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Chapter Nineteen.
The sea of armour rolled into the Falcon Pass with shuddering might. A black seething mass spilling over the wide stone stretch, a titanic darkness that threatened to overwhelm everything in its path. Thousands of marching feet; the clang of armour; the snarl of boars and the commands of their riders; the monstrous cries and chants of the enemy horde. It was a rolling thunderclap that echoed through the mountains with deafening force. The mighty First Imperial Goblin Army had finally began its advance into the Mountains of Silu Par Tu, under the watchful, anxious eyes of General Dutremaken’s forces.

High above the pass, Lucas watched with fear, his heart growing cold as he gazed upon the mighty enemy below him. General Ludwig Dutremaken, his deputy Rastelf Ampokon, and two other captains knelt beside him, concealed by a crevice of rocks, watching nervously as the enemy began their advance. The goblins forces stretched for miles, the front ranks just entering the pass, whilst the main force was still making their ascent from the grasslands beyond the mountains. It was a terrifying, forbidding sight to behold, and Lucas was frozen with dread.

“It has finally begun.”

Lucas glanced round hesitantly as Ludwig Dutremaken spoke, his voice both grim and bitter at once. Lucas waited for the general to say more, but he did not. He didn’t need to. The evidence was plain before them. Quarter of a million goblins intent on crushing them all. Taking a deep breath to quell his erratically beating heart, Lucas clutched the rocky crevice before him and peered back over the ledge towards the crowded depths below.

The goblins had begun their forced march at midday, thousands upon thousands of goblins sweeping forward from the grasslands beyond the Mountains of Silu Par Tu, in which they had made their camp. Two days ago, Dutremaken’s army had pulled out of the valley beyond the Falcon Pass, dismantling wagons and tents and leading supplies, horses, weapons and men into the higher reaches of the mountains overlooking the pass where the battle would begin. Once there, the final preparations had begun; ambush tactics were made clear, trenches and gullies for archers were dug, soldiers began construction on ambush weapons and units were given their commands. After two days of endless toiling, they believed they were ready. Soon their revenge against the goblins would be exacted.

Every man knew what was being asked of him. This was a fight against oppression, a fight for the very freedom of Elleriga itself. They were the last hope for the people of the land, for friends and family lost to them. A fight that was no longer avoidable. Determination and courage was strong amongst the men, but fear was still rife. It was an enemy that outnumbered them twenty-five to one. Now when the time to fight had come, their hopes were in the plan Dutremaken had set out for them all. To ambush the enemy from above, without becoming caught up in an all out conflict. It seemed the only feasible plan they had left. The time for preparation was over. They could no longer hide from the enemy.

Lucas continued to watch as the goblins passed soared into the pass below them. The chanting and screaming the enemy made was unbearable and chilled him to the bone. Beside him, the general, Ampokon and the two captains waited in equal silence, worriedly watching the enemy make their ascent into the mountains. All knew that the time for war was about to be upon them again. All knew that they could die in the oncoming battle. And all knew that that hope and determination was all that they had left.

“We have one advantage.” Dutremaken said, breaking the gloomy silence between them. “The enemy is large and cumbersome. It is not an easy task bringing a quarter of a million goblins into the mountains. We still have time before their entire force is enclosed within the pass.”

“How long?” asked Lucas nervously.

“The sun will set within two hours. And they will not risk a march through the mountains in the dark. They will hold here, in the Falcon Pass, until tomorrow.”

“Should we consider a night raid on their forces?” Ampokon asked quickly, never once taking his eyes from the goblins below.

Dutremaken shook his head. “No. The risk to us will be greater too if we attack without the light of day. We will attack at dawn. as soon as we have the sun to guide us. The goblins will not expect us to act so fast, or with such vigour. They will try to trap and crush us. Which is why each attack must be swift and precise. I want to loose as little of our forces as possible.”

Lucas’ face paled. As little of their forces as possible. He knew of course that there were always casualties in war. There had been numerous men slaughtered in the conflict so far. He had seen it at Tanyihara. He had seen it in the battle against Darglesh. He had seen his own friends die. But they all seemed small in comparison to what they were about to face now. A quarter of a million goblins. And now he was a captain in an army that was going to fight them. People he knew, people he had begun to befriend might be dead this time tomorrow. He took another deep breath. Unfortunately, this was the only way.

For the hundredth time, he wished Casterino and Casella were here to guide and help him. With them gone, he felt truly alone. He had been thrown into a chaotic melee of battle strategies and combat preparation with people he didn’t even know. In the three days since his friends had departed, he had taken his mind away from his sense of isolation by involving himself in the dismantling of the camp, training with the regiment of knights he had been appointed captain of, learning strategies from the general and helping construct ambush weapons. But even then he felt distant from everyone else around him. Soldiers regarded him with curiosity and awe over the Ellerigan Quest and the magical Silukreun he fought with. Even General Dutremaken regarded him with a sort of reverence after his battle with the Munar-Krahnian Queen a week ago. The only person he felt comfortable around was Laborasto, and now the newly appointed Chief Wizard was too busy with the affairs of the Wizard’s Council to have a chance to speak with him. He had no one else to turn to, to confide in. He couldn’t even admit how terrified he was of the approaching battle. As the prophesised Hero of the Ellerigan Quest, everyone around him believed he was unstoppable.

Slowly General Dutremaken began to rise, indicating for the others to follow him. Lucas clutched the hilt of the Silukreun strapped at his waist. Simply knowing it was there offered a sense of security. With such a weapon, he always had a chance of pulling through. And he needed to. As Hero of the Ellerigan Quest, he couldn’t afford to die in the battle tomorrow. He was needed somewhere else. Being part of General Dutremaken’s army was just part of the quest that had taken control of his life almost three months before. Without a word, he followed the others, taking great care to conceal himself from the enemy below. 

