Chapter Sixteen.

Lucas stood frozen with fear as the barbarians charged towards him and Casterino with weapons raised. Behind them, the elves scurried into a tight formation, their attention turned to both lengths of the road as the enemy prepared to crush them. The dead littered the ground, barbarian and elf alike strewn by their feet. The stench of blood and smoke filled the air as the fires that swept through the homes continued to burn.

His face lit up with anger, Casterino stepped forward and raised his arms. “Tol-Sharidan-Zorl!” 

With a loud rumble, the ground began to tear apart at the wizard’s feet. Flame leapt out before him and shot forth, cracking the ancient stone road and soaring into the approaching barbarians in a blast of fire. Screaming in agony the first lines of the attackers stumbled back, many collapsing as their skin burned, others swallowed up as the ground ripped open beneath them. 

With a savage roar, the rest of the barbarians cut down the staggering, injured men, and dwarves before them and continued to charge. Lucas stepped back, his heart racing. Casterino closed his eyes, and summoned his magic again.

“Elzicarazu!” The first fireball soared from his outstretched hands and struck down the closest attacker.

“What are we going to do?” Lucas screamed.

The elf that had ordered their capture stepped beside him and picked up a fallen elf sword from the ground, shoving its hilt firmly in his hands. “If you are our allies, prove it.”

Lucas clutched the bloody weapon shakily, and stared wide-eyed at the enemy before him. “We’re gonna die!”

“No we won’t.” Casterino told him firmly. 

“If we make it out of here alive, you can have leave in Salevonda.” The elf told him, raising his weapon as the barbarians charged.

“Well that’s a comfort.” Lucas snapped Sardonically. “But I don’t think we’re gonna get the chance to see Dar-Sharina.”

And then they came. Like a wave of metal and skin, the barbarians soared into the elves and began the final onslaught. Lucas staggered back by the shock of the force, and shoved the blade of his sword forward, striking a barbarian human in the chest. Bloody melee erupted all around him as they elves bravely fought back against their savage foes.

“Adarhn-Gohn-Rishah!” Casterino screamed with all his might. A whirlwind spun out from his body, knocking him briefly to the ground, and threw back the barbarians before him.

Lucas stepped behind the wizard and sliced a barbarian dwarf through the neck. The enemy’s blood spurted out, splashing across his face. In blinded panic, Lucas clutched his mouth as vomit rose in his neck and spilled over his hand. Shaking from the fright, he ran his other hand over his mouth and wiped the vomit on his shirt. With invigorated fury, he stepped forward and quickly struck down another barbarian dwarf before it had a chance to kill him first. He was quickly understanding that he had to fight or die.

“This way!” The elf cried out suddenly, striking his own sword through the chest of a barbarian gnome. His warriors behind him, the elf charged into the closest building and lunged his spear through a barbarian that blocked his path, the long handle snapping in his hands. With all his resources, the elf spun round and rammed the sharp, splintered end of the spear handle into the shoulder of another foe, lifting his sword to block the path of a mace that threatened to come crashing down on his head.

“Quick! This is our only chance!” Casterino roared over the battle, and grabbed Lucas by the arm.

The small group of warriors plunged through the shattered doorway, Lucas and Casterino at their heels. As they stumbled into a dark, smoky room, barbarians came crashing through, ripping the open door from its hinges, and plummeting through a smashed window. Panting and gasping for breath, Lucas stood beside the warriors and wizard and raised his sword.

“How do we get out?” Lucas cried as he blocked the hammering blow of a barbarian axe. The blow shook the blade and vibrated through his hand with aching force.

“The street on the other side is still abandoned.” The elf yelled, running his sword through the chest of an enemy.

“Elzicarazu!” Casterino bellowed, his hood and cloak swept back and stained with the blood of the battle.

A sizzling fireball struck a barbarian in the face. With a howling scream, the foe collapsed, knocking over the barbarians behind him as he did so.

Grabbing their chance, the dwindling group charged out of the small room and into a tight hallway beyond. At the end, another door lay, leading out to the other street. With a triumphant cry, an elf warrior plunged forward to open the door. Before he could even reach the handle, a horde of barbarians crashed through a door at the side, cutting down the elf where he stood, and blocking their only way of escape. 

A blast of fire swept up from the room they had just left. With horror, they quickly realised the enemy had set the building on fire. With a panicked cry, the lead elf stumbled up a long flight of steps and ordered them to follow him or die where they stood.

Lucas glanced to Casterino in bewildered terror and followed the elves as the barbarians charged into them, and the flames began to creep into the small, bloody hall. As he reached the first step, a swift blow struck him in the shoulder. Screaming with agony, Lucas dropped his sword and clambered up the steps, urged on by Casterino who cut down the barbarian with a single swift of his own sword.

Blood pouring over his hand as he clutched the wound, Lucas pushed himself onto the landing and collapsed, vomiting again on the white, marble floor. Behind him, the elves defended themselves against the barbarians who were beginning to ascend the stairs, cutting them down easily from this higher advantage. Weakened by the battle, but still eager to go on, Casterino mustered his magic, and stepped before the elves with arms raised.

