Chapter Seven.
As soon as he had sent Callen and the rest of the Diamond Chalice Knights to their beds, Lucas charged across the town, issuing commands to every captain and commander he met. Sweaty palms, racing heart, short breaths; he felt every sign of fear and anxiety as he raced through Calfretian to make sure his troops were ready. Thousands of thoughts filled his mind now, hundreds of voices screaming in a muddled mess; reports from captains about the defences, scouts’ reports from days ago about the size of the enemy force, titbits of advice from General Ampokon, Laborasto, Lords Dei-Valino and Toraligon, memories of battles past. So much to remember, and so little time. It would be a long while yet before he would ever rest.

In moments he staggered panting to the far gates of the town, wading through the mass of wagons, supply horses, caravans, carts and sorts, all laden with everything his army needed to survive on, not to mention cannons and artillery and extra supplies of weapons that would be useless in the fight to hold of the greenskin attack. Every last scrap of food, water, cloth, metal and wood was as valuable as gold to him right now. It needed to be out of the goblins’ reach long before they reached the walls of Calfretian.

His eyes darting from one shadowy corner to another, he found the current man in charge of the supplies inspecting the stability of one of the wagons. Without pausing for breath, Lucas snaked his way towards him and received a solid salute from Lieutenant Duram. 

“Get the gates opened and everything into the forest immediately.” Lucas said before he even dared pause for breath. 

The lieutenant nodded with a look of sheer dread. “The enemy are approaching general?”

“They are crossing the River Dai’Vere even as we speak.” Lucas replied quickly. 

“Then I understand the urgency general.”

“Get your men to lead the food wagons in first. They are the most precious resource we have. Cloth, material and pack horses next, followed last by weapons and artillery.” Lucas recounted the number of supplies they had. The evacuation would keep Lieutenant Duram and his men at least an hour. It would just be enough time. Unless of course the goblins launched an advance attack before the main assault, but Lucas was sure with defences and traps laid, they could successfully protect the wagons.

“I know the routine General Aestion.” Saluted Duram. “You can count on me and the men.”

“I know I can.” Lucas smiled encouragingly. The good mood was more for himself than anyone. If he let his fears overwhelm him he wasn’t going to live to see daybreak, whether he was a prophesised hero or not. “Good luck.”

“And to you too.” Replied Duram. “Out there when the goblins come.”

This time Lucas did not smile. “Oh, we will need it Lieutenant.”

He barely acknowledged the quick, respectful bow of Duram’s head as he turned away from the wagons and made his way hastily towards the town centre, the epicentre for all his strategies and planning, Dutremaken’s before him in the ten days since they had arrived here. With luck he would find all his commanders assembled there. He had sent men out to wake them as soon as the Diamond Chalice Knights had given him the news. Now was the time for raising morale as high as he could and making sure there were no flaws in their planning. There was nothing else he could do. Everything was ready…at least as much as they could be. So why was he so apprehensive?

He entered the hall, ascending the staircase to the higher floors and reluctantly passing his own small assigned chamber on the way. He would not be sleeping in that soft bed ever again. He wondered gloomily how long it would be now until he did again. He pushed such thoughts to the deep recesses of his mind. There were a million more pressing matters then the comfort of a decent night’s sleep.

Taking a deep breath, he pulled back the double doors and strode into the main chamber, once the meeting hall of the long dead mayor of Calfretian many months ago. Most of his council were here. His deputy General Rastelf Ampokon. Chief Wizard Laborasto and Leader of the Wizard’s Council Santrostaer. Commander Palgan, Chief Captain of the army’s scouts and trackers. He barely came to a halt before his two military tacticians Lords Dei-Valino and Toraligon entered behind him. 

“Good, we are all here.” Lucas said quickly. It was best to get straight to the point. There was no time to spare anyway. “By now you’ll all have received word that the goblins are crossing the River Dai’Vere at the Calfretian Bridge.” He swallowed hard as uneasy stares rippled amongst the men. “The information received by Commander Palgan’s scouts seems to confirm that the goblins have reinforced their warriors at Climion and are now back to their full strength of a quarter of a million.”

“Explains why they kept so long getting here.” muttered Lord Toraligon.

“The fact is they are here, and we must be ready now.” Lucas said coldly. Exerting authority over these men, he no longer felt like the man he had grown up to become.

“The oil pits and stave traps are all ready from a quarter of a mile out of Calfretian to the walls themselves.” Toraligon told Lucas coolly. The goblins are going to be stumbling and tripping over raging infernos and cutting themselves to shreds all the way to the gates of Calfretian.”

Lucas nodded. Killing thousands in such a way, no longer sickened him and that worried him. Even if they were goblins. But it had been done at Falcon Pass quite successfully before the assault turned into a two-day rout. This time, issuing the commands himself, he felt as if a part of his heart and truly turned to ice.

“The town itself will be one giant death trap once we evacuate.” Smirked Dei-Valino. He had seen friends die to the goblins’ machinations even before the war had begun and been the lord who’s castle had held out longer than any other place in Elleriga. He had survived this war more successfully then any other Ellerigan and knew how to fight the goblins dirtily. Lucas was grateful for his ideas and strategies now. 