The icy mountain air around him made him cold and numb as he began the perilous trek back towards the first encampment. Six camps in total had been erected, three on either side of the pass, where groups of soldiers had been assigned according to their part in the ambush that would come. Lucas pulled his woollen cloak tightly around him as he made his way towards the camp, the pale ash-coloured tents fading into the dull, grey slopes behind them. The mass of pine trees before the camp swayed wearily in the swirling wind, the last sprinkling of morning frost fading away on the cold ground beneath them. The burst of green nature around the gloom about him felt like a rebellion in its own from the dark lifeless colours around it, as he passed under their sheltered boughs. His thoughts returned to the place he, Casterino, Casella and Kelus had spent the morning the day before they had left. Such beauty in defiance of the chaos surrounding it. He longed to return to that place. Perhaps one day he would. Perhaps his friends would be beside him again. A thousand distant hopes filled his mind against the fear and dread in his heart.

His stomach rumbling fiercely, Lucas quickly made his way to the first tent, leaving the others to go about their tasks. Since their departure from the valley below, food had become even more rationed, but whatever he could get was enough. His limbs and bones ached he stumbled into the tent, took a large slab of cheese and bread, and sat down, pouring himself a tin cup of water from the large metal jug before him. Around him, an uneasy silence hung over everyone. All knew that the fight was almost upon them. All knew that there was a chance they would die. Lucas swallowed his morsel and sighed. Everyone was scared. His face overcast, he returned to his food, vague, frightened, anxious whispers fluttering around the tent as the men ate what might be their last meal. 

When he had finished, he quickly departed without a word to anyone. He noticed a few stares as he left, and the faint mutterings of awe and wonder. Lucas sighed quietly and made his way from the tent, wishing for once everyone would begin treating him like a normal man. Not that he had felt like, or acted like a normal person in almost three months. He quickly decided going back onto the path of despair was not a good idea. What was done was done. Now was the time to think to the approaching battle.

As he reached the hastily erected pen where the horses were now tethered, Lucas found the rest of his knights already in final training and preparation. Two of the Diamond Chalice Knights, Darrien and Nathan wheeled about each other in deep concentration, their wooden practice swords slamming against each other with long, reverberating cracks. The other men watched on with amused smiles. The youngest of all the knights, Darrien missed his footing and received a sharp thud to the side of his head. Nathan leapt forward and grabbed his arm as he began to fall.

“You’re dead.” Said Nathan with a smirk.

Lucas rested his back against the bark of a long, rugged tree and watched with an equally amused grin. Nathan was one of the few men who had been a soldier all his life. He had grown up ready for battle and considered himself wise in the arts of war. Under Lucas, he was considered the leader of the small unit. Darrien however, was only seventeen. He had seen his family murdered, his home pillaged and burned, and had joined a band of men seeking sanctuary with Dutremaken’s army a few weeks back, hastily rushing to swell the small but determined rebel forces. He had been training under Nathan’s watchful eye ever since, vowing one day to get the better of him. Lucas sighed. Today he had failed to do it again. 

“Let’s fight again.” Darrien said quickly as he snatched his practice sword from the ground. “I know I can get you this time.”

“And perhaps you’d like to try with real swords so I can sever your head from your shoulders?” replied Nathan, scratching his unshaven face with irritation. 

“I wouldn’t let you get that close.” Rebuked Darrien with fiery determination.

“Don’t be so eager to die.” Nathan said finally, his face growing all the more serious. “We have time for that tomorrow.”

“We’re not going to die tomorrow, are we?” 

“Just keep your defences up.” Nathan said, turning to address them all. “Hand to hand combat is the last resort. We are charged with defending the southern slopes. With luck, our lances and the firm grip of our steeds should hold them back.” He turned back to Darrien. “What you lack in close combat, you match up in the charge. You are both accurate and swift with a lance. You should be fine.”

“I hope so.” Muttered Darrien, turning away. He noticed Lucas and his eyes suddenly lit up. “Sir Lucas. I didn’t know you were there.”

Inside Lucas was cursing the Philosophies. Like so many others, Darrien held him in some kind of reverence. “I am not a sir, Darrien. Just Lucas. Or if you want to be formal, captain.” He paused suddenly. “No, not even captain. Times are bad enough without having people resorting to formalities every two minutes. Just address me by my name.”

Nathan strode forward with a stony gaze. “Did you get a look at the enemy advance?”

Lucas sighed. “Too close a look. About half their forces are within the Falcon Pass. With night a short while away, General Dutremaken believes the goblins with halt their advance at sunset. So the plan is to launch an attack as soon as dawn arrives.”

“Not in the night?” asked another knight, Gorvan, a man the same age as Lucas who had joined the army the day the goblins had invaded. “Surely darkness would give us an advantage.”

“It’s too risky.” Lucas replied grimly. “These mountains are dangerous enough in daylight. Attack from the slopes without light to aid us would be fatal. We would loose more people then we can afford to.”

“We can’t afford to loose any.” Sighed Nathan. “And Dutremaken is right. Without stable ground with which to launch an attack, we have to be able to see what we are doing. 

“Either way, we can’t stay in these mountains for too long.” Added another knight, Marianna, a woman who had vowed to fight in her dead husband’s name and joined the regiment a week ago. “With winter closing in soon, we would freeze to death. It is bad enough having thousands of refugees sheltering here. But us fighting like this. Bleeding and dying. Gangrene would set in before we know it and the injured would freeze to death.”

“Dutremaken understands this.” Lucas told her as he muffled a yawn. “And as soon as we can leave the mountains, or the depending on how bad the cold gets, we will pull out. But right now, we have a tactical advantage. Against a superior numbered army, we need all the advantages we can get.”

