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Chapter Twelve.

The demonic scream of the queen roared out over the grassland once more. Thundering through the grass, Lucas, Casterino, Casella and Kelus never dared look back. Through the blackness of the night, they could not see the monster, but her chilling cried told them that she was close. Lucas hoped the Silukreun would save them this time. As he gasped for breath, he held out the golden weapon before him, and told himself he believed in its power. It was all he had left. Casterino futily summoned his most powerful spells in his weary hands, knowing that it would do little to help them if she caught them.

“Where are we going?” cried Lucas, as he stumbled through the long wispy grass about his exhausted feet. 

“We must find cover.” Casterino told them as they ran. “It’s too dangerous, out here in the open.” 

The Munar-Krahnian Queen screeched again, her cry blasting through them with terrifying chill. She was almost upon them now. Casterino was the first to collapse, cramp and exhaustion wreaking havoc on his muscles. Kelus fell at Casella’s feet, and she rushed to grab him in her arms. Lucas suddenly stopped and ordered them to wait, thrusting out the gleaming blade of the Silukreun before the darkness about him. Realising there was not a single tree or building for over a mile, they halted and waited behind Lucas for her to come, their hopes pinned on the Silukreun’s power.

The ground beneath them shook, and Lucas could hear the sweep of her wings as they cut through the night air. The golden blade glimmered before his eyes. Sweat trickled down his face and neck, and as his heart pounded, his body beginning to shiver with cold and fear. In the pale light of the three moons, he could see her; a lone fiery red eye transfixed on his soul. As the queen took a step forward she let out a ferocious growl.

“Gaon-Londen!” Lucas bellowed, the lightning pouring from the blade and striking her in the chest. She stepped forward as if unscathed, although he could see the green gas ooze out of her wound. Lucas swallowed hard. She was much harder to defeat than he had imagined. 

And then she roared, her screech slicing through him. He brushed a hand to his ear as it ached. His head was spinning, but he couldn’t loose his concentration now. Behind him, the others stood in terrified silence, Kelus sobbing; Casella rooted to the ground in fear as she clutched her sword, and Casterino conjuring his magic once more.

“Gaon-Londen!” Lucas yelled a second time. With a hiss, more gas seethed through a wound in her black-skinned chest. The queen stepped back and growled. Lucas smiled unexpectedly. She was powerful but not invincible. 

And then she pounced. Before Lucas had a chance to react, she grabbed him with her huge sharp claws and raised his nimble form into the air. He gasped for breath as she tightened her grip on his body. He could feel his bones about to crack under the pressure. As she screamed and ripped through the ground beneath her, nausea swept through him. His stomach lurked and he could feel himself loosing consciousness.

“Elzi-Darazu!” A wave of golden fire rippled from Casterino's outstretched hands and soared into her monstrous form. In fury she tossed Lucas to the ground and approached the wizard. The magic had had no effect on her at all, but it had certainly infuriated her. Kelus ran off into the distance as Casella darted to Lucas in distress.

“Lucas!” she screamed. “Get up”

Lucas opened his eyes slowly. The world around him was spinning. He could feel the sting of the cuts and bruises bashed against his body. “What happened?”

“She is going to tear Casterino apart!” the elf cried fanatically. “Use the Silukreun!” Lucas slumped back to the ground, fighting the urge to vomit. He could barely see the ground before him, let alone stand up. Casella knew he was in no fit state to fight. Tears streaming down her red cheeks, Casella grabbed the golden blade from the devastated ground and turned to face the Munar-Krahnian Queen, as Casterino sent futile fireballs against it.

“Say the words and believe in its power.” She muttered to herself as she held the blade before the monster’s back. “Gaon-Londen!” As with Lucas, nothing happened at first, but Casella was determined. It had to work or they would all die. 

“Believe in the Silukreun!” she screamed at herself. “Believe that Aaron believed in its power. It will protect us!” She raised the blade before the queen. “Gaon-Londen!” The elf was thrown back as purple-white lightning erupted from the sword and struck the monster in the back. Casella stumbled to her feet and picked up the weapon. “Gaon-Londen!” As lightning tore into the queen, she held her balance and took a step forward. “Gaon-Londen!” She took another step. “Gaon-Londen!” And another. “Gaon-Londen!” 

As the Silukreun’s power pulsated through the black skin, a huge fissure-like wound burst and green gas poured out. The acrid-fumes struck her in the face, scorching her skin. As agony swept through her, Casella collapsed. The queen ascended the air in pain, and disappeared with another vehement roar.

The weakened wizard ran towards her anxiously, praying to the gods that she was alive. She had saved them all. Her breathing was raspy; the once pale, soft skin on her face was blackened and smouldering from the fumes of the poisoned gas. Kneeling before her, he placed his shaking hand on the burned flesh. 

“Uopior…Shafrinu…Tollah…Vuron!” He muttered weakly. A pale light shimmered on her skin, and the wound began to heal. Casella screamed with unbearable pain and then fell silent. The pain quickly began to dissipate and she sat up, gasping for breath. With a trembling hand she touched her face and sighed with relief. Still dazed from the battle Casella tried to stand, but Casterino held her down.

“Rest now.” Casterino told her softly. “The magic is still working on you, and you’re still very weakened.”

“Is she gone?” muttered Casella, desperately trying to stop her head from spinning.

Casterino smiled. “She has gone. You did well Casella.”

“Is she alright?” Casterino looked up as a concerned, wounded Lucas stood over him. 

“She is fine.” Sighed the wizard. “Her skin has healed, but she is still weak. ”

“Thank you for saving her life a second time.” Smiled Lucas.

“Don’t thank me, thank the gods. My prayers were answered and we were saved.” Casterino told him warmly. 