“Just as long as none of our men and women are caught in the blast.” Lucas warned him slowly.

“I’ll take command of that order personally.” Dei-Valino saluted him. “As soon as the last man is breaking for the forest…boom. These buildings are going to be one damn fine inferno.”

“As long as it takes lots of goblins with it, I don’t care.” Lucas dismissed him, turning to the two wizards. “Is the Wizard’s Council ready?”

“Their magic is at your disposal.” Santrostaer said with a bow of his head.

“And our healing spells also.” Added Laborasto. “We will try to make sure no one is left behind injured or dying if possible.”

“But do so without risking your own lives.” Lucas answered back. “As terrible as it is to lose even one man, we can’t afford to lose a wizard. You’re frankly too valuable.” The words tasted bitter in his mouth. Had it really come down to choosing which lives were more valuable than others?

“We know when the risk is too high.” Laborasto assured him. “But we will not hide away from the danger.”

“I do not expect you too.” Lucas said, turning finally to General Ampokon. “You know your orders.”

“When you sound your horn three times, I will lead the evacuation of the troops into the Great Forest of Climion.” Rastelf told him confidently. 

“And remember to be as quick as possible. I’ll try and stay back until the last group of men are leaving.” Lucas glanced at Dei-Valino. “You will be at my side then, ready to give the order to destroy Calfretian.”

“Understood.” Dei-Valino saluted. 

“Then everyone knows their posts.” Lucas said finally. “Commander Palgan tracking the route through the Great Forest. Toraligon in charge of the traps and defences beyond the town walls. You others I have already discussed. Are there any last questions?” There were none. “Right. Good luck gentlemen. I’ll see you all again in the Great Forest of Climion once the battle is over.”

With salutes from everyone, the lords, soldiers and Santrostaer left. Laborasto waited hesitantly at Lucas’ side. The Supreme General turned to him and smiled weakly as the double doors closed behind him.

“You are doing brilliantly.” The wizard told him warmly. 

“It doesn’t sound like me anymore.” Lucas sighed regretfully.

“You have to be cold when you are in the position you are in. It is not the true you Lucas. The true you is the caring, considerate and brave man you have always been. Think of this as a job. When the war is all over, you can turn it aside if you wish.”

“I hope I can.” Muttered Lucas, shivering for the hundredth time that night. Even in here it was chillingly cold.

“You will.” Smiled Laborasto. He swept up his heavy green robes to leave. “Good luck Supreme General Aestion.”

“And you too Chief Wizard Laborasto. See you when it’s over.”

The wizard winked. “You can count on it.”

Lord Toraligon could feel the ground tremble as the masses of goblin warriors advanced towards Calfretian. In the darkness that swamped the fields and abandoned pastures beyond the town, the quarter of a million greenskin warriors could not be seen, but only a fool would refuse to believe now that the battle was about to begin. In the dark gloom before dawn, the cold air was filled with the beating of thousands of drums, chants, cries and curses. As the sounds rang in his ears, Toraligon was filled with dread. 

Rubbing his red-raw hands and stamping out the icy chill from his feet. From the frost-glazed walkways of the town’s encircling wall, all he needed to do was give the one command and fire and destruction would be brought down upon the enemy. At either side, hundreds of archers waited anxiously, arrows dipped in pitch poised to be set alight and strung from their bows. Everyone was holding their breaths now, waiting for Toraligon’s command. And the Ellerigan lord was waiting for the cry out there in the shadows beyond these walls.

As soon as word of the enemy crossing the Calfretian Bridge had been given, twenty scouts had been sent out to watch for the goblins as they advanced towards the town. Their job was dangerous; half would be expected to survive. Toraligon only wished they would all make it back. They knew the position of every trap; they knew how to navigate safely in the dark. As soon as the goblins began crossing the two-mile killing zone before the town, they would give their call. As he waited for that call, Toraligon prayed the army would survive this battle, and prayed too for killing so many lives, even if they were the enemy, in such cold blood. He found it hard to imagine that just four moths ago he had been a member of the Royal Council of Elleriga. Since that day Hobgoblin Riushkor had arrived for the ‘negotiations’ Elleriga had never been the same again.

Time was warring on and still the call did not come. Toraligon knew one of three things was happening. Either the goblins were approaching Calfretian at an incredibly slow pace, the scouts were luring as much of the enemy into the killing zone as possible before they signalled Toraligon, or they were dead already. The lord hoped it was not the last. This first strike at the greenskins would be their only major initiative in the battle to come. Everything else would be about luck and skill, and determination to survive. They could not fall before the hateful enemy this day.

After what seemed an eternity, the frantic cries of several scouts echoed out over the dark fields beyond the town. Toraligon scanned the darkness for any sign of his men; three were racing back to the town gates before they were sealed shut. How many more were behind them? How many had died already? He quickly shut such thoughts out of his mind and turned to the sickening task at hand. Raising his hand, he took a deep, cold breath and yelled.

“Light the arrows!” 

Men at both sides raced up and down with flaming torches, lighting the pitch on the arrows. The archers wordlessly notched them to their bows. It was an organised chaos. No one seemed to break in these minutes before the killing began. That was good. Everyone behind them was counting on what they were going to do now. They couldn’t afford to break and run. Toraligon closed his eyes briefly, muttered a plea to the gods to forgive him for killing so many, and raised his hand high.