“Let’s concentrate on one battle at a time.” Nathan told the others sternly. “And think about the weather later.”

Lucas smiled. In the three days he had known him, Nathan always knew had to silence everyone with his abrupt nature. Lucas found it slightly comforting. Sometimes the questions everyone expected him to answer threatened to overwhelm him. He was suddenly someone important. Others looked up to him and expected him to lead them. He often thought seven-headed dragons and Munar-Krahnian Queens were much less frightening.

Lucas turned to Nathan. “How long have you all been practising?”

“Three hours. Maybe four.” Shrugged Nathan.

“Okay. We all need a decent sleep if we are going to be our best in battle. And there’s little more you can train yourself that you don’t know already. I want you all to get something to eat and get some rest. I suspect we will all be called up long before dawn arrives.”

“Of course.” Nodded Nathan, indicating for the others to leave. Darrien grabbed his real sword and sheaved it, giving an almost hesitant nod to Lucas as he passed.

“I wish he wouldn’t look at me that way.” Muttered Lucas when all that was left was he and Nathan.

“I’ll admit, after hearing what you did with that demon queen, I’m a little awe-struck myself.” Admitted Nathan. He saw the fear growing on Lucas’ face and grinned broadly. “But don’t worry. I’ve got no intention of bowing down to you and treating you like the almighty. We’re all soldiers here, whatever our ranks. I’ll just call that amazement admiration and respect and leave it at that. You’re a good man Lucas. I’m glad to have you leading us, no matter what magical weapons and sorts you might have.”

Lucas smiled back with relief. “Thank you.”

“Now if you don’t mind, almighty one, I’m going to get something to eat.”

“Go on. I’ll see you in a few hours.” Laughed Lucas, clapping him on the back.

Despite the hustle and bustle of the first camp, Lucas realised suddenly how loud the goblin advance really was. Although out of sight, he could hear the dull rumble of thousands of goblin feet marching into the pass, and the echoing, chilling chanting of the greenskins lingered uneasily in the air. He was thankful for one thing. If the goblins were making that much noise, there was no way they could hear Dutremaken’s forces scattered amongst the higher reaches above the Falcon Pass.

The sound still humming in his ears, he quickly tended to his steed, a dark brown stallion called Storm. A white mark on the horse’s head in the vague shape of a lightning bolt had seemed to confirm why he had been given such a name. Not only that. She was fast. Lucas was thankful for the many years he had spent of his childhood on his father’s ranch, that he could control such a wilful horse. In those younger, happier years of his life, Lucas had been able to control all the horses in the ranch, including his father’s black stallion, Shadow. Looking after Storm now, he remembered how much power he had felt when he finally rode Shadow. And the pride his father had shown. He had not always been alone, as he was now.

As his thoughts drifted momentarily back to his parents, he found part of him glad they were both dead. Not because he didn’t love them; he had been very close to his mother especially. But because they weren’t around to bear witness to the horror that had befallen Elleriga. The only family he had left was his Aunt Alane. And he didn’t know whether she was alive or dead. Stroking Storm’s mane, he vowed to find her again as soon as the war was over. He had never been really close to his Alane, but she truly was the only blood relation he knew of. He couldn’t hide from that. His real family of course, had been his friends. Francis. Callen. Karlin and Tamylan. One was dead. He didn’t know where the others were…even if they were alive. And then Aaron, Casterino, Casella and Kelus… He quickly shrugged away his glumness. He wasn’t going to be overcome by his misery again. Everyone one of them, whose death he had not borne witness to, had to be alive. 

By the time the sun was setting, Lucas returned to his tent, exhaustion overcoming him once more. The cold mountain air, and the long hours of preparation for battle were warring him down, and everyone else around him. Despite all the jobs he had had over the years, he couldn’t remember his muscles ever aching so much. The hum of the goblin march had faded into the chilling howl of the mountain winds and gloom hung over the camp; long, black shadows threatening to creep up over the tents and pens. Already signs of packing up were scattered through the camp. Vital equipment was hastily being led to the nearest escape route, should the camp be overrun in the coming battle. Many soldiers had returned to their tents for what little rest they could get, and the last rations before battle were being handed out amongst the men and women of the army. Everything around Lucas was evidence of the fear and desperation of the people as they prepared to make a stand against the enemy. Not a grimmer silence could have overcome the camp now.

With a long, gasping yawn, Lucas stumbled under the flaps of the tent and stepped wearily towards his bedroll. Barely a foot from his blanket, he noticed the tent was empty, except one solitary, cloaked figure that sat alone in the darkness at the end of the tent. His identity was cloaked in the shadows around him. Lucas gazed forward, and for a moment his heart leapt. It couldn’t be Casterino, back from his quest to Mount Anylios already?

“Hello Lucas.”

As quick as his heart had leapt, it fell again.  It was Laborasto. Yet despite his disappointment, he was glad that he was here. The Chief Wizard was the only person he had met in this camp before he had arrived, and the only one he could turn to when his troubles became too great.

“I am sorry we have not spoken earlier.” Laborasto told him as he rose from his seat. “But my duties have kept me from all but sleep and a little time to eat.”

“I understand.” Shrugged Lucas, slumping towards his bedroll. “I’ve been quite busy myself.”

“I heard.” Nodded the wizard as he sat next to him. “Your duties as a captain…you are handling them well?”

“As well as can be expected, I suppose.” Sighed Lucas. “There’s a couple of knights who still think I’m some sort of legendry figure come to guide them to victory, but the rest are good people. People I can depend on.”

“We all need people we can depend on. Which is why I am here. To let you know you can depend on me.”

