?” I
asked.
He nodded somberly, a sad expression made
the more so by his seemingly young features.
“Coerced is probably the right word Varek Hai. I
think your young charge is acting of his own will,
though against all his principles.
To what
advantage I cannot say or see. I do not believe it
will end as he hopes either. With Vigomane, things
never do.”
“I must catch him,” I said. “Before he
comes to harm. Before Vigomane can do more to
him than the Mother can heal.”
“Fear not the Mother’s healing power Varek
Hai. You of all should understand her hand could
mend all but death.”
“It is death I fear,” I replied. “If not by
Vigomane than by,” I stuttered, “forgive me, I mean
no disrespect.”
Cas slid off Volare’s back and stepped aside
so I could mount. “You need not beg forgiveness
for the truth. You are worried the Vorgmani may
exact our own justice.”
I climbed wearily into the saddle and
nodded. “I hope the Vorgmani show compassion
enough to spare him.”
“It is a very real worry,” continued Cas.
“We are the Mother’s blessed creatures, but we are
still creatures of the Mother. We have our own
faults. Our own emotions. Many blame him for the
reek of death in this once sacred place. If he comes
into the power of the wrong Vorgmani I fear for
him as well.”
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“I must go. I must do what I can before
such a thing comes to pass,” I vowed.
“Go if you must, but even the swiftest will
not overtake the Vorgs and their prisoner before
they reach the safety of the Black Shadow.”
“Eh? What is the Black Shadow?” I asked,
confusion I am sure showing on my face.
“It is the fortress they run to, Vigomane’s
lair in the mountains. It is what the Vorgmani call it
at any rate. It has cast its black shadow over the
region for many, many years.” Cas sighed, and his
youthful features melted into something tired and
worn, if not old. “Perhaps the shadow will be lifted.
Or perhaps the shadow will grow. We depart soon
behind you Varek, and we all will know the truth of
which soon enough. Fare well,” he said and turned,
melting into the woods.
I had one thing to do before I departed. I
rode to Nesral and woke him, somewhat gruffer
than I meant as he sat up perturbed.
“What then,” he said accusingly with tired
eyes.
“I ride for Slarech,” I began and Nesral
immediately nodded and began to rise. “Hold a
moment,” I interjected and he glared up in
confusion. “I go alone Nesral. There is nothing
more you may do here, but there is more you may
do.” His immediate dejection was giving way to
curiosity and he began to rise again. “I need you to
return to Minao and your men. Find them and
report to your king. Warn him of what has
happened here. Warn him of the fortress in the
mountains and of who is behind it. He may not
believe a Druid Lord resides there. He need not be
convinced. Just be sure to convince him of the
danger to his northern tracts and let him be ware.”
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“I can do these Varek and gladly,” he said
rolling his pack up and securing it. “Where then
shall I find you?”
“Mother’s blessing I will be heading to the
Citadel with Slarech. I will go by way of Riverside
and leave word with the Council there.”
Nesral nodded and then reached up a hand to
me. I clasped it firmly and we shared a moment,
eyes locked. No words were spoken, but what
passed was an understanding that has passed
between many men for countless generations.
Respect for the fight and an unspoken vow to
always remember, and always be there for the other.
Without another word, I spun Volare in the
pre-dawn hour and spurred him south, into the
woods. The Vorgs were easy to follow. They left a
wide swath of forest beaten down in their wake,
though I could only push Volare so fast for fear of
twisting an ankle and coming up lame. As the sun
rose to my left I felt through my ring for direction.
I could feel the pull almost immediately, dragging
me like filings to the lode, south and a little east.
Straight ahead along the path the Vorgs had
trampled through the forest. My only hope was to
get to Slarech before it was too late. The urgency in
my ring made the thought seem far from possible. I
prayed to the Mother to give me speed and to
protect young Slarech until I could.
Shadows lengthened as the day wore on.
The trail became less trampled, like they were
deliberately trying to leave as little trace as possible.
This worried me, as Vorgs tend not to care about
much of anything unless it involved feeding and
fighting. As the forest closed in my worries were
proved well founded.
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The forest exploded on both sides of me. A
dozen of the misshapen creatures had laid an
ambush and I walked right into it. Fortunately,
Vorgs aren’t much for coordinating tactics in an
assault. They simply charged from the trees on
each side, screaming with blood lust and
brandishing their crude weapons. My sword was
out in an instant even as I dug my heels into Volare.
Angling to the right I let Volare trample a Vorg
who, when surprised by our spurt turned to flee.
The Vorg next to him, an ugly looking man-bull
with a wicked saber took a wild slash at me, which I
parried easily and my counter took his arm off at the
elbow as we flew by. I let Volare have the reigns
and the trees flew by in a green blur. We were
quickly and neatly out of the trap. After the cries of
the Vorgs grew faint I pulled him up and around,
slamming my sword home in its scabbard and
quickly stringing my bow. The Vorgs, now ten in
number, were about a hundred paces and closing. I
knocked, drew and aimed. Loosing the arrow I was
already knocking my next when the first found its
target. Three more shots and the Vorgs were now
six, but they scattered into the trees on either side. I
could hear them crashing toward me, but could not
see them to shoot them until they burst from the
cover just paces away. One shot was all I could
muster before I spurred Volare back the way I had
come. I stuck my bow through my saddle girth and
drew both swords now. Using only my knees I
spun Volare back again. The Vorgs came at me
from all sides, but there were only five now and the
first two I quickly wounded before a third leaped
high from my back right and hauled me from the
saddle by the shirt. As we tumbled I slammed my
elbow into its chest and heard the wind go out with
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an audible oomph. Rolling to a crouch I raised my
blade in time to block a well-placed slash with
enough strength behind it to knock me back a pace
in the process. I took two steps back though and
watched the next swipe slash empty air. Then
stepping forward with two quick flicks I had
disarmed and run through my bearish opponent. I
turned to find the last two cautiously sizing me up
from ten paces away.
They reminded me of an animal I had once
encountered, something between a dog and a cat
that lived in the open plains and hunted in packs.
These Vorgs however, went on two legs yet covered
with a brownish red fur and their faces were
muzzled like a hound’s. The eyes were entirely
human though and that human intelligence looked
out at me with hate and bloodlust. They made
similar shrieking noises too, high-pitched whines
that in the wide open at night sent chills down the
spines of the hardest men. These creatures before
me seemed to cackle as they crouched and crept
forward. Two to one and I felt pretty confident. I
smiled and waved them on.
The next instant my smile vanished. Behind
them the forest expunged another dozen such beasts
and the cackling grew to a crescendo resembling
maniacal glee realizing their prey was outnumbered.
They fanned out, and I backed cautiously, trying to
keep them in front. Several dashed to either side
and quickly outflanked me, and another three
herded Volare, snorting and stomping, away from
me. They did not attack my horse, but neither did
they wish to deal with him kicking and rearing
while they attacked. First rule of pack hunting is
split the herd. Go for the smallest, weakest prey. I
was the smallest, but they made a mistake assuming
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I was the weakest. I was out numbered, but
determined to exact as high a toll on my death as I
could. Swords in hand I crouched and waited as the
circle slowly tightened.
Pack hunting involves coordination and
usually starts with getting prey to flee. Taking
down your target while its back is turned to you is
generally the idea. Easy meat. When you fail to
make it turn and run and instead corner it, caution
becomes the prevalent wisdom and rather than
overwhelm, these creatures instinctively wanted to
bleed me. Darting in two and three at a time they
would strike, never a killing blow. They wanted me
wounded and tired before they pounced. A branch
snapped underfoot behind me and I spun and
slashed at the beast trying to creep in. It was too
fast and I only succeeded in nicking its shoulder,
but two more attacked from my backside even as I
turned. Knowing the tactic and stopping it are two
different things. Spinning back I stepped forward
into their sidelong attack and buried my right blade
to the hilt in one chest, but the other raked my left
shoulder with a claw and I could feel the blood start
to flow. Worse, the beast with my sword sheathed
in its chest twisted and writhed and jerked my blade
free of my hand as it thrashed and died. I switched
hands with my last sword. My left was weak now
anyway. Their cackles rose in response to the sight
and smell of my blood and their daring increased as
they struck again. I spun slowly, but continuously,
aiming to guess which would dart in next. Two
more died and one was wounded before I was cut
again, this time by a crude looking short sword of
sharpened stone. It left a nasty cut on my thigh and
my blood began to soak my pant leg.
