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The rumbling of the ox cart was
amplified by the squealing of an axle every time there was even a
slight bump in the road. The mood among the companions had soured
by this time, weeks into the trek north. Verg lay on the foodstuffs
hoping to get some sleep but a bolt from an ale barrel kept
sticking his ribs. This part of the country was thick with forest
and thin with people, just the way they wanted. Their only
communication was now through carrier pigeon, receiving a message
Verg read the last attack on Vir Durbel had crushed what remained
of the town and any resistance. Vir Durbel had stood as one of the
major cities within the empire of Lural for twelve hundred years.
Serving as a hub of trade, specializing in fine wines and other
luxury goods for the elite, the city also produced many artists and
craftsman over the centuries. When the attacks began on empire
cities, they were first dismissed as minor inconveniences, until
cities began to fall no one paid attention to the “Red Horde” as
they were called among Luralians. By the time news reached Vir
Durbel that the red horde was marching on it, to anyone with sense
it was obvious any defense would only be a short delay of the
inevitable. Verg began making plans to leave, escaping with as much
food and as many coins as could be carried, either owned or
stolen.

Verg wanted to keep the operation small
to leave as quickly as possible. Having no idea where they would go
in the north or what they would do, only knowing the north was the
only place with no red horde. Verg had never been past the northern
border of the forest of Vadan, no one had. There was no way to tell
if anything or anyone lived in the northern lands, besides the
fairy tales of monsters for children. Verg had decided to test the
northern lands and do what no Luralian had ever done; besides the
red horde was taking every town and destroying all they came
across. The people were all placed into huge altars dedicated to
the God or Gods of the red horde and burnt alive. For some reason,
to the red horde it was important the people be burnt alive. No
trace of any village or city would remain after the red horde
invaded. The only thing remaining where a thriving and populous
city had stood was a large black stain upon the earth from their
fires. Within months, the vegetation would take over and it would
appear there had never been a town or city there to begin with.
Verg might be a thief and a liar but he wasn’t stupid, there was no
reason to stay and wait to be killed. Every army mustered that had
stood against the red horde had been captured and then
cannibalized. Apparently only innocents are offered to their Gods
through fire, combatants are to be eaten and absorbed into the
horde to grow their power. Again, it is important as many are alive
as possible during the process. Of course no Luralian knew any of
their reasoning or beliefs and when you’re on the receiving end you
don’t give a damn anyway, you only want your life.

Gathering his sister Rega and his
friend Basner they made plans to steal their parent’s ox cart since
it could hold more than the other carts, but they would use
stallions instead of oxen, an easy enough switch in the barn.
Basner was their closest friend since childhood, son of the town
grocer. He agreed to get the key to the food storage from his
father’s drawer. They would all meet that night and take as much
food as possible before leaving. All three were leaving and
performing this thievery with heavy hearts, their parents were part
of another generation. With some crazy notion they would rather
stay and die than flee to some unknown northern land. Verg, Rega
and Basner left before first light after gathering as much food and
coin as possible, everything actually went a lot smoother than Verg
had anticipated. Everyone else appeared to have their own concerns
with the imminent red horde invasion and the actions of three young
people driving a cart drew no attention. They left the morning
before the first attack, they told no one, not even their parents
of their plans. Their relatives had long lives of experience and
had known the three wanted to flee from the city. It was all they
ever talked and fought about these days. The three had decided they
couldn’t waste their lives in some meaningless, futile defense.
They wanted to live! There had to be a place in this world where
that was still possible without fear of the red horde. The only
hasty plans made to keep up on any news were ones Basner arranged.
An elderly family friend was told by Basner he would be going on a
long trip. This elderly friend, Jansev, kept carrier pigeons and
served as the town’s newsman. Basner asked Jansev to keep him
abreast of any news with his pigeons while he was abroad. They had
to take a pigeon with them on the ox cart, for some reason Jansev’s
pigeons could always find another one of his pigeons so long as one
was in your possession. They were trained very well by the old man,
Jansev had no sons and it appeared his pigeon training secrets
would die when he did. Proceeding out of Vir Durbel as fast as the
fresh stallions from their parent’s barn could carry them they left
as the sun rose on the distant glimmering red armor of the incoming
horde. Verg could only stare, “they look like a storm of blood,”
Rega said as they wheeled out of distance. Basner wept openly, Verg
and Rega looked at each other feeling the same way. Right away the
squealing of the axle began from the weight loaded into the ox
cart.

The days passed, slowly turning into
dreary weeks. Every few days a pigeon would arrive bearing
successively worse news. The last one that arrived that dreadful
morning read, “Last message, Vir Durbel overrun, Red Horde
gathering all for burning. Goodbye Basner, Love Jansev.” Their
ignorant, stubborn last stand had ended as Verg had known it would
from the beginning. It not only cost the lives of Verg, Rega and
Basner’s parents, but now all of Vir Durbel. Vir Durbel was
basically the last city left standing in the extremely fast
onslaught of the red horde. Beautiful Vir Durbel, with its soft
breeze and chirping birds, laughing children and happy animals,
green trees and fragrant flowers, all gone, the empire was crushed
now, finished. Verg wanted to cry but the anger; he just couldn’t
with the fire of the anger inside him. There was nothing left to do
for them but keep pushing north into the unknown. After a solid
week of traveling they stopped seeing any remaining small villages
or farmsteads no matter how remote. They passed right through the
forest of Vadan, past the famous exploration marker of the empire.
Where none in the world had ever gone beyond, other than a few
playful steps among drunken friends, they passed that days ago and
nothing felt any different to them. Verg began to make up his mind
that manmade lines and borders with their various names and
appearances make little difference, when you’re being slaughtered
equally.