“The gods had nothing to do with it.” Retorted Lucas haughtily. “Between us we saved each other.”

“If that is what you believe.” Nodded the wizard wearily. Lucas cringed with pain. “Let me tend to your wounds.”

“I’m fine.” Replied Lucas. “Just a few bruises.”

"And the occasional cracked rib.” rebuked Casterino, placing his hand on Lucas’ chest and closing his eyes. “Shafinar. Yolarris. Vanitir.” 

Lucas stumbled back, his pain relieved. Slowly he reached up and touched his face. The burned scars oh his cheeks were gone also. “Thank you.”

“The Munar-Krahnian Queen will not return for now.” The wizard told them both. “She too was wounded in the battle.”

“And we have Casella to thank for that. No gods were there to help us when she took the Silukreun. She did it alone.”

“We have much to thank her for. She saved us all.” Smiled Casterino. “Although I choose to believe the gods were there to guide her.”

“Whatever you believe.” Muttered Lucas, turning around and staring into the smoke-filled darkness. A cold wind was sweeping down again from the tall peaks of the mountains less than a day’s march away.

“Where’s Kelus?” asked Casella suddenly.

Casterino looked back and gasped. “Oh no. He ran off when the queen attacked us.”

“Then I had better find him.” Lucas sighed. “You stay here with Casella and I’ll get him. He can’t have gone far.”

Taking the Silukreun, Lucas shot off into the night, concerned for the little boy’s safety. The Munar-Krahnian Queen was just the latest of the horrors the boy had endured over the past few weeks.

“Kelus!” he cried desperately. “Where are you? It’s me Lucas!” There was no answer, “Kelus!”

He searched for almost an hour, before he came across the boy, sobbing his heart out amid the tall protective grasses. Sheathing the Silukreun, Lucas took a cautious step forward, and settled down before the crying boy.

“Are you alright?” Lucas asked softly, placing a protective arm over his shoulders. 

“Casella said we were safe. She told me the monsters weren’t going to get us anymore.” Whimpered Kelus.

“Kelus, I’m sorry.” Replied Lucas meekly. “We didn’t know the monster was going to attack so soon.”

“We’re going to die.” Wailed Kelus.

Lucas brushed away the tears from his glistening eyes. “No we are not.”

“Aaron died.”

“I know, I know.” Sighed Lucas, hugging his tightly. “But I am going to make sure you live a long and happy life. We all are.”

Kelus gazed up into Lucas’ eyes, wiping the tears from his own. “Do you promise?”

Lucas smiled. “I promise.”

“And the monster isn’t going to attack us again?”

Lucas hesitated. “I don’t know Kelus. I can’t promise that, I’m sorry. But if she does attack, you’ll be safe. We’ll protect you. I promise you that.”

Kelus began to cry again. Lucas held the boy close. “Don’t worry. We’ll be okay. Soon we will reach this army we talked about, and then you will be safe from the goblins and the monsters forever.”

“Do you really promise?” Kelus asked with watery eyes. “Do you swear by the gods?”

Lucas paused. “I swear.”

Kelus smiled. The first time Lucas had seen him smile in ages. “Thank you Lucas. And when I’m older and you’re really old, I’m going to protect you.”

Lucas grinned. “It’s a deal.”

The late morning sun cut through the bleak grey clouds, a light, damp breeze sweeping across the barren grasslands. The occasional bird danced in the breeze, but otherwise, all seemed still. The fires of distant towns glimmered on the horizon, and black smoke still tainted the air. The initial conflict of the war might be over now, but the goblin’s pillaging, and the executions of its slaves still raged on throughout the land.

 Lucas and his companions had been travelling for hours, and with every step the Mountains of Silu Par Tu seemed closer. The tall, dark peaks cast gloomy elongated shadows upon the land below them, but this was a shadow they found welcoming rather than frightening. No one had mentioned the Munar-Krahn or their queen, and even the goblins seemed a distant memory. The thoughts that dominated their minds now, were hopes of finding Dutremaken’s army and reaching safety before the enemy struck again.

Lucas began to whistle as Kelus held his hand, the boy skipping dreamily through the grass. Beside them, Casella walked slowly, giving the occasional smile to Kelus as he grinned at her. Lucas’ words appeared to have done him some good, she thought, and even though he was still afraid, he was brave enough not to show it. 

Behind them strode Casterino, his cloak swept around his ancient body, his beard hanging low and his face creased with concern as he struggled to keep up with them. Although he tried to shield it from them, he felt his body weakening, and found himself more and more dependable on his magic to give him energy as he journeyed with them towards the approaching mountains. He was the most anxious of the group. This sorcerer had sent the Munar-Krahn against them, and now he waited for them on Mount Anylios. The sorcerer’s powers were stronger than his own, and the wizard feared that if they faced a direct confrontation with one another, then he would be the one who would die. He prayed such a conflict would never come. If it did, he would no longer be able to help Lucas defeat the Goblingod. And that was more important then anything right now. If the Munar-Krahnian Queen was the ‘queen’ mentioned in the prophecy of the Goblingod, then time really was beginning to run out for them.

As afternoon crept in, they discovered an abandoned village, half-ruined a few miles south of the mountain slopes. Despite their tiredness and overpowering hunger they remained as alert as ever, swords drawn in case they came across the goblins that ravaged this village.

Lucas crept up a ruined cobbled street, Kelus clutching his left hand, the Silukreun in the other. The shadows of the buildings cast the place in gloom where once they must have a bustle of life. At the far end of the street lay the remains of an inn, the roof caved in, and the insides burned and in a ramshackle disarray. The skeletal remains of several villagers lay speared upon crude wooden staves, the occasional piece of cloth or flesh hanging of the bone. Swarms of flies buzzed round the corpses in a thick black cloud. Every fly in the world must have come to Elleriga, Lucas thought. There were enough corpses for them all. 