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I limped noticeably now and I hugged my
left arm against my stomach because it hurt to rotate
my shoulder. They could sense my weakness, see it
plainly even, and I could see it in their eyes that the
game was over. The circle tightened and they
tensed as one. One heartbeat, two heartbeats, three
and then they sprang. The forest sprang with them
however, and crashing out from all sides I found
myself amidst a pitched battle between packs.
Dark, grey and black wolves leaped from the cover
of the forest on all sides and the Vorgs that wanted
me dead now found themselves under attack. Black
and grey fur flashed and brown and red fur flew. It
took mere seconds to end, most of the Vorgs dead,
several managing to flee into the forest. The wolves
let them run. Instead they turned their eyes on me
and slowly closed in. The largest wolf, a dark black
one with flecks of grey around its muzzle growled
low and menacing. I met its steely gaze and nodded
my thanks. It rippled and before me stood Rufus.
“When you hunt Vorgs alone you live a
short life,” he condescended.
I ignored the jibe. “My thanks Rufus. Your
timing was fortuitous,” I chided. I knew he must
have watched from the shadows of the trees,
waiting.
He turned away from me, disgust flowing
out from him in waves. “We killed for Vorgmani,
not to save you.”
He could have waited another few seconds
and that might have been enough time for them to
finish me. “Yet you did and for that, my thanks,” I
replied, this time with full sincerity. Rufus was not
someone I wanted disliking me. At least not any
more than he already did.
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“We go ahead,” he continued and on his
word the remaining wolves turned and loped off
south, silently melting into the trees. “You should
be more careful,” he cautioned and abruptly rippled
into wolf form and in two quick bounds disappeared
from my sight.
I sat down, exhausted. I was hurt, still
bleeding and physically spent. Volare stepped over
and nuzzled my good shoulder and when I looked
up he puckered his lips and kissed my cheek,
slobbering all over me. It cheered me, if only
momentarily. I struggled to stand, my right leg
balking, sore and bloody. First thing I did was strap
on Volare’s feed bag full of oats and rubbed his
neck affectionately. Then I took off my torn shirt
and cut it into bandages and began the process of
cleaning and dressing my wounds. I had a salve in
one of my saddlebags that when applied to wounds
numbed them. That was a blessed relief. I
bandaged myself as best I could, my shoulder being
the most difficult, yet fortunately only superficial in
severity. It bled and ached, but would probably
barely leave a scar. Not that I did not have my
share. I donned a clean shirt, one of a quickly
dwindling supply and changed into my last pair of
decent trousers. The sun had not set yet, but I could
go no further today. Instead I gathered some dead
wood and made a fire and after a quick bite to eat I
set to work patching my torn trousers. After
completing my work I spread out my bedroll and
lay gingerly down. As I drifted off to sleep I felt a
familiar trickle of power through my ring. I could
feel the magic settle over my wounds like a fine
web of silk, flesh knitting, tightening, healing,
before the oblivion of exhaustion took me.
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Chapter Thirteen
By morning the magic of my ring had erased all
signs of the battle of the previous night, though I
still felt as though I fell from a tree and hit every
branch on the way down. A very tall tree. I packed
up and mounted Volare without preamble and ate a
little while in the saddle. I knew now that the
Vorgmani would beat me to Castle Shadow, as I
now began to think of it. I had no idea what the
Vorgmani’s plan of attack would be. I could only
hope that my arrival would give me time to help
them plan, though in truth I only wanted to be there
to save Slarech. That was, of course, if Slarech
were still alive. I tried to think of a scenario that
would leave him alive and a prisoner within Castle
Shadow, but what use would Vigomane have for
him after obtaining the Staff and Stone? The more
my thoughts turned to Slarech, the more I
considered what the Druid Lord Vigomane could be
holding against him? What was he using to force
him to steal the Staff and Stone? Sadly, I could
think of nothing.
As the forest thinned, the ground rose, and
the foothills of the mountains known as The Spires
reared before me and to either side. The mountains
ranged in two directions from where I stood, almost
due east to west and again north to south, but where
they ended south and east is where I was heading.
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It is where the Vorgs, and likely the Vorgmani were
by now and every moment that passed without me
there was another moment Slarech may be killed
out of hand.
I still followed the trail the Vorgs left in
their haste to return to Castle Shadow. It was not a
trail they put much effort into hiding. I could not
see much sign of the Vorgmani though, but I was
certain they were ahead of me. As soon as I broke
from the tree line the ground rose sharply before
me. The sky to the southeast was dark, though the
descending sun shone brightly to my left. It was as
though every bird of the forest, perhaps all of Hera
Hana, had been called to this place. The trees
practically quivered underneath the constantly
hopping, leaping, and landing birds of all sizes and
shapes. Flocks of hundreds would leap as one into
the sky, heading further south and east. No sooner
had they left than others landed in their place,
arriving from the west and north. Yet the slopes of
the Spires were eerily quiet, silence broken only by
the whispered beat of feathered wing or the rustling
of leaves as limbs bowed under the weight of so
many birds. And beneath the eaves of trees there
gathered the other animals of the forest, though in
smaller groups. They kept to the shadows and
natural cover of trees and rocks, clinging to that
natural instinct to hide so dramatically opposite of
what brought the animals here. Like the birds in the
trees, stags gathered in threes and fives and
congregated not far off from a group of mountain
lions, a temporary truce of nature agreed to in order
they could combat a common foe. For me, I felt as
if I had stepped through another portal, much like
entering the Veil, only this world held dichotomies

The Last Defender

203

of nature that wrestled with all that I considered
normal and natural. Would rocks grow mouths and
shout at the trees to pluck them from their
slumbering and toss them at their enemies? And I
imagined the assault on Castle Shadow would be
unlike any I had ever seen or heard of; avian surges
crashing over her walls like so many waves in a sea
of stormy feathers, wolves hamstringing prey only
to leave it for the deer to trample under hoof while
leaping away after another. Resolutely I spurred
Volare forward, but made it only a few paces when
I was challenged from ahead.
Leaping atop a boulder to the right of the
path was a large brown bear. It changed, in that
disturbing, turning in on itself effect, as though
rippling the fabric of its being into human form.
Before me stood a young woman with long brown
hair and deep black eyes. Her naked figure was
full, wide hips and large bosom, and her legs were
shapely but thick, as were her arms. She was short
though, standing perhaps to my shoulder, though I
imagined trying to move her physically would
prove not only impossible, but disastrous as well.
She called to me. “Varek Hai, we have been
expecting you.” Her tone was matter of fact, not
welcoming, but not hostile either. That was
something.
I knew her from the Grotto. “Ho Ursi,” I
said in greeting, “How fares the Vorgmani?”
She shrugged, a slow hunching of muscled
shoulders. “We wait for Melli’s return. Rufus has
sent her to scout the Black Shadow. Our people are
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angry and want vengeance, but we know the value
of patience. We will see how best to confront this
Druid Lord and his evil spawn. Then we will draw
the blood we seek.”
Something about the way she said this last
told me she was one of those Vorgmani who would
include Slarech’s blood as part of their payment
owed. I did not rise to the remark however. Instead
I asked, “May I speak with Rufus?”
Again Ursi shrugged. “We are beyond the
Great Wood now Defender. You need not request
permission from the Vorgmani,” she said flatly and
her lack of emotion was disturbing to me. “Though
I would have a care, Defender, to not interfere in the
affairs of the Vorgmani. We may not be within the
Great Wood, but we are ferocious enemies none the
less.”