“Harnah-Dahri” A burst of wind shook the stairs, and blew the barbarians back into the flames at the foot of the stairs.

With a sigh of relief, the lead elf staggered forward and clasped his hand warmly over his shoulder. “Thank you wizard. You have proven yourself to us all.”

With a quick nod, Casterino rushed past the elves and knelt down before Lucas choking on the smoke-filled air. “Are you alright?” he asked, carefully inspecting the wound.

“We do not have time for this!” The lead elf snapped, leading his men to the window overlooking the still abandoned street. “If we do not get out of here immediately, we will burn to death!” Already the flames were beginning to worm their way up the staircase, spilling over drapes and carpets.

“Can you move?” Casterino asked quickly.

“I…I think so.” Gasped Lucas, clenching his teeth against the pain.

Swiftly, the wizard tore of a long strip of his singed cloak and bound his shoulder. The elves waited impatiently, growing more and more afraid that any delay would cause them to become trapped in this burning house. Chocking on the black, suffocating smoke, Casterino helped Lucas to his feet. 

“How do we escape?” The wizard demanded hurriedly. The flames were almost at the top of the staircase. They could feel the heat intensely.

“The window. It is our only chance.” The elf told him. With a sharp thrust, he smashed the window and clambered onto the edge, gasping for air against the blinding smoke. Looking back once to his men, the elf stood on the ledge and looked down hesitantly. Choking again, he prayed top to the gods they would survive and jumped.

One by one, the elves clambered through the window and jumped, landing with a heavy thud on the stone road below. Miraculously, nearly everyone landed on their feet. The drop was not that high.

As the overpowering flames crept towards them, Casterino led Lucas out onto the ledge. “You have to jump.”

Panting and choking, Lucas looked down and closed his eyes. “Promise me we won’t die.”

“I promise.”

Choking once more, Lucas clambered to the edge, screaming with pain as the deep cut rubbed against the bound cloth, and jumped. A cold rush of air swept over him as he plummeted to the ground, and for a brief second, the heat and smoke were gone. Then with a heavy thud, he landed on the ground, slamming his feet down with painful force, and slipped, rolling onto his wounded shoulder. Again he screamed with agony, dizzy by his fall, with another small gash to the side of his head.

Seconds later, the wizard came crashing down beside him, even as a burst of flame tore through the window, sending a shower of glass upon them. Staggering with dizziness, Casterino pulled himself to his feet, cuts across his face and arms, his cloak black and burned by the flames that had almost consumed him. 

Gasping for breath, Lucas looked up with bleary eyes as a bloody elf helped him to his feet. “Are we alive.” He croaked, clutching his head with his uninjured arm.

“We have the gods to thank for that.” The lead elf told them all. “They listened to our prayers. 

“Is everyone okay?” Casterino asked quickly.

“A couple of us have broken arms. We can only be thankful it was nothing worse.”

With a loud rumble, the wall of the burning house began to crack. Piece by piece, the mortar between the stone began to crumble.

“The house is going to collapse!” The elf cried, stepping back.

Not needing any words of encouragement to move, the injured group stumbled out of the way as parts of the stonewall came crashing down into the street, dust, smoke and flame searing out with a deafening roar. Choking again on the black fumes, they made their way to the edge of the abandoned street. 

Suddenly, amid the roar of the flames, they heard the sound they had been dreading. With savage war-cries, a horde of barbarians swept into the street and charged towards them, unhindered by the smoke, rubble and flame in their path

Quickly the elves, Lucas and Casterino began their escape. With only two weapons left between them, and all still dazed and bleeding by their fall, there was no chance of fighting and surviving the battle. They all knew that if they stood their ground now, they would surely die.

Quickly the lead elf lead them through the burning streets of Etheriel, pursued by the barbarians, leaving the dying battle to rage in the wide open streets in the centre of the town. Everywhere was abandoned. Elf men women and children had fled for their safety, many cut down by the invaders. The blood of many stained the walls, corpses and burning rubble littering the ghostly streets. Much of the fighting had ended. There were few elves left alive in Etheriel to make any kind of stand against the barbarians. The once peaceful fishing town was lost, and with it, the invasion of the last and greatest isle in Tanyihara had begun.

With just ten of them having escaped the burning house, they were a small enough group to easily escape the enemy. Again and again they stumbled across more barbarians lurking within the ruined streets. It was a game of cat and mouse as they made their way to the far eastern reaches of the town. Finally with little energy or will to survive left within their bodies, they plunged out a gloomy, corpse-strewn road and onto the wild grasslands beyond. 

With a mighty roar, six barbarians charged through the long grasses. With a bitter cry of defiance, the lead elf and the other still clutching swords, ran forward and fought back bitterly, while Casterino rallied the others behind him, and summoned his magic yet again, despite his evident exhaustion.