Leading Kelus away, they stepped into an abandoned cottage, the thatched roof torched, and black beams cluttered along smashed floors. Furniture was overturned, plates smashed and ornaments destroyed. What must have been a happy, comforting home was nothing more now than a graveyard of forgotten memories. 

Suddenly Kelus’ stomach began to rumble. The boy clutched his stomach in embarrassment, but Lucas smiled. They had not eaten since last night, and the food they had consumed before then was barely enough to keep them going.

“I know you’re hungry. We all are. Let’s see if we can find some food.” Ignoring his exhaustion, the boy leapt up with excitement and followed Lucas into a cold stone room at the far end of the cottage. 

“This looks like it could have been a larder of some sorts.” Lucas said noting collapsed shelves and broken jars. “It certainly was a storeroom of some sorts.” Between them, they began to pull the splintered shelves back, and discovered various tins and boxes. Lucas opened one tin, and discovered a batch of bun cakes.

“We can’t eat them.” Said Kelus in disgust, spying the grey mould that ran over them.

“I agree.” Sighed Lucas, tossing the tin aside.

Kelus suddenly ran out of the room into a small garden beyond. Despite the ravaging attack by the goblins, it seemed barely untouched. Lucas ran after him in alarm, only to find the boy grinning with delight as he picked something from a tree.

“I’ve got an apple!” cried Kelus in delight and took a huge, appetising bite from the fruit he had just picked. Indeed, the tree was bustling with ripe apples, unscathed by the fires and plundering that had occurred in the village. Lucas smiled and walked towards the tree, picking an apple for himself. There were at lest fifteen apples hanging from the branches, all edible. Luck was finally on their side. With the mountains nearby, this fruit would hopefully sustain them until they reached Dutremaken’s army..

“See? Things are getting better already.” Lucas told him with an encouraging grin, and took a huge bite of the red fruit. “Come on. Let’s go and get the others. Maybe there’s more here than just apples we can eat.”

“Can’t we stay here?” cried Kelus. “It’s nice and peaceful here. I don’t want to go back into those streets.”

“We’ll come right back as soon as we find them.” Lucas replied. “We need to let the others know that we’ve found these apples.”

“I suppose.” said the boy with a shrug. 

“You can eat your apple on the way.” Lucas said with a smile. 

Lucas and Kelus quickly left the ruined cottage behind and went in search of the other two, munching hungrily on the juicy apples. Casterino and Casella had headed off towards the other side of the village, also looking for food. When he found them, they rooting through boxes and cupboards in another deserted cottage, chewing with a ravishing appetite on a stack of flapjacks they had found, still edible.

“Are you going to save some for me and Kelus?” Lucas asked sarcastically as he burst in and caught them by surprise.

“By the gods you gave me a fright.” Gasped Casterino, almost choking on the flapjack. “What’s that you’re eating?”

“Apples. Found a tree full of them. Quite nice they are too.” Lucas replied with a grin as he crunched through his own apple.

“At least there are no goblins around to disturb us.” Spoke Casella. “There should be enough food to keep us going here until we reach Dutremaken’s army.”

“And I suggest we rest here too.” Casterino told them. “Tomorrow morning we will set off, and we should be at the mountains by midday if we are lucky.”

“Shouldn’t we set off now?” asked Lucas. “The sooner we reach Dutremaken’s army…”

Casterino sighed. “Dutremaken’s army is going to be concealed somewhere where it is difficult to reach. We need to gather our energies before we make the ascent into mountains. If we set off now, we won’t reach the mountains until sunset at the earliest. Then we’ll find ourselves climbing those peaks in the darkness, completely exhausted. And with the Munar-Krahnian Queen still on our backs, we need to be alert.”

“I agree with Casterino.” said Casella, slumping onto a stool. “Even without the Munar-Krahnian Queen, climbing the mountains in the dark is very dangerous. Especially for little Kelus here.”

“I can do it!” protested Kelus.

Lucas smiled and patted him on the back. “We know you can. But it’s dangerous for all of us. We don’t want to put ourselves in danger now, do we?”

“No.” replied Kelus.

“I haven’t sensed any goblins nearby.” Casterino told them once they were all sat down. “I think during our time in the realm of the Munar-Krahn we managed to get quite far ahead of them.”

“Then it is agreed.” Nodded Casella. “Tonight we rest. Tomorrow we enter the mountains.”

“And while we are here, I think we should bury the villagers. I’ve seen enough corpses already in this place.” Lucas said solemnly.

“I agree.” murmured Casterino. “Lucas. You and Kelus gather all the apples you can. We will need some suitable drinking water too. The stream nearby is tainted with blood. See if you can find a well or something.”

“Of course.” 

“And me and Casella will gather the food here and find a suitable place to rest for tonight…then we will bury the dead.”

“It is the least we can do for them.” Sighed Casella. “They deserve at least to be buried with dignity, when the goblins showed them none.”

“We’re lucky really.” Muttered Lucas. “At least we have a chance to fight back. They had none.”

They found twenty-four corpses in the village of Arringale, mainly women and children. Grimly they dug the graves and buried them all beneath a small heath before the ruined temple at the heart of the small village. In the ghostly moonlight Casterino conducted a small ceremony and they returned to their resting place, a ramshackle inn at the edge of the road leading out towards the mountains. They ate their share in gloomy, reflective silence and turned to their makeshift beds.

When they awoke, they seemed more refreshed and rejuvenated with energy then they had been in ages. They had a breakfast of apple and flapjacks, and took long swigs from the water of a well nearby before replenishing their decanters and packing up their belongings for the final stage of the journey. The misery of the burials the previous night was already behind them. Despite the threat of both the goblins and the Munar-Krahnian Queen, they were determined to find Dutremaken’s army before the day was out.