With that stark warning she gestured me by
her and up the trail and I quickly left her behind.
As I rode I passed all types of animals. It was like
riding through a menagerie with the exception being
that there were no cages, just animals, relegated on
their own to separate areas keeping them just apart
from one another. That they did not attack each
other seemed a miracle on its own, however that
they were all here was something beyond
miraculous. I had no idea the Vorgmani could
actually compel the wild animals of the forest to
action. Though in truth, I had no idea how many of
these animals were actually Vorgmani themselves.
In less than an hour I reached a point in the
trail that doubled back on itself as it rose sharply,
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then wound about to come up on a flat rise and gave
view to the higher Spires both west and north and
what little remained of east. For east was Castle
Shadow, looming above and still some several
leagues off. This would be as close to the fortress
as they could muster with little or no notice. The
flattened area was dotted with stunted trees and
carelessly strewn boulders, as though a giant had
decided to start a garden atop this lonely perch. In
the center boulders were gathered in a circle and
atop these sat elders in human form. Rufus, his
large grey grizzled features blended into the rocky
sparseness, yet his voice broke the silence like a
trumpet sounding the dawn. I slid off Volare and
took a step forward.
“Defender!” he called loudly and rising from
his seat on a boulder strode languorously over,
though the fire in his dark eyes and heat in his voice
betrayed the casualness in his unhurried gait. He
stopped dangerously close to me, intimidation
natural for him much like howling at the moon, or
tearing the throat out of his prey. “Would have
thought you might slink on to wherever you call
home after we saved your hide the last time. Do not
expect us to make a habit of it now,” he warned.
“I leave my welfare in the far more capable
hands of the Mother,” I replied icily. “The Mother
will provide what she will, when she wills it, and
denies just the same.
Remember Rufus,” I
cautioned, letting my voice drop to nearly a
whisper. “I am a Defender of the Mother’s Peace. I
wear the ring and wield the sword. The former
takes me, the latter protects me and the Mother
delivers me.” A benison I have often repeated, for
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my own benefit more than any other, yet I sought to
chastise him.
He chafed visibly, looking down and away
and awkwardly shrugging his shoulders as he
turned, grunting, heading back toward the ring of
stones. “We fight within hours Varek Hai,” he said,
and although his tone was moderated to a less
hostile one, he was still clearly unwilling to
embrace my presence. “You may stay or go as you
wish, but we will have our vengeance in blood.
You cannot prevent it. You should not try.”
I shrugged myself and followed him,
stopping just outside the ring of elders, sitting on
their stones like counselors. Casouri, the golden
owl, sat with his back to me, but as I neared he
turned, that unnatural swivel making me want to
crack my neck, and regarded me with a smile.
“Welcome Defender Varek,” he chimed in his
musical tone.
“Well met Cas,” I replied and reached out to
clasp his hand. “Please tell me what you have
learned and how I may be of service to the
Vorgmani.”
Rufus shot me a glare, but the rest of the
Elders ignored him. Cas sighed and said, “We
await Melli’s return, as well as Hymie’s. They are
scouting our enemy now and will tell us all we need
to know.”
I did not know this Hymie, but Melli was
some one I could never forget. She was stunning in
her beauty, yet quiet. Yet she was neither shy, nor
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fearful. Her gaze was penetrating yet betrayed
nothing of her feelings.
I recalled my first
encounter with her, feeling as though I were pierced
by a thousand needles, all reaching to the depth of
my soul, spilling my innermost thoughts, though not
to everyone, but only her. While I might have been
justified in feeling violated, I rather felt relieved by
the thought of her knowing my true feelings. The
resulting encounter in the glade was like nothing I
had ever experienced.
I remember being
mesmerized by her mere closeness to me, being
consumed with desire, yet unable or perhaps
unwilling to move first. I was clay in her hands,
and her every touch was the caress of a thousand
feathers. Even now I began to grow warm with the
memory. During the night of the attack on the
Grotto she turned into thousands of bees, narrowly
escaping the clutching talons of a Draghan in
spectacular fashion. I pictured thousands of bees
swarming about Castle Shadow, darting in windows
and down hallways, perhaps unnoticed by her
enemies and therefore granted entry unmolested and
likely unknown. An excellent way to gather
information without alerting your enemy to your
presence, and I suddenly wondered what else the
Vorgmani might bring to warfare. Certainly the
Vorgmani were a force I had never reckoned on
facing, and in all my long years I had never heard
tell of them engaging in battle.
Even as I thought of her, a swarm of wasps
descended on the circle accompanied by the low
drone of a thousand wings. The swarm was like a
low fog drifting on a quick wind as they circled
about the elders before settling upon an empty stone
perch and coalescing into female form. I watched
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this swarm of wasps intently as they formed the
shadowy outline of a person. Yet the person
moved, shifting into a sitting position even as each
individual wasp clung together, giving the
impression of a woman covered completely by
wasps, rather than a woman being formed from the
wasps themselves. The wasps all looked like a
teeming hive as they clambered, making my skin
crawl just watching. They all appeared to be
burrowing into her form and soon large patches of
pale skin formed and grew until finally, Hymie sat
before us, wasps gone. Naked, and as beautiful as
Melli, she let her smile play around the circle,
adding quiet words of greeting and nods of
welcome. Her eyes held mine and I felt that odd
sensation of welcome intrusion upon my thoughts.
It was then I noticed a lone wasp crawling up my
forearm.
“You must be Varek Hai,” she said in a low
lilting purr. “I have heard of you, Defender. And I
am intrigued,” she added in a sultry tone. Her eyes
were delving deep within my soul and I suddenly
felt light headed. As her voice purred in my ears I
looked down at the wasp on my arm in time to see a
bee land upon its back. The wasp and bee appeared
to struggle, but the next moment brought a swarm
of bees and the wasp was driven away, and with it
that breathless sensation that I thought I might grow
to enjoy.
Melli had arrived however and soon
coalesced in the same way as Hymie. Her eyes met
mine and she smiled seductively at me before
casting a scathing glare at Hymie. Hymie smiled
demurely and turned her attention from me back to
the others. Melli, pleased with her apparent success
favored me with another smile and I heard the
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buzzing before I felt a bee alight on my neck. I
dared not swat it. I could hardly feel it, though for a
brief moment I was awash in the heady perfume
fondly remembered from our earlier encounter. Just
as quickly as it came, it was gone, and I was left
with a satisfied smile from Melli. I myself was
smiling like a schoolboy, and quickly coughed,
looking away, trying to gather myself. A low growl
from Rufus snapped me back to our present
predicament.
“Be easy,” said Cas, then turning to Hymie
and Melli, “Welcome sisters.”
After the formality of greeting was complete
Melli began her report. “I have been inside this
fortress of darkness and am surprised at what I
found. There are Vorgs within, maybe several
hundred, but certainly not more.” Her voice was
curiously distrustful, as if she did not believe her
own words. “The drawbridge is lowered as well,
and though the gate is manned by Vorgs, it is
thrown wide, and they hardly keep a watchful eye.
It appears as though they have no concern of an
attack, else they would surely close the gate and
raise the bridge.”
“I saw the same,” added Hymie with
discernible scorn for the Vorgs, “They appear
disorganized and thoughtless, even fighting and
squabbling almost incessantly among themselves. I
believe we could take the castle easily and with
very little bloodshed on our side.”
Rufus growled, an eerily delightful sound
that reminded me of a hound dreaming of the hunt.
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He asked, “And the traitor Slarech? Were you able
to locate him?”
Melli nodded. “He is not in the cells below
as I originally guessed,” she replied. “He is off the
main redoubt, high in the central tower, though it
looks as though he is confined within a locked
room.”
“And the Staff and Stone?” asked Rufus,
actually licking his lips. Where has the Druid Lord
Vigomane taken them?”