“Cordralliar-Sorallius!” 

A huge sheet of lightning rained down and struck four of the barbarians, burning them to a crisp. In anger, one of the two remaining elves kicked the elf he was fighting to the ground and shoved an axe through his head. 

In horror, the lead elf sliced his sword through the waist of the other barbarian, cleaving his torso from his waist. Ignoring the sickening, warm blood as it splashed over his face and armour, he slammed his sword through the second barbarian’s helmet, and brought the tip of the blade up out of his mouth, tearing his face open with fury. Without a word the elf yanked his sword out of the dead barbarian’s head and threw the bloody blade to the ground. Dumbstruck by the might of his anger, and the grief over the death of those he had loved and known, the elf collapsed in tears and exhaustion, beside the body of his slain friend.

“We should leave this place.” Casterino told them anxiously, placing a caring hand on the weeping elf’s shoulder. 

“And why do you care?” The elf demanded bitterly, standing before the wizard, and brushing away his tears. “This is not your land that burns and withers before the evil that attacks us.”

“I know I cannot hope to imagine what you are going through, but I want to help the best I can.”

“The elf stared into the wizard’s eyes and cast down his head. “That was my closest friend, Aderlan. We have known each other for over a hundred years.”

Lucas felt a lump swell in the back in his throat. He wanted to tell the elf he understood his pain, but knew, from his own experience that he would not listen. Wearily, he looked away, clutching his shoulder, clenching his teeth against the unbearable pain. The cloth was soaked in blood and his head felt weak with nausea. He could still taste the blood and vomit in his throat. He thought he had faced death after Francis’ murder. He knew now he had not.

“The wizard is right. We cannot stay here. The barbarians would surely find us if we stayed out in the open.”

The lead elf sighed. “Yes you are right.” His face pale and downcast, the elf picked up his sword, and wiped the blood on the grass, sheaving it in the scabbard at his waist. With a shaking hand, he picked up Aderlan’s sword, cleaned it the same and held it out before Lucas. “Take it.”

“Me?” Lucas stammered.

“Yes. You have no weapon. We have swords and spears back in the valley. This will protect you until then.”

Lucas bowed his head and took the blade by the hilt. The blade shimmered in the light of the nearby flames; its hilt was warm and sweaty. He knew instinctively this weapon had killed many enemies, protected its bearer many times from death. Lucas vowed in silence he would honour Aderlan’s name with it. He would slay any foe that threatened his life. He would slay the enemy for Aderlan and his kindred.

Without another word the wounded party began their ascent through the hilly grasslands away from the burning turmoil of Etheriel. Black smoke filled the sky, blocking out the wintry sun. A dark gloom hung over the isle, a sign that the darkness had come to consume the last haven left in Tanyihara. A cold wind howled monstrously through the grasses, almost as if the gods themselves were grieving for the loss of these isles. 

Lucas knew the truth, and it saddened him even more. While the elves still held up hope that the armies of Tilantria would come and drive out the barbarians, he knew there was no hope. From the documents and histories he had read, Lucas knew the armies of the gnomes and men were still stranded at sea in the south. Both the elf and gnome kingdoms would not spare such troops for this invasion, in fear their own lands be taken. The fact was, when the armies finally came, Tanyihara would already be lost. And for the next eight and a half centuries, every attempt to reclaim the fallen isles would fail.

Gradually the anguished cries of the battle below began to fade, as they made their way higher into the grassland slopes. Never once did they look back towards the burning coast. An hour passed and still they journeyed on, taking a long and winding route back towards the farmstead valley, and taking due care that they did not lead the enemy to their safe haven at the edge of the forest. They were in luck. The barbarian invaders had not ventured past the town of Etheriel yet, opting instead to concentrate on attacking and securing their first foothold on Salevonda. For now, the battle was over…

Lucas staggered on, clutching his bleeding shoulder once more, an equally despondent Casterino at his side. Ahead the lead elf walked alone, his face grim and ashen from the loss of his friend. The rest of the small band of warriors walked behind him, those at the back of the group cautiously watching for an enemy attack. With a sigh of relief, the lead elf came to a halt at the edge of a long, descending slope and called the others to remain still. With eager curiosity, Lucas stepped forward and stared down towards the hamlet below.

“Thank the gods Vorhnolis is still safe.” The elf spoke with a cold voice. With weary eyes, he turned and addressed the rest of the group. “We will rest here tonight and lead the others to safety before dawn. Come. Food and sleep awaits us.”

With a thankful smile, Lucas walked on, Casterino still retaining his solitary gaze forward. The sun was warm against his dry, bloody face, its rays dappling through streams of black smoke that swept over from the south. Anxious elf farmers and dismayed elf women turned to gaze at the small procession as they staggered home, bleeding and broken. A cry of alarm leapt through the hamlet of Vorhnolis, and its people realised what had happened. The enemy had finally come to their shores.