With the golden sun illuminating the grasslands, they soon made good time, and with each passing hour, they fell even more under the shadow of the Mountains of Silu Par Tu. Never once did they look back as they approached the rocky slopes. It appeared to them all that had evaded the greenskin patrols for good, and there was no sign of the Munar-Krahn, or their terrifying queen either. Enthusiasm and determination grew stronger. They found themselves telling stories of their youths, while Casterino talked of the adventures he had faced over the past seven hundred and twenty-six years. Despite the bleakness of what was happening around them, they seemed almost happy. For the moment, at least, the war was gone. All that lay before them was their hopes and dreams.

Midday had barely past before the ground began a steady rise, growing rockier, the grasslands fading into clusters of life outcropping the dust and dirt around them. Further east, masses of tall evergreens spilled down onto to the grassland floor. On the peaks of mountains further north, deep drifts of snow had already settled, and the cold was already creeping down, marring the land beyond the mountains. And yet despite the harsh, bitter wind sweeping past the occasional tree where they walked and onto the grasslands beyond, the glimmer of the sun prevented them from feeling too cold. The Mountains of Silu Par Tu were a defiance of power and beauty in the face of the desolation the goblins had caused.

They company began a steady ascent, Casterino leading them up rocky mountain paths, calling the first rest under a canopy of firs on a sunlit ridge overlooking the land they had just left behind. Lucas opened his now ragged bag and handed Kelus an apple, taking one for himself. Despite the small bruising caused by being inside his bag, there were still juicy and quite edible, and he sat wearily, the boy at his side, staring back towards the barren, windswept grasslands. He was thankful not to be in the open now. Despite the Munar-Krahnian Queen still lurking the land, he hoped now the danger would lessen.

He was wrong. As he leaned back to stretch his arms, the scream of the Munar-Krahnian Queen echoed out over the peaks, her shuddering cry filling on their hearts with realised terror. Everyone shot up, alert as they drew their weapons. Without a word, they packed up their belongings and continued their ascent, Casterino leading them back into the concealing shadows of the mountains.

As they scurried up a steep slope away from the tress, her cry fell upon them again.

“She’s coming closer.” Cursed Lucas, the Silukreun held high as Kelus clutched his hand more tightly. Quickly he raced up beside Casterino. “I don’t think the Silukreun can defeat her alone. As soon as I injure her she flees. It’s like a game of cat and mouse. A hit and run attack every time.”

“I know.” Muttered Casterino bitterly. “We need to trap it. It’s the only way.”

“Trap that?” cried Lucas aghast. 

“I don’t know what else we can do.” Sighed the wizard. The queen screamed again. It would not be long before she caught them once more.

“Well I can’t do it alone.” Snapped Lucas.

“I know fully well that the Silukreun is not strong enough to kill her alone. But it is still a defence in itself.”

“What use is it as defence if there’s nothing else that can stop her?” demanded Lucas bitterly as they continued their ascent.

“I will find a way.” Retorted Casterino. 

“What about the Wizard’s Council?” suggested Casella eagerly. “If they are at Dutremaken’s army, then perhaps, with all your magics combined you might have a chance of defeating her.”

Casterino sighed again. “Even with all the wizard’s strengths combined, we would only weaken it. It is a creature of another world. In no way could we destroy it through this world’s magic.”

“But could you use your magic to trap the creature, even hold it down like you suggested.” the elf asked quickly, her eyes searching the skies for any sign of the queen.

“Possibly.” Casterino replied cautiously. “But we don’t even know where...”

“Then we find the army.” Casella cut him off. “We know the Silukreun can harm her. If it is trapped, maybe Lucas could destroy it. If we gather enough wizards to hold her off and then let Lucas unleash all the weapon’s power on it…”

“We still need to find the army Casella.” Casterino said wearily. “That in itself will be a feat in itself.”

Casella paused, her hands placed firmly on her hips. “Well what are we waiting for?”

As the screams of the queen came closer, they scrambled frantically across rock and fallen stone, their hearts pounding yet again, their eyes anxiously searching the skies for the winged monster. Stumbling up the steep mountain slope, they ascended higher into the cold reaches of the Mountains of Silu Par Tu, gradually pushing forth away from the lower slopes of the mountain’s feet. For an hour they ran, and still she did come, but every scream seemed closer. Casterino reasoned that she was still searching them out.

Finally the path they were on ended, and Lucas pushed himself onto a rocky ledge, the others scrambling up beside him. Sweat poured down his red, hot face. Gasping for breath, he felt an odd sensation in his ears, as if they were about to pop. Clutching the side of his face, he grabbed onto a jutting rock and collapsed. He was reminded of their attempt to ascend the mountain in Tanyihara when they were trying to reach Dar-Sharina’s castle and escape the barbarian hordes below. At least this time, the climb was not so perilous.

“How high are we?” Lucas gasped, panting for breath.

“A good mile up.” Casterino told them, leaning against a sheet of rock with exhaustion. “We have made good progress so far.”

“That is what having a winged demon queen hunting you down does to you.” Casella said with a faint smile.

Casterino looked up warily. “The air is getting thinner the higher the altitude we reach. So we mustn’t tire ourselves out unnecessarily. We will rest here for a few moments.”

“At least we don’t have blizzards and ferocious winds to contend with this time.” Lucas told Casterino.

“I agree.” The wizard let out a small smile of his own.

“How are we going to find Dutremaken’s army before that queen catches up with us?” asked Lucas, as her cry ran louder.

Casterino paused hesitantly. “I will send out a sense spell to detect them.”