“They remain with the boy,” said Melli,
disbelieving. The entire circle, including Rufus,
started at this revelation. Melli held up a hand and
the group fell silent. “The tower room where the
child is held is an odd thing,” she started to explain,
but slowly, as though finding the right words were
difficult, not because she lacked the words, rather
she lacked belief in those words. “I have said the
boy is held in a locked room, but within the room is
a cell. It is strange,” she remarked, “It holds a
single Vorg, misshapen and diseased as they are,
but also wild. Perhaps as wild as they come, if such
distinctions can be made.”
“What matter to us who his bedfellows are?”
spat Rufus acidly. “If he still has the Staff and
Stone, all’s the better for us. We can recover our
loss and exact our revenge in a single blow.”
I could see the elders considering Rufus’
words, some murmuring softly to each other as if
finding this plausible and perhaps even agreeable. I
was starting to worry and opened my mouth to
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speak when Cas broke in. “Are you certain you
looked everywhere for our enemy?” he asked,
unable to hide the concern in his voice. “I find it
troubling that you discovered only a few hundred
Vorgs, far less than what attacked the Grotto. What
of the rest? Where did they go and why?”
This thought I could see had an impact on
the other elders, mostly of concern, though Rufus
brashly snorted and said, “Perhaps they have
scattered through the forest.
Vorgs are
unpredictable at best in their loyalty. Likely they
are even now running to hide in the furthermost
recesses of the Spires.”
Cas shook his head slowly, very nearly as if
he were saddened by Rufus’ remarks. “Nay Rufus,”
he said, sadness and disappointment both evident,
“You know as well as I do that the attack on the
Grotto was well coordinated, and executed with
unusual precision, as was their withdrawal.” Rufus
growled as if he would respond, but Cas’ quiet, yet
insistent voice somehow overrode Rufus’
belligerence. “And you know from your own
pack’s hunt that the Vorgs that were scattered were
few. I have word from the birds of the forest as
well. They chirp of Vorgs scattered among the
mountains here, perhaps more than what might be
called usual, but still not enough to believe they
have all been accounted for. Nay, something here
does not feel quite right.”
I held my breath as the elders quietly
ruminated on the caution of Cas. All but Rufus,
who stood and paced quickly, though without
speaking for several long moments. He stopped and
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addressed Cas and the others. “What then if they
are gone away, so long as they are gone?” he
questioned. “Are we to ignore the wounded stag
and go after the rest of the herd? Our enemy has
miscalculated, badly it seems. Why should we not
take advantage? If they have the gates opened and
poorly manned, we should attack. We could take
the castle before any resistance can be organized.
We can take the Staff and Stone and have our
revenge and be gone before our enemy knew what
was happening. When your prey exposes its neck,
do you not tear it out?” His steely eyes looked to
each elder, lingering briefly before moving to the
next, a quiet, deadly plea within.
I could see his words having the desired
effect, even with Cas, though the wise elder still
harbored doubt. “I believe in taking advantage of
our opportunities Rufus, and surely if this is such
than I will stand with the Vorgmani,” Cas said in
slight acquiescence that visibly buoyed Rufus.
“Yet,” he added weightily, “I still believe it wise to
find out what happened to our enemy’s forces
before we rush headlong into what might be a trap.”
Rufus allowed himself a rueful chuckle, but
Hierra stepped forward and said, “I agree with Cas.”
Rufus growled, but she pushed on. “I will gather
the winged Vorgmani and we will scour the
mountains nearby. If the Vorgs are hidden, we will
find them. If not, then I see no reason to delay
further. How say the rest of you?”
One by one the elders nodded their
acceptance of her proposition and at the end, even
Cas had to agree. Unfortunately, I had no say, and
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what was infinitely worse was I thought they were
wrong. Completely.
Though I had no say, I would not remain
silent. “Elders hear me,” I pled. “I will fight with
you. I will die with you if necessary, if the Mother
wills it. But I cannot condone the slaying of
Slarech.” Rufus growled, and loudly now, but I
shot him a glare and continued. “He is but a boy
and a pawn in all this, I am sure. Though I cannot
prove it now, I will prove it,” I vowed and I
earnestly sought approval within the gazes of these
elders. There were too few that met my eyes with
any sort of empathy, though Lep, Melli, and Cas all
seemed to offer the hint of pity. It would have to be
enough. “At least give me the opportunity to prove
his innocence in this, and if found guilty,” here I
took a deep and troubling breath, for I held
Slarech’s life in the balance here. “If found guilty,”
I continued, “I will be the one to execute judgment.
He will die by my hand, in the name of the Citadel
and by the will of the Mother.”
Rufus took a brief moment to consider
before replying. “If he does not resist capture, I will
spare his life as you request.” Though his words
were benevolent they were utterly without
conviction. Clearly he did not believe Slarech
would give up without a fight. “If he tries to fight
or flee, he is mine.” His emphasis on his last word
left no doubt.
The last rays of the setting sun cast the
group in half-lit shadow. “It is done then,” said Cas
formally. “Scour the mountain,” he ordered Hierra,
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“If nothing is found we attack with the dawn. May
the Mother protect us all.”

The Last Defender

215

Chapter Fourteen
As the Elders dispersed my gaze remained fixed
upon Castle Shadow. I was sure there was
something we were all missing. If only I could get
inside, see for myself this mysterious form of
captivity placed upon Slarech. It did not make
sense.
“You wish to see for yourself,” said Melli
guessing my thoughts.
I started, unaware of her staying behind.
Turning, I was again teased by that sensation of
breathlessness and the heady perfume that seemed
to accompany her. Yet it was just a tease, a tickling
sensation that left me wanting more rather than
overwhelming me as it had before. I nodded.
“Then look Defender,” she said.
I was immediately engulfed with her
honeyed scent, my vision dimmed to black, and I
swooned and caught her ready arm. She looked me
in the eye as my breath was taken nearly away and I
was dimly aware of a stinging sensation on my
neck. I moved to swipe it but she held my hands
firmly.
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“Relax Defender and look through my
eyes,” she said, quietly, soothing, mesmerizing.
I opened my eyes and found myself flying
through the air, buffeted this way and that by the
mere trickle of a breeze, in an oddly violet colored
world. I instinctively closed my eyes, thrashing
horribly as though I were flailing in mid-fall and
Melli gently but firmly held my hands.
“Relax Varek. You are fine and stand with
me still on the hilltop,” she said in her comforting
voice. “You see with my eyes now. Relax and
see.”
With the caution of a child I allowed my
eyes to peek open and again was amazed by the
visual experience of flying, wind whipping. I was
the bee. Darting through the hills with Castle
Shadow obscured by the forest I flew through. And
the flight! Dizzying to the point of nausea I darted
above and below, around and through the various
obstacles that appeared to leap out before me. With
a quickness I have never known I flew ahead, never
tiring, with only one goal in mind. It took a while
to travel a league as a bee, and by the time Castle
Shadow loomed ahead I had mastered my unease,
and was now enthralled with the freedom of flight.
While I felt what the bee felt, I was in no
way in control. As for my view through the bee’s
eyes, the world was a surreal intermingling of dark
shadow and bright violets with a panoramic view
that stretched my peripheral vision well past my
norm. All the sensations of the bee were mine as
well. The gentlest breeze was like the wildest
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tempest, yet there was never any feeling of fright.
Whether the bee was incapable of such a feeling or
simply not afraid I could not discern.
When the castle finally loomed I could see
the gate thrown open and several Vorgs present.
Their posture spoke of laziness, to the point of
boredom, which I found unusual under the
circumstances. If properly under the control of a
wizard, especially one of Vigomane’s ability, they
should be more vigilant. I had little time to
consider as we swept past them unnoticed. Through
a small tunnel pocked with murder holes along its
sides and ceiling large enough to fit a spear or fire
an arrow we emerged into a wide courtyard. There
were several more Vorgs moving about, though
rather listlessly. Before me were several structures,
one a wide, low building that likely served as
soldiers’ quarters ran along the left-hand wall.