“Thanks.” Lucas managed a small, grateful smile. “And also just in case one of us gets killed tomorrow.”

“Well, there is that too.” Sighed the wizard. “Not that I’m planning on dying in the next few centuries.”

“Must be nice living forever.” 

“I only wish we did.” Laborasto paused, as if lost in a sudden deep thought. “Wizards are just as fallible as normal people behind their spells. The fact is, I could die tomorrow. But it is the resolve to keep on living that drives us to survive. Even for wizards.”

“You’re right.” Muttered Lucas before fighting off another yawn. “It is resolve. It’s determination to live and succeed which made me accept my destiny. I didn’t want it. And if I had had a choice beforehand…But I am the Hero of the Elleriga Quest. I can’t deny or hide from it now. I might as well make sure I win.”

“I think that is why people look up to you.” Noted Laborasto, and Lucas was not sure whether he was hiding a smirk under his greying beard. “It is obvious to everyone now that you’ve accepted what is in front of you. And you seem to have this spirit that drives you on to do more and to fight whatever stands in your path. By your courage, others can fight to live too.”

“Stop manipulating my words.” Lucas rebuked him half-heartily. “I may be prophesised to fight for all of Elleriga, but when I fight to survive, I do it for myself or for the good of everyone as a whole, not to lead the men and women around me in some kind of heroic quest.”

“Maybe they need a heroic quest.” Suggested Laborasto.

“Dutremaken’s the leader, not me. Magical weapons and quests aside, I’m just another soldier like everyone else in this army.”

“Perhaps.” Was Laborasto’s only answer. 

“You look exhausted.” 

The wizard leaned forward, rubbing his eyes. “I am. So much to do in so little time.”

“I know the feeling.” Grumbled Lucas. “I wish Casterino was here.”

“As do I.” Agreed Laborasto with another tiresome sigh. “I may have been ready to take his place as Chief Wizard, but I will always find myself looking for him for guidance. Without him now, I feel half blind…as if my actions have no real meaning without him at my side.”

“They do though.” Lucas told him quickly. “I can’t even begin to imagine the powers and responsibilities you might have as Chief Wizard, but I know Casterino thought you were ready for it. He spoke of you sometimes, when we were on the way to Dutremaken’s camp. He was proud of you, you know.”

“As he was proud of you.” Replied Laborasto. “You have come a long way Lucas Aestion.”

“I know. I can hardly remember my old life anymore, so much has happened since.” Lucas paused reflectively. “And it’s going to keep on changing for the rest of my life…that’s a very, very scary thought.”

“But you will manage. You have proven that so far.”

Lucas was glad to have the wizard here now. Laborasto, unlike everything else in the army, knew how much of a struggle his life was. It wasn’t as simple as destroying all his enemies in his path with magical blades and heroics, as many believed. 

“Lucas. There is something I need to ask you.”

Lucas turned suddenly. Laborasto’s voice had suddenly become deadly serious. “What is it?”

“Casterino asked me to ask you something. Something he could not find it in himself to tell me before he left. I’m not sure what it is…but I fear the worst.”

Lucas’ heart froze. “What does he want you to ask me?”

“What the Philosophies told him in the days before Epallion fell to the goblins.”

Lucas swallowed hard. He had been trying to block it out of his mind ever since Casterino had spoken to him of it. Even when thinking about it, Lucas felt as if his heart would break. Part of him was suddenly angry that Casterino had burdened him with the responsibility of telling Laborasto, and at the same time, he knew why Casterino would be unable to share such bad news to his apprentice whom he had handed over the powers of Chief Wizard. Laborasto, as Chief Wizard, had to know. Despite his anger, he was surprised that he had been given the task of bearing such important news.

Lucas realised suddenly that a minute had passed and he had still not answered Laborasto. With a long, fearsome sigh he spoke. “They told him that mankind would be destroyed.” He saw the horror strike the wizard’s face as it had done his own. “Apparently, despite all our struggle against the darkness, there is no hope for our race. We just have to keep fighting to the end.”

Laborasto placed a shaking hand to his brow and struggled to find words to what he had just been told. “I am sorry that you had to be the one to tell me.”

“Well you had to know, I suppose.”

“Does anyone, apart from you and Casterino know?”

“No.”

“Then I think it would be best if it stayed that way.”

Lucas sighed again. “I agree.”

Laborasto did not speak for a time. Neither did. A cold silence had descended into the shadows of the tent around them. Just as it had when Casterino had told Lucas that news. 

“So there is no hope.” Lucas muttered to break the silence.

“Never think that.” Laborasto told him sternly. “Philosophies are strange things to comprehend, and the prophecies they speak of are even more confusing to the mind. If they say mankind will be destroyed, then mankind probably will. But perhaps, it is the sacrifice of our race that will defeat the darkness, and the Goblingod himself.”

“I don’t understand.” 

“It is not just mankind at stake here, but the entire world. Maybe one race has to die for all the others to be saved. In that sense, there is hope. Not for us maybe, but everyone else. And then mankind’s destruction would not be for nothing.”

“That has to be the bleakest happy thought I’ve ever heard.” Lucas said with a half-bitter smile.

“Yes, I think it is.” Agreed Laborasto. With a yawn, he stood up. “Now I think it is time we got some sleep. It will be a very early start for us all tomorrow.”

“Will I see you before the battle?” Lucas asked eagerly.

“Of course.” Nodded Laborasto with a smile. “Until then.”

Lucas watched the wizard leave and settled down onto the bedroll, pulling the loose blanket over him. It was dark outside now, and the other soldiers in this tent would be returning to sleep soon. Lucas was thankful that he was so tired, their entrance would not disturb him. His heavy eyes began to close with one terrifying thought in his mind. Despite what Laborasto had said, mankind still was going to die. And if that were so…would there be any point to tomorrow’s battle? Without any answers he fell asleep instantly.  