“Casterino no.” Lucas told him firmly. “It weakens you every time you use that spell. We can’t afford for you to be weakened now.”

“I will be fine.” Casterino told him with equal sternness. “The shorter the distance my consciousness travels the less weak I will become as a result. And if they’re not far, hopefully whatever wizards there are in the army will detect my presence.” He quickly scanned the slopes around him before closing his eyes, and locking his mind in concentration. After just a brief moment he broke the spell. “They are closer then I thought.”

“How close?” asked Casella.

“Below us, to the east.” the wizard replied. “They are massing beyond the Falcon Pass. It is less then an hour from here.”

“Were there wizards there too?” Lucas asked anxiously.

“I believe so.” Nodded the wizard. “I felt white magic…the magic of the Wizard’s Council.”

“Then hopefully we’ll have some help in defeating in this blasted demon!” scowled Lucas, clutching the Silukreun as he scurried over the ledge and jumped down onto another slope.

“Be careful!” Casterino warned him. “The rock here could be loose. There is another path a few feet away from this ledge. It should take us down into the Falcon Pass.”

Quickly Casterino held Kelus and passed him to Lucas below, before joining them with Casella. Heeding the wizard’s directions they made haste towards the small narrow path beyond.

The roar of the Munar-Krahnian Queen soared through them. “She is almost upon us!” cried Casterino. “We must be quick!”

As they made their way across the crumbling pathway, Lucas looked down and gasped. Below them was a hundred-foot drop. The others held onto the side of the slope, and he fearfully did the same. One wrong footing and they could all plunge to their deaths.

Suddenly the ground beneath shook violently, and they held on tightly as stone and rock clattered over the edge of the path. The scream ricocheted through his body, and he felt as if his ears were about to explode. Just as the shaking ceased, the terrifying black form descended through the clouds, her ferocious roars directed at them all.

“Casterino, get the others out of here! I’ll draw her away!” screamed Lucas, clutching the Silukreun tightly. The creature swung down onto the rock and screeched as she clawed through the rock. The wizard grabbed Kelus and Casella followed as he shot down the path and away from the confrontation, grimly realising there was nothing he could do now to aid Lucas. He prayed he could hold her back long enough to give himself time and room to escape.

“Gaon-Londen!” Lucas held onto the slope desperately as the weapon’s power pulsated from the blade and skimmed the edge of her right wing. With horrifying fury she ascended into the sky and darted back towards Lucas even faster, her outstretched claws threatening to crush him. 

Lucas raced across the path as she crashed against the slope and tore part of it away. A shower of dust and rock littered the path. As the queen struck out, Lucas slipped. With an anguished cry he tumbled over the ledge, just managing to grab the rock edge before he fell. Desperately he held on, gripping the Silukreun tightly in his other hand. There was nothing but a cloud of dust and cold air beneath his feet as he hung. Slowly he began to loose his grip...

Just as he let go, he felt a warm hand grab hold of his wrist. Gritting his teeth, he swung around and pushed his feet against the side of the rock face.

“Pull yourself up!” screamed Casella as she held Lucas tightly. “Quickly! Before the queen gets us!”

With every last ounce of energy, Lucas swung his arm upwards and grabbed the edge, tossing the Silukreun onto the path. Wearily he pulled his other arm forward, and with the elf’s help, he clambered onto the crumbling ledge. He felt like collapsing, but the moment he did, the queen would kill them both. Taking a deep breath he stumbled to his feet, grabbed the weapon before him and pushed Casella behind him as the monster lunged forward.

“Gaon-Londen!” he gasped with bitter determination. The lightning thundered into her chest. 

“Run!” he screamed to Casella. Quickly they plunged backwards as the furious queen roared in agony and smashed the path where they had stood. Not daring to look behind them they plummeted onward from the slope to where the Casterino and the boy waited for them.

“Get moving!” Lucas warned them, cramp seizing his body as he ran. “She’s right behind us!” The four companions raced down the path, as the queen charged up behind them, tearing the slope apart. Just as they thought she would catch them, the wizard thrust them into a deep cavern jutting out of the rocky slope, plunging them into cold, comforting blackness.

The Munar-Krahnian Queen smashed the cave entrance apart, but the gloomy cavern was too deep for her to reach them. Roaring again, she gave up hope, and soared off into the skies to tend to her wounds.

When they were confident that she would not return, at least momentarily, they continued their descent towards the Falcon Pass. The path beyond the cave quickly began to rise, circling the side of the mountain before it made its final long sweep into the sheltered, stone valleys below. With extreme caution they began the climb, listening with dire earnest for the cries of the Munar-Krahnian Queen. No sound of her approach came and for the moment, the danger had passed. Gasping for breath they clambered up the sloping path, sweat pouring from their faces, their muscles aching. The restful night’s sleep they had had in Arringale was like a distant memory now and exhaustion had returned to reclaim their weary bodies.

As they reached the highest point of the slope, the rocky face of the mountains gave way to reveal the plains beyond. It was then that they saw them, a black seething mass sweeping over the grasslands many miles west of the direction in which they had approached the mountains. Lucas stopped and gasped. It was one of the most chilling sights he had beheld in Elleriga since that day they returned from Tilantria, and discovered Epallion in ruins and chains.

The mighty First Imperial Goblin army of General Ulrik, son of Emperor Nrashkraig was sprawled across the windswept plains, the black banners of Mastaloka flapping wildly in the wind. In the late afternoon sun, the blackened armour of thousands of goblin warriors glinted like a dark, engulfing mirror shattered over the green land in which they marched. They were almost a day away from reaching the Mountains of Silu Par Tu, but from this height, their full, terrifying glory could be seen, and it filled all of the small company with dread. They had witnessed numerous attacks by hundreds of goblin patrols, but this army was the worst of it all.

