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Chapter
1

 


Shayleah sat astride her war stallion stroking his black mane
slowly. Moonwave’s solid black hide and his rider’s black
hooded cloak made them hard to be distinguished from the shadows
cast by the trees. A brisk spring wind blew through the
Nathone Woods, rustling Shayleah’s
cloak and
Moonwave’s mane. The unusually brilliant glow on the meadow
below should have dissipated a long time ago but, as always, around
Shayleah, the elements never behaved properly. In fact, one might
say they misbehaved like they did right now.

Over to the left of
the meadow beneath the shadows of the ancient elm trees, she saw
the pale, transparent figure of a young human male. The man's mouth
was moving but she could not make out the words. She noted the
clothing which was unlike anything worn in the Veil. It was a
warning and a sign, neither of which she had time to sit and
interpret.

"Deep
thoughts?" the hardened voice of her second-in-command asked,
causing Shayleah to slowly turn and give Gerton a long look
followed by a grin that coaxed an answering one from him.
Gerton’s black, almost blue, skin coupled with his solid black
armor, cloak and pants against his war stallion's silver coat made
the pair stand out and demand attention. Gerton’s muscles and
stern expression caused many an enemy to quake in fear. And if that
didn’t do it, his giant sword did.

Shayleah snorted. “Deep thoughts? When do I have anything
but?” she teased before glancing at his right arm.
“How
are you feeling?”

“It is good to be back, Milady. And I feel
restored. Don’t worry about the arm. I will have a nice scar
to remember the ogre by.”
He gave her a half
bow.

“Please be careful in the future. You know I
would be lost without you,”
she added as an
afterthought.

“Only you would say such a thing to me,
Youngling, but that is fine. There is change in the air. I can feel
it and it reeks of Veil energy.”

“I don’t know, Gerton.
We shall see.” Shayleah cast a knowing look at the soon-to-be
battlefield below. She glanced up when
she heard two sets of footsteps approaching.

“Shayleah, all are gathered and
ready,” Fiercene reported as he arrived first and hefted his
war axe with ease, his hardened muscles barely tensing with the
effort. He wore a light gleaming silver chain mail shirt. His dark brown hair was bound in a myriad
of thick braids that fell to the middle of his back. His beard,
too, was braided, as was the custom of dwarves, and fell
midway down his chest.

“I still think we should pass on this one. It
does not feel right,” Lentran announced as he calmly stepped
into view, his sword strapped to his back. A familiar tension of
excitement seemed to ripple around the taciturn human. He was ever
ready for the next battle, no matter its scale.

Gerton
frowned at Lentran. “You have no abilities, yet you feel it
too?”

Gerton's question brought Shayleah’s straying
attention back to the conversation at hand. The mirage was very
distracting. It continued trying to get her attention. She was
vexed that none of the men saw it. Having spotted
it meant her job as Peacekeeper would turn difficult
later.

“Aye, Milord, I don’t think we
should do this.” Lentran crossed his arms, his forest green
armor pulling tight across his body. His entire outfit, including
his cloak, was of the same shade. “The First Ones
may have wanted this fight,
but it does not appear right.
I cannot explain it. I have my instincts and they say to abandon
this endeavor.”

Shayleah pursed her lips and regarded Lentran. She looked to
Fiercene next. “And you, Milord Dwarf? What do you think of
this battle?”

“Everything is perfect and that is why I have my
doubts. I will follow where you lead, Shayleah, but I urge caution
if Lentran is right,” Fiercene offered with a respectful nod to
the other man.

“Gerton?”
Shayleah asked softly. If he
said the same thing she would call off this battle and withdraw. It
was not her style to run from a fight, but if it would cost more
lives than necessary, she’d rather flee
first and nurse her wounded pride later.

Gerton
contemplated the other two men and then nodded slowly.
“As
much as it galls me, I have to agree with both of them. The light
is an ill omen. We should fall back.”