“FIRE!”

The darkness was swept back as two hundred arrows whizzed over the walls and cascaded onto the land beyond. In the golden glow, Toraligon could see the first lines of the enemy’s advance. His eyes shot wide. They were close indeed. The scouts must have paid with their lives to lure so many greenskins into the killing zone.

The arrows struck in a random manner, many slicing through armour, skin and bone. Several goblins, now in full view of the town walls stumbled and screamed, but the lines did not break…not until…

As many arrows as those that hit the enemy tore into the ground at their feet, lighting streams and pits of oil dug and carefully hidden beneath the goblins. Sheets of flame suddenly sprung up, enveloping the terrified enemy in a blazing inferno. The archers raised a second wave of lighted arrows and released. The even smaller pits of gunpowder scattered into the ground were struck this time. Several thunderous explosions ricochet through the greenskin hordes, warriors flung apart and torn limb from limb as more explosions and more sheets of fire ate their way through their ranks. In moments the fires spread out-the goblins could not escape it-and sizzled down the two mile-prepared stretch of land laden with more oil traps and pits of gunpowder and pitch. At the same time, larger pits, lined with sharpened staves gave way, and in the scramble, many warriors plummeted into them, impaling themselves on the sharp wood. The mighty First Imperial Goblin Army began to waver and break.

Toraligon could feel the heat of the flames as one explosion tore the ground just a few feet from the walls. The stench of burning flesh hung over the pandemonium of death and destruction. Greenskin warriors, battle-hardened and skilled in all manner of death ran about screaming, desperately trying to extinguish the flames and avoid being caught in another catastrophic explosion. The deadly quiet that had come before the goblins closed in on Calfretian was gone; deafening roars of gunpowder boomed over the panicked, pained screams of agony and fear. For the moment, Supreme General Lucas Aestion’s Army had dealt the goblins a severe blow.

After the fifth wave of flaming arrows, Toraligon roared for the men to halt their attack. The goblins were withering and scattering just a few feet ahead of them, but the chaos would not last for long. He had been there at Falcon Pass, when Dutremaken’s forces had sent wave after wave of flaming arrows, pots of oil, boulders and a two-pronged charge by Ellerigan Knights into the goblins as they began crossing into the mountains. After the immediate attacks, the Ellerigan forces had felt like they could take on anything, he had seen men believe the battle was already over, that they had run. The truth of it had been far different.

Despite their losses, the goblins had regrouped, and Ellerigan resources had soon run out. The enemy’s dead had indeed been just a small chunk of their forces, and their anger as a result of that attack had been terrifying. The ambush had turned into rout, goblins scattering and pursuing men and women over the Mountains of Silu Par Tu for nearly two days. Over a thousand men had been lost in that first battle since Epallion had fallen, a tenth of the forces Dutremaken had had to fight the goblins. The mistake had been to use everything they had, and then break and run. They had stayed too long, and lost severely as a result. It was a short miracle Dutremaken’s entire army had not been wiped out in that first battle.

Today, everyone had learned from that mistake. Toraligon would not allow his men to die, while they sent continuous wave after wave of fire upon the greenskins. Soon the explosions would stop. Soon the fires would die and the greenskins would surge upon them more vehement than ever. This time, the Ellerigan forces would have pulled back. This time, the death toll would be far less. Only an idiot would believe they would win this battle, crush this army into the ground. No one could defeat an army twenty five times the size of your own. An in total there was still at least one and a half million more goblins out there after this army. All they could do was hinder the enemy as much as was possible and escape. After all, it would be a long, a very long process before Elleriga was freed from the grip of this Goblin Empire.

“Extinguish your arrows and pull back!” he roared, before holding his nose and resisting the urge to vomit. A waft of warm air, bearing the reek of scotched flesh and bone swept over him. Smoke was already stinging his eyes, making them water. 

Faint murmuring was all that came from the men as their strapped their bows over their backs, gathered up spare arrows, and began to race down ladders towards the courtyards beyond. The enemy was unaware of course, still desperately putting out fire and saving their own skins…literally. Anxious, hesitant stares came from the soldiers gathered this side of the wall, weapons ready, agitation and fear showing in every step they took. Apprehensive silence hung in the cold, smoky streets of Calfretian where eight and a half thousand men were gathered for battle. Equally nervous was Lucas Aestion, stood at the front of the men. The golden Silukreun was clutched fiercely in his hand, his eyes darting from the direction of one cry or explosion to another. Toraligon almost forgot the Supreme General had never been part of the army until less than two months ago. On top of his ‘prophesies duty’, whatever that was…Toraligon was not sure he wanted to know, he couldn’t imagine what Lucas Aestion was feeling right now.

“The attack was…successful.” Toraligon said quickly as he came to a halt and saluted before Lucas. The last word felt bitter in his mouth. Successful. He had brutally commanded the deaths of at least a few thousand warriors. ‘They’re goblins’ he kept telling himself. ‘They would do just the same, or worse, in your place’. Looking at Lucas’ reaction however, Toraligon knew he was not alone in what he was feeling.

“It should give us enough time to continue evacuating the town.” Lucas replied coldly. 