In the freezing chill of the early morning, and sunrise four hours away, Lucas was awoken and the final preparations for battle were made. Bread, cheese and water were systematically handed out to each soldier, and they ate their cold breakfast whilst tents, provisions and the remaining supplies were packed away and taken to higher ground. Archers quickly made their way to crevices and ledges overlooking the pass and pitch was added to each arrow to be lit when the time for battle came. Carefully constructed bolt throwers were aimed and ready to strike against the enemy; the few cannons the army had, had been led away with other valuable supplies for when the battles came on open ground. Soldiers made their way to their positions, the few hundred knights taking their places at either side of the pass to carry out their assault when the time was needed. The council of wizards arranged themselves at equal distance across both sides of the pass, ready to sent torrents of wizard’s fire and lightning upon the enemy. A hundred men and women not fully fit for battle began moving the supplies further north towards the Eagle Pass at the far side of mountains; the planned escape route for when Dutremaken’s forces were driven from their advantage point above. Everything was ready. The time to fight back for Elleriga’s freedom, had finally begun.

An hour before dawn, Lucas stood waiting at the northern edge of the Falcon pass, his own regiment, and four hundred other knights sheltered behind a large sheet of rock close to the valley in which he had found Dutremaken’s camp. In the darkness he could not see the mighty seething mass of the goblin hordes, but he could hear them and see the glow of watch fires against the dark, shadowy rock. For over a mile the enemy stood waiting to make their advance deeper into the mountains and track down Dutremaken’s men. As far as he was aware, the greenskin scouts were unaware of how close to them their foes really were. Which meant of course they would be unsuspecting of such a sudden, and ferocious attack. 

The Diamond Chalice Knights looked uneasy as held the reigns of their steeds. Everyone was alert now, shivering under the silver armour strapped over their leather body suits. Long, piercing lances were fastened to the sides of their steeds, and swords were sheaved at their belts. Through the visors of every man, Lucas saw apprehensive and frightened eyes. Lucas’ own heart was beating fast now, the continuous beating of the blood pounding in his ears. This was unlike anything he had ever faced before. Facing barbarian hordes at the gates of Montarliga. Fighting devil assassins and facing the seven-headed dragon Darglesh. They all paled into comparison to what he was about to do now. Leading his knights into battle against an unimaginable enemy army. He wanted to vomit where he stood and run. Only now there was nowhere left to hide.

His own fear was insurmountable to that of many around him. He was aware of Gorvan and another knight Samuel speaking in hushed, frightened tones close by, their bodies shaking, their eyes wide with rising terror. Marianna closed her eyes and he knew she was muttering another prayer to the gods. The other sixteen Diamond Chalice Knights waited in equally uneasy fear. Even Nathan, the strongest of the group stood with nervous anxiety. It was Darrien though that worried him most. He was distant from the others, avoiding the gaze of the knights and remaining silent when he was spoken too. Lucas realised immediately that if Darrien carried on like this, he was going to get himself killed. Leaving Storm to the care of Nathan he quickly approached Darrien. The young, frightened man did not return a response.

“You know, it’s alright to be afraid.” Lucas said as he placed a reassuring hand on the knight’s shoulder.

“Don’t speak to me like some kind of child.” Darrien snapped back, as for the first time he looked up, giving Lucas a long and bitter glare.

“I’m sorry.” Lucas sighed his teeth beginning to chatter in the icy air around him. “But you can’t shut yourself out like this. Not now.”

“I’ll be fine.” Darrien murmured under the white mist of his breath.

“No you won’t.” Lucas rebuked him harshly. He hoped he could make Darrien see reason. “If we are going to survive this battle, everyone in this regiment needs to work as a team. That means communicating with each other as much as fighting alongside one another. We need to fight as one whole. By distancing yourself like this, you make yourself more vulnerable. If you let your fears overcome you, you’ll be killed almost immediately.”

“I don’t want to die.”

“You won’t if you remain strong.” Lucas told him, reassuring himself at the same time. “The goblins, no matter their numbers have just an equal chance of dying as we. It is the one who doesn’t let his emotions get the better of him and uses his head instead, that wins the battle. I’ve learned this from experience myself.”

“I don’t have any experience in battle.” Sighed Darrien. “Only training, and it is so much different when the fighting is for real.”

“Your training will help you.” Lucas encouraged him. “Nathan has told you that you are accurate with the lance. As a knight in the charge, that will be your main weapon. You can win if you don’t become distracted.”

“I hope so.” 

“Don’t hope so. Know so.”

Darrien managed a small, thankful smile. “Thank you Lucas. I’m glad you’re the one who’s leading us.”

Lucas patted him on the back. “I’ll see you after the battle.”

Darrien nodded. “Sure.”

Lucas turned away and hastily approached his steed. Nathan’s eyes were deep with concern as he handed Lucas back Storm’s reigns. “Will he be alright?”

“I think so.” Lucas replied. He glanced back warily to the ridge hiding them from the pass. He could still see nothing in the pale light of the three moons. Dark shadows smothered everything. “It will almost be light soon. We had better get ourselves into position.”

“When will we know to attack?” asked Nathan, his voice filled with apprehension and worry.

“As soon as the first light appears. Dutremaken will signal the attack with his war horn and the charge will begin.” Lucas took a deep breath. He still found it impossible that he was about to lead these brave knights into battle. His life had come so far. And yet, so had the lives of everybody else.

“Good.” Nathan said sharply. “We should mount now. We don’t know exactly when first light will come, and we must be ready.”

Lucas nodded. “Very well. Tell the men to mount and take their position as close o the ridge as possibly. But make sure they remain hidden from the enemy. We don’t want to be seen until the time is right.”