Along the right were smaller, freestanding buildings
probably storage for various supplies. Straight
ahead rose another interior wall with another
wooden gate, open. Beyond the wall rose the
interior redoubt, topped with two towers rising high,
the one on the right outstripping the left by several
storeys. I buzzed through this gate and a small
courtyard and through another set of open wooden
doors banded with iron leading inside the redoubt.
Inside, the light dimmed drastically,
flickering torchlight appearing as thin, wavering
beacons, leaving the rest in near total darkness. The
torches were at regular intervals that should have
provided sufficient light so I imagined this was how
the bee saw things, not how I might. I flew through
the darkness, tracking from torch to torch until we
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came to an arched door. Within the door was a
pitch-blackness I could not comprehend yet the bee
bravely flew ahead. After a few moments another
flickering torch beckoned to our right and the bee
veered toward it, arriving at a low archway.
Through this I flew and found I was in a stairway
circling upward and around, lit by regular spits of
flickering light that were torches and other spears of
light that must be the ambient moonlight coming
through slits in the windows. Up we rose, circling
from left to right, each new level revealed a landing
and a closed door. Five levels up the bee veered
toward the door, approaching so fast I felt myself
flinch, afraid of the impact against the stout wooden
door. Yet the bee adroitly alit near the latch without
damage. I watched through its eyes as it crawled
into the keyhole, navigated the short distance and
emerged into a brightly lit room.
As odd as it was for me seeing the color
palette through a bees eyes, I could still make out
what things were based on shape, size and
placement. The room itself was expansive, perhaps
originally meant for a commander, someone of rank
anyway. The doorway we entered through was set
in the middle of a wall over thirty paces long. To
the left, another wall stretched straight for about
half that length, while the right-hand wall arced
around following the curve of the outside tower,
broken in several places with long, narrow window
slits to let in light. Halfway along the right, arcing
wall stood a wide, low bed with simple looking, yet
serviceable linen and a plain, durable side table with
drawers. In the space between the bed and doorway
rested a small table and two wooden chairs around a
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square table that held the scraps of a half-eaten
meal.
That is where the normalcy of living
quarters ended, for along the left-hand wall was a
newly constructed cage, bars running from floor to
ceiling, about six paces square. Within the cage
was a Vorg, looking mean-spirited and savage with
its misshapen head showing the emergence of tusks
above the mouth much like that of a wild boar. Its
hair was thick and spiky and its nose wide and flat,
nostrils flared wide, and pointy ears. It scuffled
around the cell in the tatters it once called clothing,
grunting and grimacing. Every so often it would
howl, a snorting squealing sound that pierced the
air, and then it would throw itself at the bars.
Standing outside those bars and looking in
stood Slarech, his entire attention focused on that
vile creature within. He was dressed in his own
tattered clothing and other than needing a good
bath, appeared to be in good health. The Staff and
Stone he held before him in a white-knuckle grip
with a focus of concentration broken only by a
heartbreak every time the creature squealed. As we
flew closer his gaze snapped away from the caged
Vorg and locked onto the bee. I could see his
curious gaze follow us as we flew nearer and once
past, he turned his head around to track our progress
around the room. We landed upon the table facing
Slarech and the cage. I watched Slarech take a
cautious step toward the bee, and experienced a
sudden spike of fear that he meant to squash us.
Instead the door banged open loudly and in
stepped a tall man, with long, wispy dark hair and
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fierce coal black eyes. He wore a light shirt of
black chain mail cinched over a black doublet by a
silver belt, black greaves and black trousers tucked
into knee-high black riding boots worked in silver.
Slarech’s attention was immediately drawn
to the man, but a look of distrust swept over his
face. It took me a moment to understand the words
these two began to exchange. Listening through the
bee was like listening to a conversation under water,
it was muted and difficult to discern, but I made out
most of the words.
“I see you haven’t made any progress,” said
the dark figure disdainfully. “As I said, you haven’t
the skill.”
Slarech dipped his head, chastised for a
moment, then up came his chin defiantly. “I will
figure out how to change him back!” he said,
though in a squeaky voice that betrayed his age and
his fear.
The dark man scoffed. “Ha! You are
running out of time Tyro. Even now the Vorgmani
muster in the hills outside. They will come in force,
seeking revenge and the retrieval of their staff.
They will have both if you persist. I have already
moved most of my force safely out of harm’s way.”
He paused and then in a surprisingly soft, urging
voice said, “Give me the staff boy. I will return
your father to his old, jolly self and the two of you
can go as you please.”
Anguish ruined Slarech’s face and he turned
to the caged animal that was his father. Tears
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leaked from his eyes and a sob wracked his chest.
His head fell and his hands that clutched the staff to
his chest now fell to his waist, only loosely holding
on. It looked as if Slarech was ready to give in and
give up the staff, but something happened. His
back suddenly stiffened and with it his resolve. His
head came up again, full of defiance. He said, “I do
not trust you Vigomane. I do not believe a word of
what you say. Even if you could change him back,
I do not think you would. I think once you have
this Staff,” he said and shook the staff at Vigomane,
“I think you would kill him and me and be off on
your merry way to ruin a lot of people’s lives.”
Vigomane chuckled mirthlessly. “You are a
clever boy it seems,” he said evenly. “Yet even you
know I speak the truth of the Vorgmani.” Then he
turned and pointed at the bee. “You sense it too, do
you not?” he asked, but not waiting for an answer,
“They know exactly where you are now. They are
coming and I am telling them I will not resist. They
can have you for all I care.”
Slarech’s gaze slowly moved to the bee and
I knew he understood it was magic. “I will not give
it to you,” he said slowly, yet his gaze locked once
more onto the bee. “I dare not end my life with that
last act. I would rather die at the Vorgmani’s hands
than mar my soul with such a betrayal.”
He was talking to me! Or to the Vorgmani
at least, and he was telling them to come, telling
them to take the Staff and Stone, he would give it
willingly. I was buoyed by his courage, but then,
Vigomane waved his hand.
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“Enough!” he shouted and the bee suddenly
rose into the air. It was not flying however, and I
could sense its instinctual panic as it floated
between Vigomane and Slarech. Vigomane flicked
his finger and the bee floated up to his face. His
dark eyes looked at the bee’s, into them perhaps,
and he smiled. The next instant I was wracked with
a searing pain and snapped my eyes open,
collapsing into the arms of Melli.
“Well that was certainly interesting,” she
said.
I felt as though I had been crushed in a vice.
“What happened?” I asked breathless.
“He squashed my dear little drone,” she
said. “Not to worry. I have plenty of drones.”
“You heard everything?” I asked.
Melli nodded. “It appears he is conceding
the castle to us, along with Slarech and the Staff and
Stone.”
“It doesn’t make any sense,” I said, more to
myself than to Melli. “Why take the Staff and
Stone, only to give it back?”
Melli shrugged indifferently. “Perhaps his
plans have changed? I do not know. All I can say
is that the other Elders will probably proceed with
an assault on the castle in the morning.”
I shook my head.
missing something.”

“No Melli, we’re still
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I suddenly felt very tired and practically
slumped onto a nearby stone to rest, putting my
head in my hands. My head was pounding and I felt
dizzy and sick.
“You need to rest Varek,” said Melli kindly.
“What we did today has exhausted you. You need
sleep.”
I nodded, vaguely aware of her helping me
stand and walking me off into the trees. Part of me
hoped for another romantic interlude with her, but I
was too exhausted to do anything more than
stumble along beside her. We did not walk far
before she lay me down under a leafy tree with soft
grass beneath and almost immediately I fell asleep.