Toraligon nodded. It was more then about running from the goblins though. They could have done that, for a while at least. Without waiting for a chance to strike at the enemy first. This was war, and if they were going to win, they had to ware the enemy down bit by bit, until they killed enough of the greenskins to make a difference. And as much as the goblins took an opportunity to strike at them, they had to cause as much death in return as they possibly could. If they kept running, sooner or later there would be nowhere left to hide, and then the goblins would have them all. 

“Are the wagons clear general?” Toraligon asked eagerly. Anything to take his mind of the death and destruction he had caused behind him. All he had ever wanted to do was serve Elleriga loyally as one of the Royal Council’s lords. He had never imagined he would serve Elleriga this way, as a chief military tactician to the Supreme General of the Ellerigan forces. And yet, his advice and knowledge gained over the years was proving to be useful. He only caught himself from drifting into wearisome thoughts as Lucas answered him.

“All our supplies and resources have made it into the Great Forest, Lord Toraligon.” Lucas said with a faint smile. “Commander Palgan joined the last few carts as they left via the south gate about half an hour ago.”

“Right about them same time we begun our attacks on the goblins.” Muttered Toraligon. “Cutting it short, aren’t we?”

“We do we not?” Shrugged Lucas, his focus turning sharply back to the raucous cries and screams beyond. “Okay, now is not the time to stand here chatting. Toraligon, you and your men had served excellently. You will be the first to escape to the forest.”

“I’d rather stay here and help…” began the lord.

“No.” Lucas cut him off sharply. “We said we weren’t going to make the same mistakes we made at Falcon Pass. One of those was having men continuously forced to fight when they were exhausted. You’ve done your job well. Leave the rest to the men who have some energy still.”

“In that case general, don’t stay in the fight too long yourself. You haven’t slept at all tonight.”

“Thank you for caring lord Toraligon. “You can be assured I will not risk myself, or any of my men unnecessarily. We’ll be right behind you.”

“Very well General.” Toraligon saluted again and turned to his men. “Pull back to the southern gates!” As the men began to run back down the streets past lines of soldiers armed and ready, Toraligon turned to Lucas one last time. “Good luck.”

“Thank you.” 

Lucas watched as Toraligon joined the archers, and turned to the immediate group of men at his side. Lord Dei-Valino, his second military advisor was amongst them. There were no wizards however. Laborasto and Santrostaer were elsewhere, preparing for the next stage of the battle. Already the screams were changing from pain to fury. It wouldn’t be long now before the goblins cast aside their dead, and attacked.

“Lord Dei-Valino. Every building is rigged and ready?”

“They are.” Nodded the lord. 

Lucas rubbed his cold hands. His gloves did little to stop the cold, but he was glad of the wintry chill now more than the warm, sickly stench coming from beyond the town. There was no need to go over anything more than was necessary. Everything had been discussed and tested time and time already. As long as everything ran as smoothly as they hoped…or at least a smoothly as any battle could be.

“Then all we can do is wait.” 

More men would be evacuating Calfretian immediately behind Toraligon and the archers. Dawn would be coming soon…at least the hand to hand conflict…what little they could afford…would be fought with the light of day around them. The last thing he had wanted was to find himself cornered in a dark corner of the town by a horde of crazed goblin warriors. And by midday, the last remnants of his army would have escaped into the great Forest of Climion, leaving the flaming inferno of Calfretian behind. At least they had a couple of surprises left for the goblins.

Further back amongst the mass of eight thousand five hundred men and women, knights to ever side of them, the Diamond Chalice Knights waited with growing impatience for the battle to reach them. The chilling, deafening cries of the first wave of attacks could be heard this far back in the crowded town, and nerves were growing short amongst everyone. Soon the goblins were going to tear down the now-abandoned front wall and swarm over the Ellerigan forces. If the battle went as planned, they would all be able to pull back and retreat into the Great Forest of Calfretian. Not everyone was convinced.

Mounted upon Rashel, Callen tried to stop himself from fidgeting. It wasn’t to do with being uncomfortable; he had grown used to riding again this past month. It was the growing fear that they might not all get out of this town alive. If either battle fought so far was anything to go by-he had heard enough about the battle in the Mountains of Silu Par Tu he had not been part of-it was that the unexpected always happened. And no amount of planning was going to change that. 

To his left, Alanna sat with equal hesitation. Her eyes were darting from one place to another, as if searching for valuable paths that might help them in battle of give them a way of escape. In the faint glow ebbing the pre-dawn skies, she looked as tired and nervous as ever. They had barely recovered from the frantic flight from the Calfretian Bridge to the town a few hours earlier. Callen had gained a couple of hours sleep, but that was through exhaustion only. The same went for everyone else. It was a relief when she noticed him watching her and passed him an encouraging smile that broke her bleak expression.

To his right, Samuel was slumped in his saddle, staring gloomily at the ground beneath his horse’s hooves. Callen was sure he was muttering something. A prayer to the gods, going over a distant memory in his mind, or simply slipping into madness, he was not sure. Part of him was convinced every man and woman in this army would go insane before the war was over. He turned further round, only to catch a hateful glare from Risharn behind him. The bruising on his left cheek was more swollen than ever. As Callen grimaced and turned away, he was suddenly aware at how much his own bruising was still throbbing.