As they wandered into a small, dusty street, an elf woman, robed in white silk, her blond hair braided and tied back loosely over her back, ran towards them with a look of horror. The lead elf smiled dimly as she approached him and held her tight in a smothering embrace.

“What happened my love?” she asked frantically, brushing her warm hand over a large cut on his forehead.

“The barbarians finally came.” He sighed. “Etheriel was already under attack when we got there. There wasn’t much we could do.”

“Come inside, all of you.” She told them worriedly. 

Lucas and Casterino followed the elves into a large stone house and sat down on a white, flag-stoned floor. Two more elf women ran back to and fro, fetching bandages, bowls of steaming water and wet cloths. With careful attention they began to tend to their wounds.

Casterino brushed away the caring hand of an elf and sat up wearily. “I will tend to those broken bones now. I would have before but my magic left me so weak I could hardly walk.” 

The lead elf nodded, a faint smile forming on his bruised lips. “Thank you, kind wizard.”

Taking a deep breath, Casterino staggered to his feet, aided by one of the elf women and approached the first elf with a broken arm. The wounded warrior sat in silence, doing his best to support his damaged limb, cringing with evident pain. The wizard knelt down and placed his palm lightly on the broken skin, making sure he did not add any pressure to the gaping wound. 

“Shafrin-Oros.”

A faint light shimmered over the broken arm, and with miraculous attention it began to heal itself. The elf sat back and closed his eyes with relief. The pain quickly began to fade and soon all he could feel on his arm was a dull throbbing.

“It may feel a little fragile for a day or so.” Casterino told him. “But you will be fine.”

“Thank you.” Murmured the elf with a smile of gratitude.

The wizard turned next to the other elf carrying a broken arm, and performed the same incantation, repairing his arm with the same ease as the first. When he was done, Casterino slumped to the ground, breathing hard as he rested his back against the wall. 

One by one, all their cuts and bruises were attended to. A small elf woman, with dark blue eyes knelt down beside him and inspected the gash on his shoulder with concern. Lucas clenched his teeth; as she gently pulled loose the cloth, dry skin and blood peeling off with it with stinging pain.

“I don’t think it is as deep as it looks.” She told him softly.

“It certainly feels deep.” Lucas sighed.

“Perhaps I should ask the wizard to use his magic.”

“No. He is too exhausted.” Lucas replied, glancing towards Casterino who had, by all means fallen asleep from his weariness. He only began to realise how much magic Casterino had summoned in the battle, and evidently, how much energy he had drained himself of.

“A sling will do for now, until he is well again.” She said, gently dapping the cut clean. With precision, the elf began to wrap a fresh, cloth around his arm. Slowly, his arm was beginning to go numb.

Suddenly, four armoured warriors burst into the house, their faces deep with concern. Casterino jolted awake as they saluted the lead elf, and sheathed their swords back into their scabbards.

“What happened? We saw fire and smoke coming up from the coast.”

“Etheriel was attacked by the barbarians.” The lead elf replied solemnly. “The enemy overran the towns defences and attacked its warriors. Most of the houses were burned to the ground. I don’t think many of its people escaped alive either.”

The second elf sighed and closed his eyes with grief. “We knew this day would come.”

“We did all we could, but Etheriel had very nearly fallen by the time we got there.”

The second elf quickly scanned the room frantically. “Where are Aderlan, Ranshan and Verall?”

The lead elf lowered his head. He couldn’t bear to look into the other’s eyes. “They all died.”

The second elf found he had no words to say. He was dumbstruck with overwhelming grief. Shaking his head, he noticed Lucas and the wizard. “And who are these two?”

“This is Casterino, and his squire Lucas. They helped us during the battle. Casterino especially, helped saved our lives…those that could be saved.”

“Then I welcome you both.” The elf told them with a smile. “My name is Avarohn.”

“I don’t believe I have mentioned my name either.” The lead elf said, rising unsteadily. “I am Yerglir, chief warrior, and protectorate of Vorhnolis. You are welcome in Salevonda as friends from this day forward.”

“Thanks.” Lucas smiled. With a hesitant pause, he glanced through the open doorway onto the fields above. “Are we safe here? Won’t the barbarians attack?”

“Not just yet.” Yerglir told him. “It is not the method of the barbarian’s attacks. That is if you could consider the murder of our people and the pillaging of our lands to have any method at all. They attack and fortify first, as they have done with every isle they have conquered in Tanyihara. Only when their numbers are strengthened, do they launch a full invasion. They will strengthen their numbers tonight. Which is why we must be gone by sunrise tomorrow.”

“I’m so sorry you have to leave everything behind.” Lucas told him. “I can’t imagine the pain you are all going through.”

“These are hard times indeed.” Muttered Yerglir. “But as Avarohn said, we have had to face up to the reality for quite some time. Our only hope is that the Tilantrian armies will arrive in time.”

Lucas wanted to tell them that it wouldn’t happen. That the elf armies of Tilantria would not make it to the isles before Tanyihara fell. But he couldn’t. It seemed hope was the only thing keeping them going. 