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Chapter Fifteen
I slept the sleep of the dead. I awoke with a
start and experienced a moment of confusion as I
gradually put together where I was. It was still dark
as I grasped fully my predicament. In the dim light
I could see Melli, sitting and watching me
thoughtfully.
“You slept well?” she asked. She looked
like she wanted to say something, but didn’t know
how to begin.
“Well enough I suppose,” I replied. “You
are thinking about the Vorgmani’s attack in the
morning?”
“Yes,” she said. “I am worried. I think it is
a mistake. I cannot say why, but my instinct tells
me we should not be so rash.”
“I agree,” I said. “But the Elders have
spoken. You cannot change their course. I cannot
change their course. I only wish I could talk with
Slarech somehow. I know I could convince him to
do the right thing.”
“And what is the right thing Defender?” she
asked curiously. “You heard the boy. He believes
he is doing the right thing by defying Vigomane.
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He wishes to die by the Vorgmani’s hands rather
than give up or abandon his father.”
“If I could just speak with him,” I lamented
again.
“What would you say?” she asked.
“I don’t know, but I’m sure I could convince
him to abandon his father and come with me. Once
safely away I’m sure we could convince the
Vorgmani to leave him be.”
Melli let a mirthless chuckle escape.
doubt the Vorgmani will simply leave him be.”

“I

“And what else should I hope for?” I asked,
angry now at her stubbornness. “He is compelled
by the love of his father to try and save the man. He
is only a boy himself, yet he has courage enough to
defy a Druid Lord. If he survives the coming day,
he may very well prove worthy of the Staff and
Stone.”
“I agree,” said Melli simply, catching me by
surprise.
“You, you agree?”
“Yes. So, shall we get him?” she asked.
It dawned on me now that Melli had a plan.
Likely had one all along and was testing my resolve
in supporting the boy. I smiled. “Yes. I thought
you’d never ask. How shall we begin?”
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“I know a way in, though we’ll need a little
help,” she began. “Come, I’ll explain on the way.”
In less than a candle mark we were traveling
down a steep slope that angled slightly away from
the castle, but I could see that we were heading into
that ravine that served as moat to the castle. I
followed Melli, but we were no longer alone. Ursi,
in bear form, followed us too. I was surprised when
Melli brought her into our plans. I didn’t think Ursi
liked me, or sympathized with Slarech for that
matter and wished nothing more than to kill us both
and be done with the whole situation. Melli only
winked at me and as if reading my thoughts said,
“She likes honey more than anything else.”
There was no trail to speak of and so Ursi
broke trail for us at Melli’s direction, though in
truth I could have pointed the way. We had entered
the ravine several hundred paces below what would
be gate-level of the castle. The bottom was no more
than a few paces wide and full of jagged rocks and
scattered bones amid a thorny scrub that was all that
could grow where sunlight rarely penetrated. The
thorns tugged and tore at my clothes and after only
moments I could feel the air on my skin through
tears in my clothing. Ursi continued on with the
occasional grunt and before long Melli called a halt.
In the dim light it was hard to discern, but Melli
pointed up to our left along the cliff wall. There
was a point that looked darker than the rest of the
rock face, but there was nothing more I could make
out.
“That is the way inside,” she confirmed.
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The spot was more than twice my height.
“How will I reach it?”
Ursi reared herself up, resting her forepaws
on the wall beneath the opening. Turning to me she
growled and looked up again. Never had I
imagined I would clamber up the back of a bear in
order to gain a height, any height, anywhere. Yet
that was exactly what I was urged to do.
So I climbed, and quickly found myself at
eye level with the opening. It was dark and narrow,
perhaps a hand span in width and two high. It was
enough to crawl through, though I could see nothing
in the pitch black. No odor came through, nor even
a breath of air stirred. “What is this?” I asked.
“It is one of three drainage sluices that come
from the castle above,” explained Melli. “The
others have grates fastened to prevent intruders,
however this one must have come loose over time.
They passage is narrow and steep in areas, but it
will get you into the lower levels of the castle.”
Ursi growled and shifted beneath me. “In you go,”
said Melli, and so I went.
On hands and knees I could see nothing.
After a few feet I was in complete darkness. “I
wish I brought a torch,” I said to myself.
“I left a torch and some flint a few paces
further,” said Melli, evidently behind me.
I
scrambled forward and my hands found them.
Fumbling in the dark I struck flint to tinder and
soon had my light. Melli said, “Do you remember
seeing through my eyes Varek?”
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How could I forget? “Yes,” I replied.
“Shall we do it again?” she offered.
Something in her tone made the offer something
more than a simple invitation and I suddenly
wondered what we were talking about.
“I certainly hope we can do it again,” I
replied, a hint of desire in my voice as I crawled on.
“And again and again…”
Melli laughed and before I had crawled
another pace I felt the sting in my neck. I fought
the urge to swat and was rewarded with the gentle
cooing of Melli in my ear, “Yes Defender, that’s
right. Just let me be. There now, relax. Can you
feel me?”
Indeed, all I could sense was Melli, from the
strong cloying scent to the feathery touch that
seemed to brush against the exposed skin of my
face and neck, to the euphoric feeling that was
enveloping me. It was intoxicating. I wanted to
lose myself in the feeling. Melli tsked and I felt her
pulling away, physically and emotionally. She
laughed softly and I suddenly realized I was lying
on my back, the torch discarded. “You are a very
amenable man Varek,” she said throatily. “Another
time then,” and I flushed in embarrassment, spun
around and took up the torch and my crawl.
It was then I noticed I could see through her
eyes. Or rather through the eyes of her drone. “It is
different than before,” I remarked.
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“Yes Defender,” she agreed. “Because you
need to see as well I have my drone using only a
portion. Clever, no?”
“Very,” I replied and it was. I could see the
flickering light before me, through my eyes, and
through the distorted vision of the drone as well, as
though I had two sets of eyes. The bee would fly
before me, but never out of the torchlight.
Anything beyond the light neither vision could
penetrate. While this did nothing for me now, I
could see a distinct advantage later, when I could let
the bee wander ahead in the well lit areas of the
castle. “Very clever indeed.”
We crept along quietly. There was one
portion of the tunnel that climbed steeply up, and
for a few moments I feared we would not be able to
reach the next level area, but Melli flew up as bees
and tossing my belt to her, she pulled me up. I
imagined it must be nearly dawn by the time we
entered the lower levels of the castle. Here there
were no torches lit, but with ours we could see the
dungeons and a staircase leading up. The floors
were covered in dust. It was obvious no one
frequented this portion of the dungeon. Following
that, we came to another landing and a narrow
hallway with cell doors on either side. We followed
these and I thought I heard shuffling to either side.
Yet still no footprints disturbed the dust. It could
have been rats, though from their sound they might
have been the largest of their kind. It was difficult
to tell. The sound played tricks on the ears below
ground.
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At the end of the hall we found another
staircase rising. We took this and the landing
turned down a hall the opposite way and I imagined
the layout moving forward and up. A staircase
rising up into a hall, and then going back again the
other direction. We crept higher through several
levels until we came through a doorway into a
round stone walled room. There were three other
doors, one single door like the one we came through
and two sets of double doors opposite. There was a
staircase without a doorway offset to our right.
“This room connects the dungeons with the
entire castle,” explained Melli. Through these
doors,” she gestured at two sets of double doors to
our right and left, “are connecting halls to the rear
bulwarks and the front gate. The other smaller
door,” and she gestured to the one opposite us, a
single door like the one we just entered, “is another
dungeon similar to the one we just climbed
through.”
Shining the torch about me I was disturbed
by the recent signs of activity. “There are footprints
in the dust,” I said and lowered the torch to the floor
for Melli to observe. “Many prints,” I added. It
looked like hundreds. Perhaps many hundreds had
passed through. “They came from the stairway
there and out that set of double doors there,” I
surmised, pointing first from one door and then the
other. “You said that door heads to the front
gates?”
Melli nodded her head.