“There’s thousands of them!” Lucas said with horror. 

“I would say at least a quarter of a million. Casterino sighed. 

“How can we possibly win against that?” Lucas asked, his hope draining out of him at the sight of the enemy before him.

Casterino never had a chance to reply. In the most distant peaks of the Mountains of Silu Par Tu, the anguished cry of the Munar-Krahnian Queen returned to greet them. 

“She sounds as if she is in pain.” Casella noted with surprise.

As if in response, the queen cried out again, much closer, only this time with a vehement roar.

Lucas looked up into the skies warily. “She may be in pain, but I was unable to cause any significant injuries. When she returns, she will be twice as angry.

“Which is why me must run now.” Casterino told them quickly. “We don’t have much time.”

Their weapons held tightly in their hands, they rounded the side of the mountain and began the slow descent towards the pass. The ground beneath began to tremble and their pace became a desperate run, her cries getting closer by the minute. With every battle, she became more vicious and hungry for blood. They all knew they had to end it here today, or one of them, if not all, would become her next victim, and the Dutremaken’s army would be next.

As the slope became steeper, their run became a made dash. Just as they came within sight of the pass, her monstrous form soared the skies above them. Thundering across loose rock and stone, they plunged deeper towards the pass, terror beating in their hearts. Her scream rushed through them all, and biting showers of rock and dust cascaded upon them, as she clawed the mountainside apart in search of her victims.

As they darted into the pass, Lucas spun round and held the Silukreun high, ushering the others behind them. Kelus, in a fit of tears clung tightly to Casella’s hand, her other hand gripping her sword. Casterino began to look out for signs of Dutremaken’s army. He found them, just a few feet away from where the path spilled into the end of the Falcon Pass. Two goblin scouts lay sprawled across the ground, arrows embedded in their chests. They hoped now that they reached the army before the queen reached them. With grim determination, they ran on.

Suddenly, she plunged into the pass, tearing a tree from its roots, and throwing it against them in fury. Lucas spun round to confront her as she carved up the stone and dirt beneath her savage claws. She roared her challenge. Lucas raised the Silukreun to meet it.

“Go!” Lucas ordered the others. “Find the army, and get the wizards before it’s too late!”

“I am not going.” Casella retorted, drawing her sword.

“I’m not asking you, I’m telling you!” snapped Lucas, taking a treacherous step forward.

Casella turned to Casterino. “Take Kelus and get him to safety. And find those wizards. I’m staying here in case Lucas needs my help.” The wizard nodded, and snatched the boy in his arms, knowing now that nothing could convince her to follow him. Taking one last, horrified look at the Munar-Krahnain Queen, he tuned and ran.

With one deep breath, Casella strode up beside Lucas, her sword raised in defiance.

“You should have gone with Casterino.” Lucas berated her. “As much as I appreciate your help, you can’t do anything. Only the Silukreun can save us.”

“I am just watching your back.” she replied through gritted teeth. “And besides. I could not let you have all the fun.”

“If this is your idea of fun, I’d hate to see what really scares you!” cried Lucas as the queen pounced towards him. “Gaon-Londen!” The purple lightning struck a claw as it snapped before him. She flinched and stepped back, cautious now of the blade that could burn her thick, scaly skin.

“Gaon-Londen!” before the Silukreun’s devastating power could reach her; she launched herself into the air, and landed a few feet away. Lucas paused. She was also quicker than he imagined. With a deafening roar, she scooped up a claw-full of rock and threw it at her attacker.

Casella slipped back as a small fragment of rock struck her shoulder. Lucas sliced through a head sized piece of stone with the Silukreun’s golden blade, and he realised then that his quick reaction had not be caused by skill, but by the weapon’s power on him. He stepped forward bolder than ever. 

“Gaon-Londen!” This time the queen was too slow, and as she tried to fly, the purplish lightning pierced the skin of her wing and she crashed to the ground.

“Gaon-Londen!” Lightning struck her chest. “Gaon-Londen!” Another bolt of power seared into her face, cutting into the wound Lucas had caused when he had destroyed one of her eyes. Lucas laughed.

“Don’t get too confident!” cried Casella, scrambling to her feet. “She’s still very powerful.”

Lucas nodded at her words and raised the blade again. “Gaon...” Before he had a chance to finish his words, the Munar-Krahnian Queen lunged at him and scooped him up in her claws. The Silukreun cluttered to the ground, and as Casella rushed to grab it, the monster scooped up the rock beneath her and tossed it against the elf. Before she could move, a sharp stone struck her in the side of the head, and limply she collapsed, the dust and rock falling around her.

Lucas struggled to break free, but he felt his arm snap as her grip tightened. Her roar pounded in his ears. With a mocking growl, she threw him to the ground. Lucas lay bruised and dazed, and when he opened his eyes she loomed over him, ready for the kill...

The troops ran towards him, halberds raised, concern lining their weary faces. Casterino stumbled forward, having reached the edge of the pass, gasping for breath. As the men stopped, the wizard set Kelus down and looked up, clutching his cramped stomach.

“Quickly!” he cried. “I need your help.”

“What is it wizard?” asked the captain of the guard. “We heard these roars, terrifying screams...”

“Yes I know.” sighed Casterino. “It’s a powerful creature. It will kill us all if we’re not careful, and that’s...”

“Then we will slay it first.” declared the captain boldly.

“No! You can’t!” cried the wizard. “It is protected by sorcery. I need any wizards in your army to help me destroy it.”

“The entire Wizard’s Council is in the camp.” the captain replied, indicating the long line of tents at the far edge of the pass. 

“Thank the gods.” muttered Casterino. “All right. I need you to help my friend. He’s battling the creature now.”