“Your young squire seems a little less afraid now.” Yerglir told Casterino.

“Like you, he’s had to face death in the face.” Casterino muttered, closing his eyes again. 

“Do you think we will still be able to see Dar-Sharina?” Lucas asked quickly.

“Our plan is to head towards Montarliga. The rest of the Tanyiharan army is there. The warriors at least that are not still fighting for their lives on the other isles. It is a fairly straight path from there to Dar-Sharina’s castle. Only thirty miles or so. If we get to Montarliga alive, then you may have a chance.”

“Thank you.” Lucas said with a relieved smile. 

“Don’t thank me yet.” Yerglir warned him. “We still have along way to go, and many people to evacuate from the island. Avarohn will take charge of most of that, but we have to help him as much as we can. Even then, it will take time to reach the city. And from this moment on, the enemy will be on our heels every step of the way.”

“Lucas, are you awake?”

With a yawn, Lucas stirred, stretching out from his slumber in the corner of the dark room. A wave of throbbing agony rushed through his shoulder. He could feel every cut and bruise on his body. Rubbing his eyes with his uninjured hand, Lucas glanced over his shoulder. Casterino was crouched down before him; his hood slumped loosely over his head.

“How are you feeling?” The wizard asked with a distant smile.

“I’ve been better.” Lucas muttered, cringing again as another shot of pain cut into his shoulder. 

“I thought it was about time I repaired your shoulder.” Casterino told him. “I’m sorry, but I didn’t have any energy left within me before to conjure up another healing spell. Repairing those two broken arms nearly forced me into unconsciousness.”

“I understand.” Lucas said with a small nod. “Are you feeling better now?”

“My strength has returned to me fully. Come. We will walk outside where I can heal and talk to you in private.”

Carefully the wizard helped Lucas to his feet and led him to the doorway. With a creak, Casterino loosened the latch and stepped outside into the moonlit sky, Lucas at his side. Without a word, the wizard led him to the edge of the street and guided him to a small running stream. With a yawn, Lucas stared down into the shimmering water and glanced at his own reflection. Amid the cuts and bruises he looked and felt so much older.

The wizard quickly ushered Lucas to sit by the stream and carefully inspected Lucas’ shoulder. “The wound is actually quite deep.” Casterino told him. “I’m surprised you’ve been able to move your arm at all.”

“It hasn’t exactly been easy.” Lucas moaned. “Besides, the elf woman told me it wasn’t as deep as it looked. That it didn’t need urgent attention.”

“I think she was trying to ease your suffering because she knew I was to weak to heal you too.” Casterino told him with a smile.  Closing his eyes, he gently placed his hand on Lucas’ shoulder. “Shafrin-Oros.”

A tingling sensation swept over Lucas’ arm, numbing the pain. A burst of throbbing aching lingered for a moment and then vanished…and with it the gash in his shoulder. In disbelief Lucas moved his arm up and down a couple of times, and smiled. “It’s gone. The pain, the cut, everything.”

“Magic does have its uses some times.” Casterino said wearily.

“One things been bothering me ever since the battle.” Lucas said with another yawn. “You told me the invasion of Salevonda didn’t begin until the second week of Galomber. So why was Etheriel attacked?”

“The historical documents of this era were hard to decipher. The language was of an old elvish dialect.”

“I thought you were fluent in the elven language.”

“Yes. But only modern Tilantrian. You’re forgetting, this is over eight and a half centuries behind our time. The written texts from this period were slightly different. When I looked over the dates, I was able to make out a two in the date of the first attack on Salevonda. I believed it was the twelfth.”

“But instead it was the second, and we nearly got ourselves killed.” Grumbled Lucas.

“I’m sorry about that.” Sighed Casterino.

“I hope that’s the only thing you made a mistake about.” Lucas told him coldly.

“It is I assure you.” Casterino sat back against a tree, watching the running waters of the stream pass him by. His mind was lost in thought. “I actually believe we were destined to arrive here at this time.”

“Is everything about destiny?”

“Quite possibly. I believe everyone and everything has some kind of pre-ordained path laid out in front of them.”

“Maybe you’re right.” Lucas sighed, twisting his arm around again to make sure the pain was gone. “And maybe, there was some good in me witnessing that battle.”

“How so?”

“I finally faced death. I looked into its open jaws and survived.”

“You faced death twice before and survived.” Casterino told him.

“Not like this. I suppose a part of me before never really believed I was going to die. I was terrified of course, but both times, I had a wizard there to save me. I put my faith in you and Laborasto. There was only one enemy, albeit a very dangerous enemy. But it was something I could see. Something I could hope to evade.

“But when we were trapped between those barbarians, I knew even you couldn’t save me then. I couldn’t run and I couldn’t hide behind you. I had to fight or die. There was no other option. So I killed. I saved my life and helped the others. I saw death all around me and I still survived. That’s something I will never forget.”

“You never forget death. It haunts you all your life.” The wizard told him despondently.   