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“Than we need to make sure a trap is not
waiting for your Vorgmani,” I said and opened the
door quietly. Thrusting the torch inside revealed
the dark hallway stretching forward, out of sight.
Curious, I lowered the torch to my feet and nearly
dropped it in my surprise. “There are no prints on
this side of the door,” I said in disbelief. Thick dust
carpeted the floor. No one had disturbed this
hallway for years.
Melli couldn’t believe it either. “Where did
they go?” she asked.
I thought I knew the answer, but we didn’t
have the time, nor the resources to do anything
about it. I turned and left, Melli in tow and we
closed the doors again. We then went up the stairs,
which turned once and ended in another thick oak
door, bound in iron.
“This is the end of the dungeon,” whispered
Melli. “Outside this door there is another hallway
and staircase, though instead of cells they are guard
quarters without doors. There were Vorgs there and
torches lit, though they weren’t vigilant earlier. Let
us see how they are now.”
I watched through my drone’s eyes as it
crawled through the keyhole and zipped ahead
down the hall. There were three doors on either
side of the hall and a guttering torch half way down
the hallway. Nothing moved in the hall, but at the
second door on the right the drone flew into a room
containing three Vorgs. Two were sleeping while a
third crouched in a corner eating something messily.
I shuddered to imagine what, but the drone flew out
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and continued inspecting the hall and rooms. There
were no other Vorgs here. I tried the latch on the
door and it squeaked noisily as the door swung
open. The Vorg that was eating jumped up and
came running out and I experienced the odd
sensation of watching myself skewer the Vorg
through the drone’s eyes as it hovered near the door.
Looking in on the other two Vorgs, they lay still,
deeply asleep it would appear. I quickly stabbed
them where they lay and moved on to the door.
“We are at the courtyard beneath the gates.
The tower door we must enter is across, perhaps
twenty paces,” said Melli. Her drone was already
outside flying lazy circles around the yard. It was
nearly dawn and the Vorgs without were stumbling
and shuffling about with little zeal or even
direction. A bell rang and if not for the Vorgs
rushing off to a low, wide building to the side
underneath the wall of the castle, I would not have
known what it meant. However, it could only have
signaled a meal the way they all ran, jostling to get
ahead of each other and into the building.
“Now,” urged Melli, and she opened the
door. I darted through the courtyard, to the tower
door and slipped inside, Melli following. There
were steps angling up to our left on the exterior wall
and ahead was a large round room, tables and chairs
haphazardly placed. Melli ignored the room and
headed up the stairs. “He is up here,” she said and I
followed on her heels. We moved quickly and after
five revolutions and five landings, we stopped
climbing and stood before a thick oaken door. “He
is through there,” she said. “Alone, except for the
caged Vorg.”
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I nodded, recognizing this door from my
earlier foray with the bee. I pulled the door open.
Slarech stood across the room, facing the door,
anticipating our entry. His stern countenance was
surprising to me, as if he were mentally preparing
for a confrontation. The look of surprise quickly
overcame his features.
“Varek!” he shouted. “What, how?” Words
failed him, but I noticed him take in Melli with a
keen interest I hadn’t expected.
“I felt you coming?” said Slarech finally.
He was talking to Melli. “I thought you were
someone else, but,” he paused as though trying to
find the right words. “But now I see clearly you are
not.” He turned to me again and added, “I felt you
too Varek, but had no idea until now.”
“I don’t understand,” I said tersely, “And I
don’t need to know now. We need to leave Slarech.
Come, we only have a few moments more.”
Slarech shook his head sadly. “I wish I
could Varek,” he said forlornly. He then turned
again to Melli and said, “You shine like the sun! I
don’t understand. You Varek,” he said addressing
me only with words, his gaze fixed on Melli. “You
are a tiny glimmer, like a candle on a dark night in
the forest. But you,” he said again addressing
Melli, “you glow like nothing I’ve ever seen. More
than…him,” he finished with a stutter.
Melli finally spoke. “My name is Melli,
Slarech, Guardian of the Mother’s Peace. I am
Vorgmani. That is my aura you see. And Varek is
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right. We must leave and now, before my kindred
come in force. They come with blood on their mind
and vengeance in their heart. If you stay, you likely
will not leave alive.”
Slarech sat down and put his head in his
hands, looking every bit the child now. Sobbing, he
said, “I cannot leave my father.”
“We know this Vorg is you father Slarech,”
I said as kindly as I could. “But you cannot save
him.”
Slarech shook his head stubbornly.
“Vigomane says it is possible. If he can do it than I
can too. It will only take time.”
Stepping forward, I laid a hand on his
shoulder. “Son, you cannot change him back. In
the history of magic no one has ever reversed that
evil transformation. Not even Vigomane. I’m
afraid he lied to you.”
“He wasn’t lying Varek,” replied Slarech,
meeting my gaze with bloodshot eyes. “I can tell.”
I didn’t believe him, but I could see that he
believed Vigomane and arguing wouldn’t help.
“We don’t have time Slarech. I’m sorry. We must
leave now and we cannot take a wild Vorg. It is
impossible.”
“Then I must stay,” he said doggedly. He
turned suddenly and faced a portion of the wall that
was swinging open, a secret door.
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“Indeed you must,” said a new voice.
Striding through came Vigomane.
I
recognized him from before. I drew my sword and
stepped between Melli and Slarech.
Vigomane laughed. “You cannot harm me
Defender, and in truth, I have no evil designs
against you. But be careful. That can change,” he
added menacingly. He then went on casually. “I
heard everything you’ve said and I agree except on
two points.”
We waited, Slarech standing now, visibly
anxious in front of Vigomane.
“The first is that it is possible to change his
father back, but that skill will forever be out of
Slarech’s reach. I see in him the power, but not the
fortitude, if you understand my meaning. The
second, is that you can travel with a Vorg and I
make you a gift of him.” He waved his hand toward
the cage and I sensed through my ring the trickle of
power he used. The cage door clicked and swung
open. “He is yours now.”
The Vorg that was Slarech’s father looked
for a moment at the door now ajar. With something
of a smile it snarled and crashed through the door. I
turned to deal with it when Slarech held up one
hand, stilling me, as his other hand wielding the
staff rose up and pointed at the charging Vorg. It
stopped only feet from Slarech, frozen in mid leap
by magic I could sense coming from Slarech, but
could not see.
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Vigomane chuckled. “Your last chance
Slarech,” he warned. “The Vorgmani have arrived
and are storming the castle now. I am letting them
come and make no mistake. They will kill you. I
know you do not care about that. Admirable really.
But they will kill him too,” he said gesturing at his
father. Slarech shook with emotion and indecision.
I could see his life trembling on the razor’s edge.
“Give me the staff and I will turn him back into the
loving father you remember. In seconds his arms
could enfold you in a loving embrace.”
“I cannot,” cried Slarech, tears streaming
down his face. “I cannot save him, and I cannot—
no, no I will not give in to you either. I will meet
my fate at the hands of the Vorgmani.”
“Wrong again tyro,” said Vigomane. “You
will die by your father’s hands instead.”
At that moment the Vorg was released from
whatever held him. I saw the look of shock on
Slarech’s face, as his spell was broken. I caught the
look of satisfaction on Vigomane’s face, as his
surprise was unleashed. I saw the look of hate and
blood lust on the Vorg as it resumed its lunge
towards Slarech’s throat. I spun, and reaching past
Slarech, I skewered the Vorg that was his father
inches before it reached Slarech, who stood
motionless, frozen in apoplexy. I stepped forward
with all my strength and pushed it to the ground
beneath my sword, holding it there until it lay still.
It’s gurgling death sounds mingled with the gut
wrenching sobs of Slarech who fell to his knees
beside me.
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Just then birds flew through the tower
windows, dozens flying and screeching and
attacking us all.