Traveling this far, there was still a
gravel road smooth enough for the ox cart. They knew then there
must be other people living in the north, or there had been and
their people had lost their memory of the past. Coming to what they
thought to be the very northern border of the forest of Vadan, the
ancient trees gave way to a large clearing, perhaps five hundred
yards across. On the other side of the clearing it appeared the
forest continued and seemed to stretch on endlessly. They moved out
into the clearing and decided to make camp for the night. Hitching
the ox cart to a tree, the three built a fire out of brush and
prepared a dinner of rabbit and tomatoes with crusty bread. They
talked as the rabbit sizzled.

“I don’t see anything
different or strange about these northern lands.” Rega spoke as she
sliced a tomato.

“I’ve heard only natural
sounds and seen familiar creatures as well,” answered Basner as he
chewed on a piece of bread.

“Makes you wonder why this
land was never colonized or conquered, all those stories about
monsters and dragons in the north seem pretty silly now. Seems to
me the only monsters are the red horde,” Verg said poking at the
fire impatiently.

“Well, there must have been
a reason. The emperor, Gods rest his soul wouldn’t have allowed the
north to go undeveloped without good reason,” Basner sniffed, quite
sure of the statement.

“I’m sure we’ll find out
very soon if the red horde is coming north,” Verg Said. “Now, let’s
all try to enjoy our dinner, our families, all those now dead
wouldn’t want us to sulk. We must go on, now eat.”

They ate their dinner and bedded down
for the night as they had done every night since leaving Vir
Durbel. There seemed to be a constant drizzle this far north, being
out of the forest in a clearing the rain felt much closer.
Everything had an uncomfortable smell and feel of dampness that one
night by a fire could not remove. Sleeping under their canopy, they
passed another drizzly night, allowing nature to douse the fire as
they slept. They started again at first light.

“At least we’re in the open
for the first time in a week,” Basner said tying down the ox cart
tarp.

“True, but it looks like
we’re headed back in,” Verg said motioning with his head to the
forest line across the clearing.

“Let’s go girls! We haven’t
got all day!” Rega snapped from the top of the ox cart and laughed.
Verg and Basner climbed aboard and they continued towards their
unknown destination in the north, trying to stay ahead of the red
horde.

“Can you believe there are
roads here, and through the forest even!” Rega marveled as she
looked around and the ox cart left the clearing disappearing back
into the green forest of Vadan. Verg couldn’t answer his sister’s
question and he didn’t try. It troubled him as well; they had
always been told the north was a wasteland, filled with all manner
of beast. Here they were, days past the northern border, far into
unknown lands and they had seen no monsters. Not even a village or
person, nothing that nature did not create except this road, while
lost in this thought about the roads, Basner snapped Verg out of it
by hitting his shoulder.

“Look, up there on the side
of the road, it’s a man, looks like a vagabond. Maybe a traveler,
like us,” Basner noted.

“Be careful sister; don’t
stop the cart unless I say.” Verg called to Rega who was driving
the cart that day.

As the wagon moved closer to the figure
on the side of the road Verg could make out very little of him, he
or it wore a long black robe with the hood pulled forward,
revealing only a bushy red beard, pointed nose and a lit pipe
protruding from the hood as smoke constantly swirled up and about
the man’s face. The horses stopped immediately upon reaching the
foot of the cloaked man.

“I thought I told you not to
stop,” Verg hissed at his sister.

“I didn’t pull the reins,
the horses stopped themselves!” Rega snapped back.

By this time both stallions were
nuzzling the cloaked figure as if they were long lost
friends.

“Greetings,” the hooded man
called out in a voice that was neither young nor old simply
powerful.

“Good day to you sir, you
are very far north I see,” Verg said, hoping to get some
information from the answer to his query.

“No Verg of Vir Durbel, you
are very far north.” He looked up and into the eyes of Verg, his
eyes seemed filled with a fire that actually made Verg gasp. He
composed himself and spoke.

“It seems you have me at a
disadvantage sir, you know my name may I know yours?”

“I will give up any
advantage for a ride, if you would be so kind?” The hooded man
asked, puffing his pipe and rubbing the horses’ necks.

“Absolutely not!” Basner
whispered in Verg’s ear. “We know nothing of this vagabond; he
could be a sorcerer of the red horde.” Hearing such discourteous
conversation, Rega had heard enough she didn’t know why but she had
a good feeling about the stranger. She stood and spoke to the
hooded figure.

“I must apologize for both
my brother Verg and our companion Basner; they lack manners and
anything bordering on decency. We flee north seeking shelter from
the red horde, Vir Durbel was recently destroyed and we have
nowhere to go. We travel north as it is unknown to our people and
have hope of starting a new life there, you are welcome to join us
on our
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