Shayleah shook her head. “Then let us
fa--,” she began when the air filled with the bugling of a
horn from the meadow below, accompanied by battle cries of Trolgres
and the mercenaries Dwarf King Lopadki Alake had hired. She snarled
and dug her heels into a startled Moonwave, who whinnied shrilly
and crashed through the underbrush heading for the
battle.

Hot on
Shayleah’s heels were Gerton, Fiercene and Lentran, their mounts
easily keeping pace. Smiling savagely, she and Moonwave led the
charge into the meadow and chaos. She spotted Ogres, unicorns,
elves, humans, pixies and dwarves, all fighting the oncoming
Trolgre army.

Shayleah knew that
King Alake had hired the mercenaries in addition to his own army,
which was large indeed. His realm was one of the wealthier Dwarven
kingdoms. The Trolgres would not last against their
might.

Letting out her
battle cry, Shayleah charged into the fray.


Chapter 2

 


It was one of the few remaining balmy
summer days in the Appalachian Mountains that would grace the area
before fall announced its arrival. It was a day to be spent
outdoors, but dorm mates Cory and Rob were stuck indoors with a
very irritated Megan. Cory and Megan’s vehicles were in the shop
again for repairs, and Rob’s wasn’t in the best of shape either.
Going anywhere was a huge risk. They were in a tiny town that only
had a gas station within walking distance of the college campus and
residential homes all around. They had come back to the room after
having gone to the college's gym to work out and shoot some
hoops.

The heat had gotten to Megan, so they
turned on the air conditioner and played card and board games to
have something to do. Many on campus had gone home for the weekend
and the dorms were mostly empty. Only those unfortunate few who had
no money to get home remained. Megan, as usual, was complaining
about the heat, while Rob and Cory ignored her as they played a
game of rummy.

“And I win again,” Rob
chuckled as he spread the last of his cards face up. He was in his
favorite attire, jogging pants and a white tee shirt. The humidity
didn’t bother him in the least for he had lived in Florida before
moving to Virginia to go to college.

Cory sighed in defeat before collecting
the cards. He'd lost the past five hands to his friend. It was
starting to get old. He tugged at his navy blue tee shirt and
wished the room were cooler. The tan shorts Cory had on were fine,
but he would have to lose the shirt soon if he stayed
hot.

“Yeah, yeah. I swear if
you’re cheating…" He kept his voice light, but with an air of
accusation, and shuffled the deck.

Megan glared at the two boys as Cory
dealt another hand. “Are you two listening to me? I’m about to
become a baked clam in here.” She crossed her arms and glared at
her two friends, waiting for someone to answer.

“Then turn the air up,
Megan. We won’t complain,” Cory said calmly. Her whining on top of
Rob's winning streak was driving him crazy.

“Whatever,” Megan snapped.
She stormed off across the connecting hallway to her room, slamming
the door hard enough for the sound to echo back through the guys’
open door.

Rob shrugged. “Must be that time of the
month.”

“I don’t know. She’s been
acting all high and mighty for the last couple of days. I asked her
what’s up, but she just yells so I’ve finally decided to leave her
alone. Whenever she’s over her snit, she’ll tell us,” Cory replied
as they started cleaning up their small dorm apartment. Both of
them were neat freaks, which drove Megan crazy because she saw
nothing wrong with a little mess.

Rob and Cory sat down to watch TV out
of sheer boredom. They heard a noise from the doorway and glanced
up. Megan walked in and mumbled a “sorry” to them.

“Let’s get out of here,”
she said. “Let’s go clubbing or something.” In her hand was her
travel bag that held all her clubbing necessities.

Cory looked over at Rob.

Rob smiled. “Sure, why not? I think my
car can make it.”

They went to change. Megan sighed and
walked in the bathroom. She shed the tight fitting belly shirt, hip
huggers and her open-toed platform shoes. She carefully
straightened her unruly curly brunette hair with the straightening
iron. She pulled out a short black mini skirt, an one-strap red
belly shirt, and matching red stiletto heels. Megan ripped the tags
off and donned her outfit. In her haste, the shirt tore a little
when she put it on and she cursed. Stupid designers should label
their shirts right! She knew she could fit a size medium
comfortably.