Of course.” Nathan crisply saluted him and pulled himself onto his own steed. Lucas clutched the reigns tightly and pulled himself onto Storm’s back, watching in what little glow of the moons there was, as the knight when to address the others. 

“Ready for battle boy?” He asked Storm nervously as he stroked his mane. He pulled his visor down so that only his eyes could be seen. “No. Me neither.”

In a slow trot, the Diamond Chalice Knights led the other regiments as close to the ridge as they could possibly get. An uneasy silence had descended over everyone now. No one dared speak, should the goblins catch their words in the chilling mountain wind. The clink of armour and the tapping of hooves on the rough stone were barely audible over the beating of his heart in his ears. Lucas’ mouth felt dry now, and he wished he could drink something before the battle. Brandy perhaps. No. The last thing he wanted now was to become intoxicated. 

His concentration on the slopes of the Falcon Pass was so deep that he was completely unaware of the cloaked horsemen riding up to join him until he came to a stop at his side. Lucas spun his head round and smiled as the figure pulled back his hood.

“Laborasto. I was hoping I would see you before the battle.”

“I told you I would.” The wizard muttered back in a hushed tone.

Lucas frowned. “But what are you doing here? Don’t you have to get yourself into position somewhere?”

“I am in position.” Laborasto replied. “I will be riding alongside you in battle.”

“On horseback?”

Laborasto smiled. “I am actually well trained on horseback. Before I discovered my ability for magic and begun my training as a wizard, I was a messenger for the Royal Court of Elleriga. Back in the time of King Hanthius the Tenth. I spent hours, sometimes days on horseback travelling from one part of Elleriga to another.”

“How many kings of Elleriga have you seen in your lifetime?” Lucas asked quietly. He was suddenly aware that he knew little of Laborasto’s life, except that he had been apprentice to Casterino. 

“Eleven kings and one queen.” Replied Laborasto. Lucas suddenly wondered how many kings and queens Casterino must have seen in the last seven centuries of his life. Being just twenty-three, Lucas suddenly felt very, very young. 

Lucas merely nodded as a reply. “I never saw Casterino riding on horseback, except once in Tanyihara.”

If they had not been so close to the goblins, Laborasto would have laughed out loud. Instead he gave a wide, amused smile. “Casterino on horseback? Now that is funny. Tell me. Did Casterino look at all uncomfortable to you?”

Lucas smiled. “Yes he did actually.”

“Casterino does not ride unless he really has too. Most wizards are the same. And they refuse to ride in battle.”

“But you do?”

“Yes. Casting flaming fireballs whilst charging into battle is quite exhilarating. Most wizards like to concentrate all their energies into their magic with their feet at the ground. I just seem to have the knack of being able keep hold of the reigns and use my magic at the same time.”

“Quite a skill.” Lucas whispered.

“Thank you.” The wizard whispered back.

Everyone was silent now. It seemed as if everyone was holding their breath, the air was that still around them. Any moment now, sunrise might come. The sky was already fading from pitch black to darkest blue. Fear was rife in everyone’s hearts. Including the Chief Wizard’s. In the next few hours, there was a chance many of them would die.

And then, like a strike of gold lightning, a ray of sunlight poured over the pass. Instantaneously, General Dutremaken at the far side of the pass sounded his horn. There was no time for the fear to strike them. A hundred more horns blasted out over the Falcon Pass and the assault on the First Imperial Goblin Army began.

Row after row of flaming arrows suddenly lit up the highest reaches of the slopes at either side of the Falcon pass. With fury, the arrows rained down upon the goblin forces below. Deadly bolt throwers released their artillery, the bolts themselves tearing through the gargantuan mass of greenskins. The long rumble of boulders was immediately followed by frantic screams of the goblins as the heavy rocks came crashing down upon them. More arrows, more bolts and more boulders followed. And then came the worst of all. Disused churns and pots filled to the brim with burning oil spilled their contents deep into the pass. The goblins burned with a violent hiss and their screams were more chilling then anything the men had heard before. Despite the numbers below, the death toll the goblins were enduring had to be catastrophic. Revenge truly was being exacted as the war returned with force to Elleriga.

As soon as the first wave was over, hundreds of knights poured down from the north and southern sides of the pass. The hundred thousand or so goblins camped within the Falcon Pass were quickly cut off from the rest of their forces, another one hundred and fifty thousand goblins that had not yet entered the Mountains. Despite being heavily outnumbered, the knights gave a bloody and vicious assault, slicing into the goblin ranks with such vehement fury that the enemy had little time to react. Flaming arrows continued to rain into them. The last wave of boulders toppled over the ridges above. The knights with their piercing lances drove deeper into the bewildered mass.

Lucas gripped Storm’s reigns tightly as he thrust his lance into the chest of a goblin before him. A second greenskin attempted to pull him from his horse but a sweep of his blade split his attacker’s head in two. The stallion kicked furiously, the thick leather padding on his flank protecting him from any deeper cuts by goblin blades. Lucas wheeled around, the Diamond Chalice Knights at his side and cut every last goblin in his path. A hundred more joined each dead, but the savagery of the knight’s attack meant they did not falter before such an immense foe. 

A sudden blinding flash of lightning swept out at his side and ripped the goblins in its path to pieces. Lucas glanced round and grinned. One hand firmly on his reigns, Laborasto swept forward, already conjuring more lightning to strike down the enemy. The wizard’s green cloak, stained with blood and gore, billowed around the old man wildly, his horse swiftly moving clear of a charging horde of goblins and bringing him into the best position to exact his magic.