Of course the troubles amongst this regiment had to be put aside now, at least that was what Callen kept telling himself. Every time he closed his eyes he could see Eran and Malthon. He still blamed himself…so did Risharn. Just maybe they would resolve their differences without violence next time. Maybe Callen’s resigning as captain of the Diamond Chalice Knights would achieve that…if they survived this battle that was. Things seemed bleaker then ever at the moment. He wanted to find Lucas, help his only true friend in this desperate time. But Lucas didn’t need him now. Lucas was too important to have him along. How much had they changed over the last four months?

The wait before the conflict began seemed endless. “I wish this were all over and done with.” He muttered grimly.

For the first time, Samuel looked up. “I know what you mean.”

Alanna smiled again, all this time there was little she could do to encourage his hopes. “We’ll get through this, we always do.”

Callen nodded. They had both been with this regiment since the Battle of Falcon Pass. Would they be with the Diamond Chalice Knights to the end? When would that end be? “Sareligon…” he muttered desperately to the Ellerigan God of War. “…We need you now.”

The goblins were beginning to rally…he could sense it. The titanic mass that was the First Imperial Goblin Army was beginning to recover from the tack by Toraligon’s men and begin their assault on Calfretian. Shivering beneath his green robes, Laborasto concentrated his thoughts on the enemy beyond, the entire Wizard’s Council of Elleriga…or what was left of them these days…arched around each side of him, their minds locked in meditation for the battle to begin. They had been focusing their energies, chanting and preparing spells for days now. They could not be any more ready then they were now.

Beyond the abandoned front wall of Calfretian, the fires were dying; the masses of greenskin corpses were being tossed aside. Under the night sky, slowly beginning to lighten with the first glimmers of dawn, the black banners of the mighty Goblin Empire were being raised once more, and the monstrous war drums were booming in the cold, wintry air. As Lucas Aestion’s army waited within Calfretian’s walls, the goblins were almost ready to strike.

The wizards had gathered in the cleared space between the wall and the first major street where General Lucas Aestion and the pikemen, the heavy infantry of the Ellerigan army, were gathered. After the traps and arrows, their spells would be the next defence. This time however, it was not going to be a series of individual efforts. Their minds were locked together this time, the energies joined in creating one more powerful spell at a time. The goblins literally were going to feel the wrath of the Wizard’s Council this day.

The inevitable rumble came of thousands upon thousands of marching feet advancing on the town. The roar of the drums grew louder, the monstrous banners were raised now in full view of all those gathered beyond the walls. Everyone held their breath. The united consciousness of the Wizard Council’s sense spell flung back into their bodies and without hesitation, they began to chant.

“Elzi-Carum-Orshal! Elzi-Dramal-Kordav! Elzi-Carum-Kordav!”

A violent hissing erupted from the tall stonewall between then and the advancing enemy hordes. As the goblins closed in within a few feet of Calfretian’s main gates, the stone began to bubble and melt, transforming from solid rock into molten lava. Held firm by the wizards’ unified energies, the lava rose high, a tidal wave of fire and washed over the front ranks of the greenskins. Another series of terrified screams erupted from the warriors, many breaking from the rolling wave of molten rock spilling towards them. Black smoke obscured the view of Lucas Aestion’s men within the town; the transformation of the wall into the wave of magma had given them a clear path towards the goblins. 

An then, in an instant, the lava transformed again into water and spilled harmless to the scorched ground with a long and shuddering hiss. The wizards reacted instantly to the dispelling of their magic by the enemy shamans scattered within the advancing greenskin army. Muttering in ancient languages, they sought out their components, and those shamans too close to the town found themselves bursting into flame themselves under the might of the Wizard Council’s magic. 

As the smoke began to disperse, and the first rays of the dawning sun hung in the sky, the full horrifying might of the enemy was laid clear before the Ellerigan forces. A few thousand had died already, but the rest of the quarter million warriors were gathering pace, a black sea of armour spreading out into the distance. The noise of their approach was deafening indeed. Many men trembled before the sight of them. The ground really was shaking under their marching feet and the booming of their drums. 

 His grim eyes transfixed on the enemy, his heart racing, Lucas held the Silukreun high, the golden blade glimmering defiantly in the dawning rays of the sun. At his signal, the infantry held their pikes aloft, the tall, double-handed weapons poised to deflect any blow. It was their job to hold back the goblins long enough for the knights to drive in, giving the rest of the forces enough time to escape to the forest. Their only aid would be the powers of the Wizard’s Council, and the Silukreun their Supreme General held in his trembling hand.

The goblins closed in fast, their cackling screams ringing in the men’s ears, as their gleaming scimitars, axes and flails swung wildly above their heads. Lucas dug his boots into the ground and waited for the enemy to get closer. The Wizard’s Council was still between them, and they had a lot more magic left to play with. Lucas hoped they would not get caught in close conflict. With the amount of planning the Wizard’s Council had taken, he was sure they would not. At least they would be attacking from just one side. Massive pits lining the east and western walls of the town had assured that the goblins would have a hard time crossing from there. Until they broke further into the streets of Calfretian, the Ellerigan forces would only face them head on. He took a deep breath, fought down the fear swelling in his throat, and waited…as a quarter of a million goblins surged towards him.