Lucas glanced up to the hills, watching the three ghostly moons linger amid the smoke-filled darkness. “If I am going to face this coming darkness you spoke of, I need to be ready. I need experience. I can’t be scared of death any more, or how am I going to be this hero you want me to be? Yerglir said himself it was going to be a dangerous path to Dar-Sharina’s castle. I can’t live in fear that any moment a barbarian will suddenly attack and kill me. I have to be ready to fight back. It’s the only way I can honour Francis, and John…” He looked down at the sword still strapped to his waist. “…And even Aderlan. I’ve grieved and I’ve suffered. Now what I need to do is avenge their deaths.”

“Just don’t become so wrapped up in your vengeance that it kills you.” Casterino warned him sharply. “You’re still learning. You’re not a soldier. Remember that.”

“Maybe I have to be.” Lucas replied bitterly. As they drifted into a cold silence, his thoughts began to return to home and a twang of anguish filled his heart. He couldn’t have a normal life any more. His future was a mixture of hope and despair. 

“It gets easily.” Casterino said, as if reading his mind.

“Do you know what my one true hope is?” Lucas asked wearily. 

“What? That you can have a normal life again?”

“No. I accept now I can’t…my hope now is that no more of my friends die.”

“That is a good hope. One that I have held for over seven hundred years.”

Lucas looked up with a bleak smile. “And did your hopes come true?”

Casterino didn’t answer.

Lucas’ smile faded. “I’m going to make it happen. I…” Lucas stopped short as a sudden burst of a war horn echoed out over the valley. 

Casterino leapt to his feet in alarm. “Barbarians! They must be close.”

“That was a barbarian sounding that horn?”

“I’ve heard that sound before. Each time Elleriga hears it, we know barbarians are close by.”

Lucas stood quickly and glanced up towards the forest at the edge of the valley. Taking a step forward he squinted his eyes and gasped with sudden alarm. “Look! The trees are on fire!”

A second blast of a barbarian horn shook the skies above them. Smoke was filling the skies above the forest, and a tinge of gold flame could be seen erupting over the most distant of the trees. Amid the flickering glow of the moonlight, two figures charged out of the trees and began frantically running down the path towards the hamlet. Casterino walked boldly towards the end of the road, Lucas at his side with Aderlan’s sword drawn before him.

The two figures staggered towards them, gasping for breath; blood stained across their armour, their cloaks tattered and burnt. Slowly Casterino lowered his guard as the two exhausted elves stumbled forward before them. 

“What’s happening?” Casterino asked urgently.

“It is the barbarians.” One warrior replied with panic. There’s an army at the other side of the forest. They’re burning their way through.”

“We came across four barbarian scouts at the edge of the valley. We slew them, but not quick enough. They signalled the army. More barbarians will be here any time now.”

“Where’s Yerglir?” The first one asked, still panting with exhaustion.

Quickly Casterino led them back to the stone house. The hamlet was a buzz of panic and confusion. The war horns had woken everyone and already Yerglir and his men were dressing themselves in armour, gathering their weapons and stepping outside into the road.

With a grave face, the Chief Warrior of Vorhnolis rushed towards them, his sword clasped tightly in his hands. “Turaal. What has happened?” 

“A barbarian army is burning its way through their forest.” The first elf replied wearily. “Barbarian scouts are everywhere.”

“The enemy is moving faster than expected.” Yerglir sighed. “We have to evacuate now.”

“I’ll have everyone gather their belongings.” Avarohn told him as he walked towards them.

“We don’t have time. Tell everyone to get dressed and file out into the street as soon as possible. Let us just hope there aren’t too many barbarians this close to Vorhnolis so soon.”

“They already know it’s here.” Turaal said, peering back up towards the edge of the valley. “We have very little time at all.”

“How many hours until dawn?” Yerglir asked Casterino sharply, his thoughts racing through his mind. 

“Three or four hours.” The wizard told him.

“Then we have three or four hours of darkness to keep us concealed from the enemy.” Yerglir muttered, running his fingers through his long hair. “It is all open ground to the next town of Anirah.”

“If it hasn’t already been attacked.” Said Avarohn. 

“We need to get to the northern coast.” Yerglir told them. “The northern towns will be the last to come under attack. We can evacuate our people there, and then head south east to Montarliga.”

“That would keep nearly a week.” Began Avarohn. “You should lead the warriors to Montarliga. I will take them to the coast and join you later.”

“No. It is too risky. Our people need protection. Montarliga will hold out for a long time yet. The barbarians may be a large, strong force, but they are still scattered across the isles. Montarliga is the only city and the only tangible thing holding them back. They will need time to gather their forces, and by then, reinforcements from Tilantria should have arrived.”

“Don’t place all your hopes in Tilantria.” Casterino warned him, knowing full well that Yerglir’s hopes would fall apart. “They are still strengthening their own defences. Only when your homeland is fully safe from attack, will they begin to aid Tanyihara.”