“Hal-Shan-Cor-Var!” Laborasto screamed wildly and flung his bony hand forward. The lightning in his hands burst into the ground before him and ripped it apart, a group of unwary goblins swallowed hard as the rock and stone burst apart. Close by, two wizards sent wave after wave of rippling fire into the greenskins. Another summoned a shower of glimmering dust into the goblins that exploded on contact. The Wizard’s Council was proving to be a valuable part of Dutremaken’s forces this day.

Lucas turned back swung the Silukreun into another advancing goblin. The knights continued to harass the enemy although their swift charge was finally beginning to falter. Storm continued to kick wildly at everything in his path. Lucas gritted his teeth and battled on catching a goblin by thrusting his lance into his enemy’s throat and lifting him clear of the ground. The goblin screamed wildly and died as his throat ripped open and he slid off the tipped blade. Two more goblins pounced, gripping the lance tightly to hold off his attack. Lucas desperately attempted to pull it free but it was their hold was too strong. A dying knight crashed into him as he fell, and Lucas had to hold on with all his strength to stop himself from falling. The lance broke in two and one of the greenskins was crushed under Storm’s stampede. 

Lucas turned too late as a goblin dived up and grabbed the hilt of the Silukreun. Lucas spun round, refusing to let go but the goblin held on with even greater strength. He looked up and saw the goblin grinning maliciously at him. Beneath his visor Lucas grinned back and held onto the hilt of the Silukreun as hard as he could. Despite the goblin’s grip, the blade was aimed at his chest.

“Gaon-Londen!” Lucas roared. The purple-white power of the Silukreun shot forth and exploded into the goblin, his body erupting in a shower of blood, guts and bone. Lucas had to shield his eyes to prevent the thick, oozing blood from blinding him. Fighting back the urge of vomit with gritted teeth he turned his attention to the rest of the goblin forces. It was time for a little sorcery.

“GAON-LONDEN!”

Lucas’ cry bellowed out over the chaotic melee of the battle and was immediately followed by a rippling blast of power that incinerated or tore apart a mass of goblins before him. Now riding at his side, Laborasto followed the weapon’s blast with a thundering torrent of fire from his hands. Lucas called forth the Silukreun’s power again and again, the exhilaration of such power rushing through him. Goblins withered and died before him, unable to defend themselves from such a danger. Despite the chaos around him, Lucas felt that he could do anything right now.

An hour of battle had already passed and still the knights continued their assault. Flaming arrows continued to rain in torrent after torrent upon the goblin forces. The edges of the Falcon Pass were littered with bloody, scorched and broken corpses. The stench of death and the choking fumes of smoke and burning oil clung to everything. Lucas was battling on furiously, driving deep into the ranks of goblins before them both the sweep of the Silukreun’s blade and it’s sorceric power. Laborasto was continuing to cast his magic, even though the intensity of his spells was already beginning to drain him of his energy. Nathan battled on at Lucas’ side, his broadsword swinging wildly in his gloved hands. 

The goblins however had finally rallied themselves to the enemy attack and were beginning to fight back. Despite the untold thousands of dead greenskins, their army was still superiorly strong. Against a rain of arrows and boulders they began to fend of the assault by the Ellerigan knights. Others began an attempt to scale the slopes towards the archers, but here they only met a constant harassment of fire and stone that drove them back into the pass. Their greatest attack however, came from the goblins camped outside the mountains. With a thundering united war cry the enemy began a forced march towards the falcon Pass, quickly driving back the knights led by General Dutremaken himself at the southern side. Soon the attack at the far end of the pass broke away entirely, leaving only the knights, including Lucas to assail the goblins from the northern side. And even this was finally beginning to fail.

Driving the Silukreun through a goblin’s head, Lucas spun Storm away from a barrier of goblins armed to the teeth with axes and flails and rejoined Nathan’s side. The other knight, like everyone else around him was locked in furious combat, adrenalin rushing to replace the strength and energy he was already beginning to loose. Blood blotted out the silver glow of his armour, and his steed’s battered leather barding was equally stained red. The blade in his hand glimmered in the morning sun amid the dripping ooze of goblin blood and brains as he ripped it free of another goblin’s face. In a mere second of thought, Lucas realised such a gory sight would have made him vomit the content of his stomach a few months ago. Now it was a harrowing truth of the reality around him that he had learned to live with.

Fighting on, he was quickly aware of a black, oily smoke polluting the air around him and the sudden stench of burning flesh. Through the battle he could see broken goblin corpses who’s skin had been blackened by boiling oil, and others with scorching arrows embedded in them. As he swerved Storm from a pouncing goblin, he gazed up and gasped with horror. A hundred burning arrows came hurtling towards them. 

“Pull back!” he screamed frantically and spun his steed around. His knights immediately turned at his words. Under his visor, Lucas cursed vehemently. In the attack they had forced themselves too far into the Falcon pass and into the midst of an assault by archers above. 

The arrows continued to rain down about them, most striking the goblins in the head, throat and chest. A couple of feet ahead, Gorvan’s horse was struck badly and began to collapse in squealing pain. The goblins around him pounced and ripped the helpless knight from his reigns. Two bloodstained scimitars burst through his chest and another ripped his head from his shoulders. Lucas turned away and rode on, desperately hoping no more of his knights would fall this day.

Once clear of the arrows, the goblins continued to pursue, and now their wrath was too great. They plummeted into the knights before they could turn and retaliate. Marianna was next, as a goblin drove his sword into her horse’s throat and she slipped from her reigns. A hundred swords and axes came hammering down on her body.

Lucas barely caught sight of her death from the corner of his eye as he turned to face the enemy charge. With a hateful glare he raised the Silukreun before the advancing hordes and roared.

“GAON-LONDEN!”

The sizzling blast tore through the goblins in front of him and a moment passed before they attacked him again.