Megan looked in the mirror and artfully
applied a smoky shadow to her eyes to accentuate their dark
chocolate color. Next came the super-lengthening mascara. Once her
eyes were suitably exotic, she moved on to paint her lips with a
slick crimson color for that perfect, sultry pout. Megan’s hair was
now straight and fell down past her shoulders oh-so-perfectly, not
a strand out of place. She checked her appearance once again. She
looked gorgeous. She was a club goddess and proud of it. Satisfied
at last, she sauntered out to the living room and waited for the
guys.

Cory emerged first, letting out a
whistle at Megan’s appearance. He grinned at her before turning
around, showing off his outfit. “Well?”

Megan eyed him critically. Cory always
wore more preppy clothes than Rob or her, but she had to admit he
looked good. Cory had raked his fingers through his short dirty
blonde hair, making it stand up. His blue eyes always called to the
ladies, and Megan had to agree it was his best feature. His short
sleeve light blue shirt, khaki pants and brown loafers looked neat.
Megan stared at him for another moment and tried to figure out what
was missing. “Stop slouching, Cory. Be proud of your height,” she
admonished.

Cory straightened and Rob walked in
snickering. “Dude, you look like you’re going to break. Don’t be so
stiff.” He walked over to Megan. “And how do I rate, Sexy?” he
teased.

Megan gave Rob a mock glare when he
flexed his biceps. He had chosen to wear a white tank top and black
Dockers. Both showed off his buff body. He gave her a roguish grin
and Megan had to giggle. He had on his brand new Nikes and his
short brown hair was combed neatly against his head. He looked
ready to have some fun. Then again, he always looked ready to have
fun. He never seemed to take things seriously. “Guess you’ll have
to do,” she drawled, before smiling seductively. “And what about
me?”

“You look smashing, as
always. Guess we’re going to have to beat some idiot off you
tonight,” Rob joked as he and Cory high-fived each other. Megan
preened at his compliment and blew them a kiss. Rob gave her a
you’re-so-vain look and grabbed his keys from the table. “Let’s
go.”

They locked up and piled into Rob’s
vehicle. He made sure everyone was belted in, started the car and
left the parking lot to begin the drive to the nearest hip-hop
club, which happened to be in another state. He turned on the radio
and sang off key to a modern rock song. It steadily grew darker and
he drove a little more carefully because of the curvy mountain back
road he was taking to get them to their destination.

After half an hour of his friend's
off-key singing, Cory was slowly going mad and looked desperately
about for a distraction. He stared out the window into the
approaching darkness in hopes of seeing anything interesting. A
flash of light snagged his gaze and he whistled.

“Take a look at that!” he
exclaimed, pointing out the window.

Rob slammed on the brakes and the seat
belt tightened, choking Cory.

Megan let out a shriek and then slapped
Rob hard on the arm. “Are you trying to kill us?” she demanded,
loosening her own belt, which had constricted at the car’s sudden
stop.

Rob ignored her and craned his neck
trying to see what had caught Cory’s attention. “I don’t see
anything, man,” he complained when he looked over at the empty
field. “Megan?”

Megan pouted as she stared out the
window. "I don't either," she whined, twisting around in the seat
so she could glare at Cory. "You haven't been drinking already,
have you?"

“No, I haven’t been
drinking, you idiot. Look, just pull over. I'm telling you, I saw a
light or a rainbow or something in that field!" Cory pointed
defensively to a large tobacco crop that faded into the
darkness.

“Rob, keep going. I’m not
getting out and walking in some field in the middle of the night!
No way am I ruining my outfit and my new shoes because of Cory’s
overly active imagination!”

Rob ignored her and pulled off the road
to avoid blocking traffic. When Cory opened his door, Rob and Megan
looked at him in surprise.

“Where’s your sense of
adventure?” Cory demanded, leaving the car. He started to walk
off.

Furious, Megan opened her door and
shouted at him, “I don’t have one, Moron! I have brains to match
this beauty and only a fool would walk alone in the dark through
some field!” She tossed her hair back defiantly over her shoulder
and glared at him.