“Yanyanah! Orshanda! Jorman! Canvanna! Ovshan! Derune!”

At the wizards’ command, the minds of many of the goblins suddenly fell under their control. With cold-blooded words, the wizards channelled new commands into the weak minds of the greenskins before them. With a ferocious roar, hundreds of goblins turned on each other, hacking their kindred apart limb from limb. By the time the goblin shamans could dispel their trickery, the wizards were ready with their next spell.

“Tol-Elzi-Dan-Zorl!”

The ground where the wall had once stood cracked open, flames shooting up from within. Lucas had seen this spell many times before, and it always had the same effect. The goblins tumbled and burned as they crashed into the flames and were swallowed up in the ground beneath. Only this time, the effect on hundreds of goblin warriors were amazing. The entire front line of goblins were dead before the shamans could react again.

“Adatri-Tor-Lei! Risharn-Adatri-Corda!”

A monstrous hurricane suddenly swept up, hoisting the greenskins back. So strong was the wind, that many warriors were picked up like rag dolls and thrown back, landing on the ground so hard many of them were killed. The spell did not last long, but with the enemy dangerous close now, it gave the wizards all the time they needed.

“Ranir-Orshard-Gal-Maran!”

In an instant, the entire Wizard’s Council vanished, teleporting themselves back within the streets of Calfretian where they could quickly regroup their energies to strike again before the battle was over. Now it was time for the warriors to meet each other in battle…

Lucas had one surprise of his own. He wasn’t going to let the goblins crush them in one swift blow.  With a defiant scream, he slammed the Silukreun into the ground before him, and summoned all his strength. It would work only once this battle…he had only accomplished it once before, during the last battle with this army in which he had slain Ulrik, Nrashkraig’s son. It was more then just summoning the Silukreun’s power. He would use his own energy to give strength to the force of the weapon. But it would be a powerful sign and a dreaded reminder for all those greenskins who had witnessed it last time. A defiant signal from the Supreme General of the Ellerigan forces that mankind would never submit to their tyranny. He threw back his head, and roared.

“Gaon Londen! Malir! Shomar!”

A deafening thunderclap erupted in the skies above him, and black clouds began to swirl, lightning tingling within them. Lucas lurched, he had almost forgotten how powerful the Silukreun was, but stood firm as he felt his energy being sucked from his body into the golden blade. With a loud rumble, the ground around the Silukreun began to tremble and crack. With a vehement hiss, fountains of red fire poured out, incinerating the goblins just a few feet before him and his men. The clouds above began to spread, thunder roaring over everything. The lightning cascaded into a burst of light, sweeping down and pouring over the terrified greenskins, burning them alive with its touch. The wind was screaming and the fire continued to rise. Even the men at Lucas’ side stood rooted with terror, although the fire and lightning did not touch them. Lucas staggered forward and found himself laughing as the goblins died before him.

“We will not fall before you! Elleriga will be avenged!”

And with Lucas’ challenging cry, a final burst of light struck forth from the blade, huge streaks of lightning ripping apart every goblin with ten feet of it. The charge of the First Imperial Goblin Army had stumbled to a halt for the second time this day.

As the clouds began to disperse, and the flame and lightning vanished, Lucas grabbed the still hissing Silukreun from the ground and swung the golden blade wildly into the first living goblin he came across. At his side the pikemen began to hack and slash, and despite being heavily outnumbered, they faced little resistance at first. Many goblins turned and run, but with so many massed behind them, there was nowhere left to run. More goblins fell among the scorched and withered corpses on the ground. The biting cold was forgotten against the warm stench of death in the air. Lucas and his men were consumed with blood-lusting vengeance. Nothing could stop them now.

“For Elleriga!”

Callen passed an anxious glance to either side of him. The other regiments of knights were quickly moving out. The clouds and lightning of the Silukreun’s power was still dispersing in the sky at the northern edge of Calfretian. Gripping the reigns tightly with one hand, and holding his lance firmly with the other, the captain of the Diamond Chalice Knights turned to the men and women under his command with a heavy stare. No matter what insecurities he might have about his position amongst them, now was not the time to show them.

“General Aestion has given the signal. Let’s move!”

There were almost enthusiastic cries amongst the Diamond Chalice Knights as they broke into a steady gallop through the streets of Calfretian with the rest of the Ellerigan horsemen. Infantry parted at either side before them. Everyone was aware what was happening. So far, everything was going according to plan. Lord Dei-Valino’s traps were set, and the Wizard’s Council was already conjuring their next series of spells.

The golden glow of the wintry sun was already rising steadily as the knights broke through onto the wide, steaming space at the northern edge of the town and galloped towards the stumbling enemy hordes. Callen missed a breath as his gaze fell upon the monstrous army advancing upon them. Gritting his chattering teeth, he held the lance high, and the Diamond Chalice knights broke into their positions.

“Tight formation!” he bellowed at them through his lowered visor. “Hit and run attacks only. We do not want to get smothered by the enemy!”