“Then we will do our best.” saluted the captain.

“But don’t engage it directly!” warned Casterino. “I swear it will destroy you.”

“I understand.” Without another word, the soldiers raced off down the pass in the direction of the Munar-Krahnian Queen’s ferocious roars. 

“Run ahead.” Casterino told Kelus. “I’ll be right behind you.” The boy nodded and shot off in the direction of the encampment. After a few deep breaths, the wizard ran towards the far side of the pass, and plunged past the green, grey and white tents; troops littering the ground, eating, talking or sharpening weapons. Many, many more were listening with dread to the screams and howls of the creature nearby. Vaguely he searched for his wizard companions, but they were nowhere to be seen. Panting for breath, he grabbed the first soldier he came across.

“Soldier! Where would I find the Wizard’s Council?” he asked desperately, clutching the man by his shirt.

“In Dutremaken’s tent.” replied the soldier, taken by surprise.

“Which one is that?” demanded Casterino.

“The big red one, in the middle.” the man said, pointing towards the centre of the camp.

“Thank you.” said the wizard with a smile, and shot off in the direction the soldier had spoken of. His heart pounding, his body cramped, and gasping for air, Casterino burst into the tent.

“I need your help!” he cried. General Dutremaken, his second in command General Ampokon, and a wizard spun round in amazement.

“Casterino?” muttered the wizard with disbelief.. Sweeping his green cloak aside he raced up to Casterino and hugged him warmly.

“Laborasto!” laughed Casterino, pulling himself back. “I’m so glad you’re alive.”

“We thought you were dead.” replied Laborasto. “We haven’t heard from you since Epallion fell.”

“I need your help. How many of the council are here?”

“Of the forty, twenty-eight.” Laborasto told him. “Santrostaer is leading them. I have taken your position for now.”

“And I know you will have done a good job in my stead.” Smiled Casterino. “But I am asking for your aid again.” 

Laborasto nodded. “What is it you want us to do?”

“A Munar-Krahnian Queen has been unleashed upon the world.” began Casterino wearily. Laborasto reeled back in horror. “I need the council to help defeat it.”

“Together, we might be able to weaken it, but never destroy it.” sighed Laborasto. “How was it released?” he paused. “Who released it?”

“A sorcerer has been born. A goblin sorcerer. He walks in Elleriga now.”

“I have sensed something sorcery for a while now, but I wasn’t sure if it was true.” muttered Laborasto.

“Excuse me, Chief Wizard.” interrupted General Dutremaken. “Was this Munar...whatever its name is, the thing behind the screams that we heard last night?”

“Indeed it was.” replied Casterino. 

“I just sent out some of my men to find it. Captain Arallion is one of my best men. And you say even the council cannot destroy it?”

“You need not fear General.” Casterino replied quickly. He turned to Laborasto. “Even as we speak, Lucas Aestion is battling the queen.”

Laborasto paused. “He completed his second task?”

Casterino nodded. “He has the Silukreun.”

Laborasto bowed his head. “Thank the gods we have a weapon to fight back with at last.”

Before Dutremaken could ask what the Silukreun was, Casterino began to tell Laborasto his plan. “We need to use the council of wizards to weaken the Munar-Krahnian Queen and enslave it in a spell of sorts.”

Laborasto hesitated. “Surely a Munar-Krahnian Queen would break free of the spell?”

“We only need to trap it for a few brief moments. Just long enough for Lucas to inflict enough damage with the Silukreun to kill it.”

“Then I will get the council immediately.” bowed Laborasto, and rushed out of the tent.

“Be quick!” Casterino cried after him. “We don’t have much time!”

Lucas scrambled back, his arm crushed, the bone jutting through the skin. Gritting his teeth to the excruciating pain, he tried to pull himself free of the fallen rock before the queen tore him apart. Flapping her wings wildly, she roared, black slime dripping from her ferocious fangs. Lucas knew if he didn’t do something now, both he and Casella would both die.

Just as she was about to crush him with her claws, a rain of arrows bolted down and struck her thick skin. Brushing them carelessly aside, the queen reared back from Lucas and turned to face her new attackers.

The troops rushed forward, desperately firing arrows at the beast as she lunged out with her vicious, snapping claws. With a powerful roar, she grabbed the man closest to her, and squeezed the life out of him. Tossing his smashed body aside, she swung round at the next attacker with even more fury. Captain Arallion ordered his men to pull back, but she snatched two more before they could escape her clutches. His heart pounding, the captain realised he would have to attempt a new tactic if he was to hold out long enough before the wizard and his companions returned.

Trying to ignore the pain, Lucas clambered to his feet and searched for the Silukreun. Dust and rubble lay everywhere, where the queen had ripped through the ground. Casella was nowhere to be seen. Brushing away his tears of fear, and berating himself for being so stupid as to think he could outwit the monster before him, he shoved aside the stone while the soldiers drew the queen’s attention.

He hoped Casterino had found the camp and the other wizards. He needed them desperately now. These men seemed like a good sign, although he wasn’t going to jump to conclusions. These could just as easily be a scouting party. He desperately wondered what had happened to Casella. The elf had tried to help him and got in the monster's way. He refused to believe she was dead. Not after all they had been through.

Finally the pale glimmer of the Silukreun shimmered through the dust as he unearthed a large shard of rock. Pulling the rubble away, he shoved the sword free of the stone and blowing the dust from the blade, he gritted his teeth to the pain of his broken arm, and charged forward.

“Gaon-Londen!” As a flood of purple-white lightning erupted from the blade, the men who had come to his aid stood frozen with amazed stares. Catching the Munar-Krahnain Queen unaware, the sizzling power tore into the flesh of her back. Howling in fury and agony, she spun round and roared louder than ever.