“They will come.” Yerglir rebuffed him.

As Avarohn and Yerglir rushed off to begin the evacuation of the hamlet and prepare their warriors, Casterino shook his head. There was nothing he could do for them. In less than a month, unless they fled Salevonda altogether, they would be dead, and Tanyihara would have fallen. 

“What do we do now?” Lucas asked him anxiously.

“We travel with Yerglir and his warriors.” 

“But it will take ages to reach Dar-Sharina!” Lucas cried. 

“And it is too risky to travel without warrior protection now that Salevonda is under invasion.” Casterino told him sharply. 

“To Hell with all this!” Lucas snapped. “You should have made sure what that date was. Now we’re trapped. All we’ve got left is a group of misguided elves to help us when we should be seeking out this seeress. We haven’t got much time.”

“Don’t worry Lucas. You will find her. We will complete this task, I assure you. You’re not destined to die here in Tanyihara.”

“Somehow, I’m not convinced.” Lucas snapped. “I’m beginning to feel we’re in way over our heads.”

Another war horn thundered across the valley. Around them, warriors were rushing to and fro, guiding frightened elf children, men and women from their homes into the cold street. Each face looked as if it was waiting for death to find them. Trying to remain calm, men and women warriors quickly led them away from the buildings, looking back with grief towards the burning forest behind them. In silence, Lucas and Casterino followed. 

Their hearts racing, the dash to the edge of the valley began. As barbarians began to filter out of the forest, the elves charged onto the slopes, crying and panting with panic as a chorus of war horns blazed chillingly behind them. With a horrified glance back towards the monstrous cries of the enemy, warriors grabbed children and scrambled up the steep slopes. Terror swept through everyone, many falling to their hands and knees and clambering over rock and grass, desperate to evade the barbarians rushing towards them. Others screamed and ran, leaping over the ground, their only hope now that they wouldn’t die this night. Chaos had taken them all.

His grip tighter than ever on the hilt of his sword, Lucas spun round and stopped. His eyes shot open with terror and his legs began to shake. A black mass washed over the hillside and dashed into the abandoned streets of Vorhnolis; over two hundred barbarians tearing apart everything in their path. The echoing roar of the horns rang in his ears. With malicious laughter, the barbarians looked up towards the frightened elves, held up their weapons and cheered. As bloodlust filled their hearts, they charged.

“Run for your lives!” Yerglir screamed, spinning round and drawing his sword. The fifty elf warriors ushered the people ahead and stood at his side, weapons raised in defiance as the enemy raced towards them. Lucas’ heart was slamming against his chest as he stood firm. Casterino stood calm, focusing his mind on his magic. The black mass was almost upon them…

Like a huge burst of thunder, the barbarians slammed into elves. The clash of metal, and roars of battle shook the valley as weapons clashed against each other with intense ferocity. Above them, the terrified elves poured out of the valley, led by the few warriors that had stayed to protect them. And below them, their homes and farms began to burn.

Adrenalin surging through his body, Lucas slashed and cut anything that stood in his path. Swelling with anger he slammed the blade through the chest of one barbarian, brought up his sword, and severed the head of another. Blood splashed over his face and body, the stench of the death lingering above them as the carnage ensued. At his side, Casterino summoned fireballs and bolts of lightning to cut down the enemy that rushed against him. And further across the slope, Yerglir exacted his vengeance, a blade in each hand to block and slice the enemy as they attacked. 

So heated was the anger of the elves that the first wave of barbarians soon fell. For a moment, Lucas stood silent, blood dripping off his clothes and face, his hands still shaking from the bloodlust of the battle. All around him dead elves and barbarians lay silent, limbs severed, blood and guts spilt across the hillside. Like all the others, Lucas could no longer tell what blood was his and what was the enemy’s.

Realising he had already lost half his warriors to this battle, Yerglir called his men to pull back. As another horde of barbarians approached, Lucas, Casterino and the elves made a final dash for the grasslands beyond the valley. The enemy called out in anger and began the pursuit.

Any formation or strength they had before quickly began to waver. Fighting broke out over the highest reached of the valley and trickled out onto the lands beyond. With no time to be scared, Lucas blocked the attack of one barbarian and stumbled, dropping his sword and crashing to the ground. With a dark grin, his foe leaned over him and raised his mace above Lucas’ head. 

 With a cry of horror, Casterino rushed forward and summoned a flaming fireball from his outstretched hands. Just as he was about to slam his blade down over Lucas’ face, the fireball struck him in the chest and he stumbled back dead. Gasping for breath, Lucas grabbed his sword and staggered to his feet, glancing back into the valley. The sight before him tore into his heart and he stood frozen with terror.

A thousand more barbarians poured out of the flaming forest, their cries deafening all that heard them. A hundred more barbarians stood victoriously in the ruined street of Vorhnolis. Flames soared over the buildings, fields and farms lay in scorched devastation. The whole lives of each and every elf he had met had been destroyed this night.

“Lucas run!”