The knights slammed into the goblins, their lances piercing armour and flesh with one swift strike. The force of their assault swept the front lines right back, but there tens of thousands more behind them. Tossing broken corpses aside, they spun round, circling free of the goblins and prepared to charge a second time. They had to keep free at all times, Callen kept telling himself. Strike at the front lines and break away quickly. It wouldn’t cause any significant damage to the enemy army, but it was the best they could do. 

The goblins did not rout so easily against the second charge, but against a few hundred knights more then a thousand were dead. Callen was aware of one regiment of knights driving too deep into the greenskin mass; they paid for their boldness with their lives. As they broke away for their third and final attack, the goblins were already beginning to rally themselves, pushing forward with such strength that when the Diamond Chalice Knights hit them a third time, it was like trying to break down a solid brick wall with their lances.

Far down the front ranks of goblins, Callen heard Lucas’ war-horn billowing over the cold winds. He also coughed on his words, his throat felt so sore, as he called for the regiment to break free and head back into the streets of Calfretian. They had done their part. Now was their chance to flee. While they still had strength and speed to outmanoeuvre the enemy. 

Callen shivered the tip of his lance through the throat of a goblin and flung the pole away. As the knights spun round, the full force of the goblins’ advance pushing against then, he drew his sword with one gauntlet-clad hand as he clung tightly to the reigns with the other. Blocking out the screams and curses of the greenskin warriors, he backed Rashel away as fast as he could. The last thing he wanted was a scimitar or axe being driven into his back. With all his strength, he swung his sword before him, cleaving a goblin at the waist, and broke free. Rashel stampeded into the streets with fright. At one side he was dimly aware of Alanna, Samuel and Risharn amongst others. All but one of the Diamond Chalice Knights were free. 

As the gap between him and the enemy widened, Callen cursed vehemently. A third knight dead in two days. He knew many of the men and women in this regiment had joined after the army had left the Mountains of Silu Par Tu; over half the original number at the Battle of Falcon Pass had been lost. It had only just hit him how many of those he worked with day in, day out would be lost before this war was ended. It was like loosing Lucas and Francis and Tamylan and Karlin every second day. He didn’t know if he could deal with that. He was sure he couldn’t.

If it hadn’t been Lucas leading this army, he might have run as soon as the battle was ended, tried to stay alive out on his own. The strongest force left in Elleriga was not the safest place by a long shot. He wouldn’t desert them. He was many things, but he wasn’t a coward. But he would resign as soon as they were safe. Someone else could take leadership of the Diamond Chalice Knights. Anyone, but him. 

Gasping for breath as he rode, he never once looked back at the enemy. Safety lay in the Great Forest of Climion, and that was where the knights were ordered to go after this attack. Of all the orders he had been given, this he followed with a ready heart.

“To the seven kingdoms of Hell!” he growled under his panting breath. He never had been a soldier. Had never wanted to. He might have changed since the war, but that did not make him a leader. And Lucas would take his resignation, or he would leave. If there was one thing he was more then certain on, it was that he would not be leading the Diamond Chalice Knights into battle again.

Cramp was seizing his waist, but still Lucas battled on, slamming and thrusting the Silukreun before him with every last ounce of strength. Further down the line, the knights were pulling back, Callen and the Diamond Chalice knights amongst them. The two thousand pikemen all around him were tired and wavering. They had strength and determination indeed, but the goblins were on the verge of closing in around them and crushing them with one hammering blow. It was time they joined in the evacuation behind the knights. 

“Gaon-Londen!” 

He was able to send one last sizzling blast of energy against the goblins, cleaving a small momentary space between him and then. Nausea was swelling in his throat as he did so and he had to force himself from falling. He had still not recovered from tapping into the full strength of the Silukreun’s power just a short time ago.

In the brief moment as they goblins closed in on him again, he drew the war-horn a second time and blew. The incantations of the regrouped Wizard’s Council reacted immediately and a shield of air swept up between every man and goblin still caught in the fighting. With fury the greenskins slashed and cut against the barrier, but their weapons rebounded off it as if it were an invisible stonewall. 

“Okay! Pull back!” Lucas roared hoarsely. Lowering their pikes and halberds with apprehension, the weary men began to step back. No one turned; their cautious gazes were transfixed on the cursing enemy with every step. As Lucas’ army began walking backwards at a slow pace, so did the goblin hordes step forward. The barrier still held between them, but it moved with the men as they began their hesitant escape.

It was an odd sight as they walked backwards into the streets of Calfretian. The goblins were just a couple of feet before them, their weapons normally in striking distance, but while the wizards’ magic held, they were safe. The greenskin shamans amongst the enemy warriors frantically tried to dispel the light magic, and failed. As a whole, the wizards were stronger. It was the one great advantage Elleriga had. Unfortunately twenty-four wizards could not best two million goblins…especially when a crazed goblin sorcerer and future Goblingod lurked amongst them. But for now, they had the upper hand. As he walked back through the streets of Calfretian, Lucas prayed their spells would not break or waver before every last man and woman had broken through the southern gate.

It kept nearly an hour to make their way safely across the town. When Lucas finally did turn his head, the southern gates hung open, columns of knights and infantry clearly seen beyond hurrying towards the nearby eaves of the Great Forest of Climion. Goblins shamans had focused their attention elsewhere, unable to break the wizard’s barrier of air, and were channelling bridges of stone across the wide, deep pits on both sides of the town. Even before the front ranks of pikemen were in sight of the southern gate, goblin forces were tearing down the east and western walls and threatening to strike them in the flank.