“Gaon-Londen!” Lucas bellowed, determined to end this before more people died. She was not fast enough, and the lightning caught her in the chest. She clutched more rock and threw it at him, but he swiftly deflected it with the blade, amazing himself at how agile he was with the weapon even though he held it in one hand. The power no longer threw him back. He was almost one with the sword.

“Gaon-Londen!” Quickly the power soared into the queen before she could grab him with her claws. Lucas darted for cover before she could reach him and fired the Silukreun’s sorcery upon the beast again.

Suddenly the queen stepped back, preparing herself for the final kill as she snarled with what Lucas thought was contempt for him. She watched him with her lone, red eye, as Lucas ran towards the others. They were still dumb-founded by the weapon he held in his hands.

“Have you seen an elf woman?” Lucas asked hesitantly, not moving his eyes from his gaze on the creature poised for attack before him.

“No.” replied one of the soldiers. “She was not with the wizard, or the boy.”

“I know she wasn’t!” snapped Lucas. “She was with me! Have you seen her?”

“I'm sorry, no.”

He kept his eyes on the queen as she crouched a few feet away. “Well find her! She’s here somewhere, among the fallen rock. She must be injured.”

“Yes sir.” saluted the soldier, and with two of the others, began to search the rubble. Lucas paused. 

Quickly, Captain Arallion  approached Lucas. “Can you really defeat this monster?”

“Not alone.” replied Lucas, his eyes still on the queen, her eye on him. “I need the other wizards to help me.”

“Your wizard companion reached the camp.” replied Arallion. “I’m sure he has found them.”

“We’ll he had better be fast!” muttered Lucas.

At that moment, the three soldiers made the discovery. Pulling back the rubble, they found the bleeding, dust-smothered elf buried under the rock. “We’ve found her!”

“Is she okay?” Lucas asked, not daring to take his eyes away, in case the queen attacked. The soldiers did not reply. “Is she alive?”

“Yes sir.” one man replied hesitantly. “She’s alive but she’s unconscious.”

“Then get her back to the camp!” Lucas screamed at him. “Before she dies!”

The soldiers pulled away the rest of the rubble, and dragged the limp Casella free. As they passed Lucas and the captain, Lucas took his eyes away, and with a ferocious roar, the Munar-Krahnian Queen pounced. His heart pounding, Lucas turned back and held up the Silukreun.

“GAON-LONDEN!”

With the queen just inches before him, the lightning poured forth and threw the queen back. Stumbling across the ground, she returned to her position a few feet away and growled. Lucas clambered to his feet, dazed by the force the impact. With the queen so close, he had been thrown back, collapsing on his broken arm. Both with heated anger, and unbearable agony, Lucas pulled himself up. One of them was going to die today.

The queen pounced again, and Lucas used the power against her. Ignoring her gaseous wounds she slashed at him with his claws. Lucas swung the blade forward and struck her, cleaving the closest claw from his arm. Poisonous green gas oozed from the wound, burning Lucas’ face, but somehow he managed to carry on the battle. He had to fight on, or he would die. The queen roared and struck forth again.

“ARISO! YURIOSONO! DRANGISO! FARISOR! ARISO! SHARANAR!” A sudden blaze of blue fire, fifty feet wide, seared into the monster, burning her black flesh. Dazed, and in pain, she stumbled back, screaming uncontrollably. Lucas turned and smiled with relief. Casterino and twenty-nine other wizards stood silent, the blue fire that had torn through the flesh of the queen shimmering at their fingertips, their eyes glowing an uncanny white. Casterino had been right. Together they had indeed weakened the beast.

The Munar-Krahnain Queen stooped screaming and turned to face the new threat. Once again, the wizard’s uttered their chilling commands, and more blue fire struck the beast down. In agony, she stumbled back, and before she had a chance to fight back, Lucas took his chance.

With a bellowing cry he charged forward and jumped onto the huge black form of the queen. With one momentous thrust, he plunged the Silukreun into the head of the queen and roared.

“GAON-LONDEN!”

 The Munar-Krahnian Queen screamed one final time before the green gas burst out of her body and died. Lucas plunged back slamming against the hard ground, the golden weapon clattering to the ground as the green mist spilled in the air.

“Stay back!” commanded Casterino, his body weakened by the battle with the queen. “The gas will burn you if you touch it.” Quickly Arallion and his troops pulled back behind the silent wizards. Casterino stepped forward and picked up the unconscious Lucas in his arms. His entire body had been caught in the burning gas, and every inch of his skin was scorched and blackened. 

“We must save him quick. In moments he will die!” Lucas called out to the others. Although the battle had drained them all, they were willing to cast this one final spell that would save Lucas’ life. Gently Casterino placed Lucas on the ground, the green gas dispersing into the atmosphere above. 

“Together we can save him.” muttered the Chief Wizard. The other wizards crept down in a circle around Lucas and closed their eyes.

“Uopior...Shafrinu...Tollah...Vuron!” Golden balls of fire formed at their chests, and a pale light poured forth, radiating Lucas’ blackened body. This was more than just a simple spell. Together the wizards were giving part of their life energy to save the Hero of the Ellerigan Quest. Not just to save his life now, but to gift him with strength and virtue for the war ahead.

Gradually, Lucas’ skin and hair began to heal. The light on the wizard’s hands began to disperse. Slowly, Lucas opened his eyes and shuddered, the pain fading from his body.

“What happened?” Lucas asked Casterino as his friend knelt over him.

Casterino smiled. “She has gone for good.”

“Did I do well?” Lucas asked, as the other wizards around him stood silent.

Casterino smiled again. “You were the true Hero of the Ellerigan Quest. You saved us all.”