Lucas snapped out of his horror as Avarohn grabbed his arm and forced him to the top of the slope. The enemy were all about them now. His head pounding, Lucas dashed over the edge of the slope and sprinted into the grasses, Avarohn at his side.

 With a shrilling scream of fury, a barbarian elf leapt towards them and drove his sword through Avarohn’s back, the blade tearing through his heart and slicing out through the front of his armoured chest. The world seemingly spinning before him, Lucas cried out with grieving anger and slashed his sword through the enemy’s neck. Amid the shower of warm blood, the head toppled from its shoulders and bounced of Lucas’ chest. With a slump, the corpse fell to the ground as Lucas stumbled back, shaken by the death of the elf that had just saved his life.

Everywhere the warriors were desperately trying to escape, fending of the savage attacks of their enemies. In the distance, the terrified inhabitants of fallen Vorhnolis were still running, only just visible in the black night sky. For a while they were safe. The barbarians would not pursue them now, as long as they kept running. But for the brave warriors of Vorhnolis, things looked suddenly grave. There were too many barbarians and too few of them. They couldn’t evade them now.

Realising something had to be done, Casterino stepped back and summoned forth all the magic he had left. With every ounce of energy he stood focused and raised his arms before the enemy.

“Argorlar-Shanarah-Dorabi-Verilor!”

A sheet of lightning shot down between the barbarians and the exhausted warriors. With anger, the barbarians pushed against the sheet of energy and burned themselves as they did so. Gasping for breath, the elves and Lucas quickly regrouped, confused and dazed.

“Run why you have the chance!” Casterino screamed, his arms still raised. “My magic will not last much not longer!”

Taking a deep breath, Yerglir lead his surviving warriors and Lucas away from the valley. No longer caring to look back, the elves charged away from the battle, panting and running with all the energy they could muster. Only Lucas turned back, and even then he did not stop. 

“Casterino!” he cried out to the wizard, who continued to stand before the sheet of lightning. 

“Run Lucas!” Casterino roared. “I’m not going to die, I assure you.”

Lucas knew there was nothing he could do. Turning away, he staggered on, until he and the elves were a distance away from the battle. They couldn’t wait for Casterino. Lucas had to hope the wizard knew what he was doing.

Taking a deep breath, Casterino stepped back and the magic flickered and faded. With an angered cry the barbarians charged forward, weapons raised as they closed in around him. The wizard closed his eyes and prayed he had enough energy for this final spell to work.

“Ranir-Orshord.”

To the enemy’s amazement, the wizard vanished before their eyes. With confusion, they slashed forward believing he had turned invisible. But there was nothing before them except thin air. With savage curses, they looked up towards the fleeing warriors. They needn’t bother with them now. They had killed enough of their kind already. The rest would die later.

Lucas’ heart nearly jumped into his throat as Casterino appeared before his eyes and collapsed at his feet. The wizard lay still, motionless and silent. With dreaded concern, Lucas knelt down and called out his name, suddenly fearing he was dead.

With a moan, the wizard stirred and looked up. “I’m fine Lucas.”

“Can you move?” Yerglir asked urgently. “The enemy are still close behind us.”

“They will not bother with us now.” Casterino told them as he staggered to his feet, aided by Lucas and another warrior. “I can still walk for a little.”

“Then let’s move.” Yerglir told them. “I want to put as much distance between us and the enemy.”

With a sigh from the Chief Warrior they carried on, slow and injured. Yerglir looked to the ground, cold and grieving. He could no longer cry. The horror he had endured had numbed him off his emotions. This morning he had sixty warriors under his command and a beautiful home. Now all he had left was twelve wounded warriors and a scattered group of terrified refugees, amongst them his wife and two sons. The barbarians had taken everything. There was but one thing left that would keep him going. That he could kill as many barbarians as possible before his own life was taken by the enemy too.

Beside Lucas, the elf Turaal stumbled forward, his armour stained and dented in blood. Only then did Lucas realise he had no right arm. It had been cleaved off by a barbarian’s axe during their escape from Vorhnolis. Now only a bloody stump remained, hanging limply from his shoulder. Turaal was shaking, numbed by the intense pain and sorrow he felt. He had seen his two brothers die this day.

Lucas lowered his head, shivering as a cold wind swept down through the black smoke above. His fears had passed. Now all he was left with was the knowledge that whatever these courageous elves did now, it would all be for nothing The only good they could do now would be to evacuate as many innocent lives as possible. The adventure he had hoped for was not here. All that he saw now was death. Cold, bleak and unforgiving. He no longer cared about anything. All he wanted to do now was find Dar-Sharina and this ‘chained one’ and leave. 

He would not forget this day. He knew with sorrow the faces of the dead, and pained memories of Vorhnolis and Etheriel would haunt him for the rest of his life. His world no longer seemed warm, caring and safe. It was dangerous, uncaring and cold. The innocence he once had was gone. His life had become a nightmare, one that he might never wake up from again…