Melli dispersed into bees
immediately. In the confusion that followed I drew
and threw my dagger, aiming for Vigomane. An
unfortunate bird felt the bite of my blade and the
bird, skewered in mid flight bounced harmlessly off
the Druid Lord’s chest. Realizing it was time to be
gone, he spun and darted through his secret door,
closing it behind him.
Slarech knelt dumbstruck, staring hopelessly
at his father until the birds began to harass him. I
thought he might duck and cover. The birds were
flooding into the room and were mercilessly
clawing and scratching at us, but instead Slarech
raised his outstretched arms and the birds were
suddenly slamming against the walls and falling
lifeless to the ground. Those outside the windows
were still trying to enter, but were battering
themselves against an invisible barrier.
I cautiously looked about for any rogue
birds not affected and then stood and moved to
thank Slarech. The steely gaze he shot me warned
me I was in danger.
“Why did you kill my father?” he said in a
low voice, a voice full of anger and resentment.
“I’m sorry son, but that wasn’t your father,”
I said softly. “I’m truly sorry, but I could not let
you die Slarech. The Mother has plans for you.”
“The Stone take the Mother’s plans!” he
cursed. “I want my father back!”
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“He’s gone,” I said quietly. “He’s been
gone since Baug. He was never coming back.”
Slarech trembled. I watched, waiting to see
if his anger would master him, or if he could master
this anger. If it went one way, his life would go the
same. The other, well, it might just end here today.
He finally shook his head and turned to his father.
Slarech passed the staff over the Vorg once, twice
and a third time. After the third pass the Vorg was
gone. Before him lay his father, a rumpled looking
innkeeper once more. Melli gasped and mumbled a
benison to the Mother. I myself was agog. I had
never known such a thing was possible, even after
death.
Slarech, kneeling beside his father, laid the
staff by his side and he stretched both hands around
his father in a final embrace. He lay his head on his
father’s chest and wept.
I hadn’t the heart to disturb him, but the
sounds from without heralded the Vorgmani’s
arrival within the castle. I moved to the window
and could see them pouring through the gate, an
army of animals.
Wolves and lions fought
alongside one another and the sky was thick with
the flocks of the forest. A few Vorgs lay dead or
dying. Other than that the courtyard below was
quiet. The Vorgmani were quickly scouring the
outbuildings for Vorgs and had identified the tower.
I was glad I thought to bar the door on our entrance,
but that would only hold them for so long. I had no
idea how to escape.
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It was then that Vigomane truly sprung his
trap. From the gatehouse that had recently been
cleared of enemies, now issued forth an army of
Vorgs, howling in their delight at catching the
Vorgmani by surprise. Next to me, Melli gasped in
horror, realizing quickly that her brethren were
outnumbered and trapped without escape.
“We must help them,” she said and
immediately swarmed through the window as an
army of bees.
I looked to Slarech who still lay in
mourning, unaware of all that happened below.
“Slarech, son,” I said tenderly. “We must be gone
from here. Can you open the secret door Vigomane
used?” I asked.
He was sobbing when he replied, “No. I’ve
tried.”
“There is an army of Vorgs outside,” I
explained. “They are slaughtering the Vorgmani as
we speak. After which, they will slaughter us in our
turn. We have little hope in defeating them by
ourselves, but perhaps, if we fight now alongside
the Vorgmani, we may yet win free. At the very
least,” I added, “We will take many of the Vorgs
with us before we meet the Mother.”
This sentiment seemed to stir something in
Slarech who, brushing back his tears, he placed a
loving hand on his father’s breast and said goodbye.
Standing, he grabbed the staff and looked me in the
eye and said, “I will revenge myself on them as best
I can Varek. Let us go.”
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His stony glare combining with the softly
spoken words sent a chill down my spine. He was
ready to die, but he was ready to die fighting. So
much maturity from one so young. I led the way.
We rushed into the courtyard like the
warriors of the Citadel of old. Slarech, the
Guardian wielding the heavy-handed mace of
magic, destroying swaths of the enemy in single
blows of lightning and fire, and protected by his
Defender, me, laying about with my sword any who
thought to come near. It was a sight to behold and
one that struck fear in the hearts and minds of our
enemy, but our enemy was large and their numbers
kept growing as they continued to issue from below.
Upon our arrival in the courtyard those
Vorgmani that came to kill us, now fought beside us
for their very survival. We slew many. But the
Vorgs were relentless and our position was dire.
Slarech’s magic, which had momentarily turned the
tide for us, was waning, his strength ebbing quickly.
I knew we would be lost soon, when suddenly a
horn sounded, oddly familiar. Again it rang through
the dawn and the Vorg army paused to tremble at
the sound. It was then I heard the horses hooves
from outside the castle, followed quickly by a final
horn blast and then the crashing of what must have
been cavalry hitting the rear of the Vorgs and
coming through the gate.
I couldn’t help a cheer escaping my lips as I
witnessed riding at the head of the cavalry charge
none other than Eldo, and the cavalry was indeed a
large force of Centaurs. They were as ferocious and
deadly as they were huge and they were unforgiving
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in their crushing onslaught. Their massive arms
wielded enormous swords with deadly grace,
cleaving skulls and severing limbs even as their
hooves crushed heads and trampled heartily the
wounded under-hoof. In mere moments what
looked to be our death was now our deliverance.
The Vorg army was scattered and those that
remained were annihilated.
When the last Vorg was crushed screaming
beneath his hooves, Eldo rode forward to me.
“Well met Defender,” he said. “I see you have
found your Guardian.” He nodded to Slarech who
could only stare open-mouthed. “It was as I told
you. He can take care of himself,” he commented,
waving an arm at the obvious destruction wrought
by magic.
“Indeed you are correct wise Eldo,” I replied
and warmly clasped his hand in greeting. “And, as
always, you have impeccable timing. Yet how did
you know to come?”
Eldo smiled mischievously. “We guard the
Veil, but that does not mean the Veil keeps us from
seeing both worlds. Besides,” he said with a laugh,
“When an army of Vorgs enters the Veil and goes
nowhere, one must think they are leaving the same
way they came. That it was the same place your
Guardian went, the same place you wanted to go
Defender, well, I would have to be part donkey to
not know you would need me. So I called my
people nearest and came. It appears just in time.”
The Vorgmani had kept aside from the
Centaurs and from Slarech and I, until Cas stepped
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forward and greeted Eldo. “The Vorgmani thank
you,” he said, but it appeared he was a little
uncomfortable with the Centaur’s presence.
Eldo picked up on it and his booming laugh
wasn’t entirely without mirth, though close. “Do
not fear me,” he said. “I, we are not Vorgs, nor are
we Vorgmani.” Then I understood. He must look
half changed, like a Vorg, though certainly absent
the mindless hatred. “We are the Mother’s first
children, and through us the races of man and
animal were divined.”
Melli smiled and said what the rest of us
were thinking. “Thank you Eldo for coming.
Without you, the battle would have been lost.
Perhaps the entire world owes you a debt of
gratitude. Today the world is safe because of you.”
Eldo shook his head sadly. “The world was
granted but a reprieve today. This was the first of
many skirmishes of a war that will end all wars.
Tell the world to prepare. Tell the world to pray.
The Guardians,” he began, turning to Slarech, “will
rise again. They must be strong and unite the world
against the coming threat.”
“What do you know of the coming threat?” I
asked.
Eldo shrugged. “I know the future is dark,
and ill defined. The powers that brought the
Guardians low are stirring again, at a time when the
Guardians themselves are but a shadow of their
former might. Whoever proves to be the stronger,
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will claim victory. Whosever proves the feebler,
will end in destruction.”
Slarech stepped forward and looking
nothing like the scared young man that he must be
on the inside, he stood tall. “I will fight against the
evil that threatens us,” he said.
Eldo turned his penetrating acorn eyes on
Slarech and to the young Guardian’s credit he did
not flinch. “You must LEAD the fight young
Guardian. This I have seen.”
All eyes turned now to Slarech. The young
wizard shivered.

THE END
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