“Gaon-Londen! Gaon-Londen! Gaon-Londen!”

Lucas’ rage had taken control as he continued to send wave after wave of rippling lightning into the greenskins. In moments, the ground before Storm was strewn with scorched corpses and harrowing cries of anguish from those not completely obliterated by the weapon’s power.

“Watch out!”

Lucas turned just in time to see five hobgoblin boar riders thunder towards him, striking everything down in their path and Darrien before them to block their attack. This new enemy had almost caught him whilst distracted by the Silukreun and it’s power.

“No!” Lucas screamed, but it was too late. Darrien crashed into them and plummeted from his steed. With a gallant cry of desperation, the young man gripped his lance and shoved it forward, catching one boar in the chest. The force threw him to the ground and the lance was ripped from his hands. One hobgoblin pulled it free and with a malicious cackle stabbed it through Darrien’s lower back and brought it up through his chest until he was impaled on it. Darrien looked up with glassy, terrified eyes, blood spurting from his mouth. His eyes fell upon Lucas as he died.

Lucas spun the Silukreun towards the hobgoblins and their boars, vowing he would avenge the death of the man who had just saved his life. “Gaon-Londen!” The weapon’s power erupted before the hobgoblins and they died with horror-stricken screams.

The attack by the Ellerigan knights had come to a shuddering end. Lucas and the other captains quickly ordered their men to pull back and they faced harassment by the enemy to the very edge of the Falcon Pass and beyond. Lucas finally broke free of the enemy and raced towards safety, hacking down any last goblin that continued to charge after them and stand in their path. Without looking back, he gripped the Storm’s reigns tightly as the stallion round his way between large outcrops of rock and higher into the mountains to rejoin the rest of Dutremaken’s forces. Weary knights were all around him now, some of the Diamond Chalice regiment, and others he did not recognise. He could not see Laborasto.

An hour he ran before he reached the emergency camp the general had set up between the Falcon and Eagle passes. Gasping for breath he hastily dismounted and looked back warily towards the Falcon Pass. From this height he could see it clearly. Archers continued to send arrows against the enemy but by now the goblins had regrouped and become one whole, terrible mass once more. Black smoke hung over everything but the sea of greenskin armour was evident to all. For the moment they had not given pursuit but there was little time to rest. Soon the entire First imperial Goblin Army would advance into the Mountains of Silu-Par Tu and hunt down Dutremaken’s men. The battle had barely begun. 

Slowly leading Storm towards the wagons and supplies, Lucas began searching for the rest of his regiment. He found Nathan, his armour, like Lucas’, stained with goblin blood. The knight pulled his helmet free and sighed with exhaustion. The battle had taken it out of all of them. 

“I am glad you’re alive.” Lucas said as he clasped him on the back. He couldn’t manage a smile. There was nothing to smile about.

“And I you.” Replied Nathan, looking nervously towards the Falcon Pass below. “Many of our regiment did not make it.”

“Darrien’s dead.” The words tasted cold in his mouth. “He died saving my life.”

“Despite his eagerness, he was a brave, courageous young man.” Nathan said with grief. “I will miss him.”

Lucas nodded and looked round at all the other knights. Many were in simple shock and bewilderment. Many, like him before Tanyihara, had never faced battle, or at least on such an immense scale, before today. Many, like Lucas, had had ordinary lives. And they had survived two hours of bloody conflict. They had slain many and vengeance had been strong. But would that be enough? Many would die before this war was over, if not all of them. Maybe even Lucas too. He felt suddenly different as he watched them all. For the first time, he wasn’t involved in prophecy, time travel, demons and dragons. He was a soldier like the rest. In an absurd way, he was normal again. Because now it wasn’t just him in this struggle. It was everyone. 

“I wonder how long we will last like this.” Nathan pondered grimly as they led their horses towards the wagons.

“As long as we have to.” Lucas answered back without much enthusiasm.

They found General Dutremaken a short while later, and to Lucas’ relief, Laborasto. Both the general and the Chief Wizard looked as exhausted as they, and their attire was stained by the battle just like theirs.

“I am glad you are well.” Dutremaken told Lucas warmly.

“As am I.” Added Laborasto. “You fought well out there.”

“We all did.” Said the general with a sigh. “But we were out there too long. Our attack should have been shorter then it was. We lost more men then we could afford.”

“Yes. We did.” Lucas muttered bitterly. “But what happens now?”

“We regroup and plan our next attack.” Dutremaken’s voice grew very grim. “The goblins will no doubt move within the hour. We need to have gathered our men into a fighting force by then.”

“That doesn’t leave us much time…” Nathan began.

“It is all the time we have.” Dutremaken cut him off crisply. “Our archers will harass the enemy for as long as possible. The goblin cannot reach their position from the pass itself. The slopes are too steep. They will have to take a longer route, which will give enough time for our men to escape. And we have traps and ambushes planned all the way from the Falcon Pass to here.”

“What about the knights and infantry?” Lucas asked with concern. His own men were already exhausted.

“The infantry have not yet been used. They will arrange a series of precision assaults that will strike in and out quickly. Meanwhile, the knights will have a short time to rest. But by midday, they will be battling the goblins again.”

“Not in open combat?” asked Nathan.

“No.” sighed the general. It was obvious he had slept very little, if anything the night before. “But like the infantry, they will give a coordinated series of attacks.”

“Basically we keep picking at them until they begin to break.” Lucas said gloomily.

“That is the idea.” Dutremaken told him. “And the best plan of attack we have.” He faced Lucas sternly. “I will have your knights’ plan of attack within the hour. You fight again at midday.”

With that, the General quickly departed to speak with the rest of the captains. Lucas looked back to the pass and felt the fear swell up within him. He had never been so scared…