Just as he was about to pass under the stone archway of the southern gate, Lord Dei-Valino approached Lucas, his eyes growing wide as the black mass of goblins swarming through the streets towards them. Every last inch of the town was covered now. Buildings were being rummaged and destroyed, the greenskins searching out anyone foolish enough to have stayed behind. None had, Lucas had made sure of that. The sick and injured had been carried out within the carts and wagons, and those preparing the traps scattered throughout the town had joined Lucas and his men as soon as they had walked past them. Now it was time for the final stage of this battle.

“Ready general?” Dei-Valino asked nervously. The flaming torch was clasped firmly in his hand. His eyes fell to the open barrels of oil just within the gates. 

Lucas looked back, realising the last man had just raced through the gateway. Dei-Valino and himself were the only ones left within the town, and somehow even the barrier did not feel safe anymore. It would fall in moments, and the goblins were ready to jump.  Laborasto appeared behind them, ready to cats the final spell. Lucas  swallowed hard. 

“Now Lord Dei-Valino.”

With all his effort, Lord Dei-Valino flung the burning torch towards the barrels. At Laborasto’s bidding, a small hole punctured the barrier and the wood slipped through. With a splash, the torch plunged into the oil. Flames burst up immediately.

“Run!” Lucas screamed. The goblins before them turned with confusion towards the burning barrels, not realising the barrier was slowly slipping away and the two men and the wizard were running for their lives towards the forest. The flames began to spread, and the goblins stepped back nervously. Others laughed. It was only fire. After their spells and magical weapons, the Ellerigans were just tricking them. Creating a diversion. Many raised their weapons, realising immediately that the barrier was gone, and began to charge.

At that moment, a thunderous explosion tore through the goblins, the flames spreading out towards the nearest building and igniting the gunpowder placed in two barrels within. The explosion cascaded into another building, lighting oil, pitch, and more gunpowder, into fires and explosions began raging throughout the entire town of Calfretian. Enchantments laid by the wizards sprung to life, fountains of lava bursting through the ground, as the buildings burned and ripped themselves apart around them. Thousands of panicked, terrified screams erupted again from the goblin hordes. 

Almost a hundred goblins had broken past by the gate and were hurdling towards Lucas, Laborasto and Dei-Valino, their ferocious anger greater then ever. The lord kept running, but with panting breaths, the general and the wizard turned, one rising the golden blade before them, the other conjuring lightning in their hands. Their had long since exhausted their strength. This was just determination and adrenalin alone.

“Tarbrina-Gorhorl-Yerur!”

“Gaon-Londen!”

A sheet of wizard’s lightning and a cascading burst of the Silukreun’s power tore into the charging goblins, throwing them back. Lucas and Laborasto took a step back, the outer branches of the trees beginning to hang over them. 

“Gaon-Londen!”

As the power burst from the blade, Lucas stumbled, his head spinning with nausea. This was taking more out of him then he realised. Gasping for breath he stumbled back, holding the bark of a tree for support.

Laborasto turned to him with concern, as the goblins rallied. More were breaking free of the roaring inferno of Calfretian. “Lucas go!” 

“I’ll be…”

“You do anything more and you’ll only kill yourself. I still have a little bit of energy within me.”

Lucas nodded. Gripping the Silukreun he turned away from the goblins and plunged into the Great Forest of Climion. The Chief Wizard turned back to the greenskin warriors one last time.

“Morshar! Kovak!”

Laborasto spun on his heals and leapt after Lucas. The branches at the edge of the forest suddenly twisted violently, stretching out and blocking the paths into the glades beyond. The goblins came to a halt and screamed with fury, cutting the branches with their blades. Behind them the biggest explosion yet smashed and burned through Calfretian. A hundred anguished screams followed it. And beyond the town, the rest of the First Imperial Goblin Army stood rooted in horrified bewilderment. The Ellerigan forces had slipped through their fingers again.

Lucas caught sight of the fleeing infantry weaving their way through the wide paths and glades of the forest. Morning light dappled the ground from above, the air was surprisingly warm after the bitter cold winds that raged out in the open lands beyond. Cramp no longer seized his waist. It seized every muscle in his body. His head was pounding furiously. Vomit was already lurching in his throat. With a groan, his legs gave way, and he collapsed against a tree.

Laborasto burst in upon him a moment later, sweat pouring off his bearded face. His green robes hung equally damp over his limp body. Certain they were free of the goblins, he knelt down and rested his back against the same tree as Lucas’.

“We did it, Supreme General Lucas Aestion.” Laborasto muttered with relief.

“We have you and the Wizard’s Council to thank for that.” Lucas panted. “Without you, we would all be dead.”

“You all did your part.” Laborasto replied wearily. He took a deep breath. “Come on. Danger is still close by. We must catch up with the rest of the forces.”

Lucas nodded and staggered uneasily to his feet. The hilt of the Silukreun was still clasped in his sweaty palms. He held the blade high and smiled. “For Elleriga.”