“Suit yourself, Princess.”
Cory shrugged and trotted across the field, not caring if they
followed. Something was out there. He could feel it in his gut. He
wanted to find out what it was.

Megan gave an inarticulate scream of
anger, slid back into the car and slammed the door. Her face was a
mask of fury.

Rob waited a moment to see if she was
going to calm down before grabbing his flashlight out of the glove
box. He took the keys out of the ignition and smiled sweetly at
Megan. “Insurance,” he said, knowing that she might very well take
off and leave them, considering the mood she was in.

Megan huffed, crossed her arms and
stared mutinously ahead. “Stupid boys,” she grumbled, refusing to
leave the car.

Rob sighed and got out of the car,
following Cory through the field. He caught up with him and laughed
when Cory let out a startled yelp when the flashlight blinded him.
“Never leave home without it,” Rob joked.

Cory shook his head and pushed aside
the tobacco stalks. Instead of a light he saw nothing but more
tobacco. He looked about in disbelief. “Man, I swear I saw lights
coming from right here.” He pointed to the spot in front of
him.

“Um, hm. Look, Cory, I
don’t see anything. Let’s get back to the car and Meg.” Rob started
to turn back when they both heard the tobacco rustling hard.
Someone was coming toward them. They looked at each
other.

Rob jerked his head in one direction,
gestured for Cory to go the other way and hissed, “Jump’em.” Then
he moved to get in position to tackle whatever it was.

“Oh, Lord,” Cory swore
under his breath as he and Rob got in position. They froze when
Megan’s cursing reached their ears and she stumbled into the light.
Her hair was out of place and she had a dirt smudge on her
cheek.

“Geez, Megan, scare
someone, why don’t ya?” Rob managed to say.

“Serves you stupid boys
right! Leaving me in the car all by myself,” she whined. Pulling
out her mirror from the makeup bag, she frantically checked her
appearance. Her lips pursed into a pout as she tried to remove the
smudge from her cheek.

Cory, thoroughly exasperated, retorted,
“You know it would help if you’d stop complaining for a few
minutes.”

Megan gave him a hurt look and
double-checked to make sure the smudge was gone and her hair back
in place.

Rob stifled a groan. Megan opened her
mouth. Quickly, he covered it with his hand. “Not a word, Megan.
Just let it go,” he urged diplomatically.

Angrily, Megan knocked his hand away
from her. “Don’t touch me,” she hissed and shoved Rob
hard.

He stumbled backwards and vanished.
Megan let out a shriek of surprise and latched onto Cory’s arm
tightly, bruising him. Cory was too stunned to notice her. He
recovered his composure and looked around the spot where Rob had
disappeared. Where had he gone?

Reaching forward with his free arm,
Cory touched the space where Rob had vanished. To his astonishment,
his fingers disappeared before him, leaving his wrist and the rest
of his arm visible. He hurriedly jerked back, checking to make sure
all five fingers were still attached and looked at Megan, eyes
wide.

“Oh, yeah! Let’s go!” Cory
exclaimed in anticipation as he started to follow after
Rob.

“Cory Noble, you are not
dragging me with you!” Megan yelled and yanked away from him. She
tossed her head back angrily and crossed her arms.

“Aw, c’mon. Rob may need
us. I promise you we’ll be able to come back through.” He tried to
grab her hand.

Megan expertly dodged him. “I don’t
think so! I’m going back to the car,” she stated firmly.

Cory’s eyes narrowed. He’d had enough
of the diva attitude. “You’re coming with me and that’s final,” he
ordered, grabbing her hand in a tight grip and throwing her over
his shoulder. He pinned her legs with his arm to avoid her stiletto
heels digging into his ribs.

“Cory, you put me down this
instant!” She pounded his back with her fists. Shrieking her fury,
she hit him harder calling him every derogatory name she could
think of.

Cory winced, but strode purposely
toward Rob’s vanishing spot.

Megan couldn’t see and she shrilled
loudly, hoping someone would come to her rescue. She let out one
last frantic cry before she was enveloped by
nothingness.

 


~~***~~

 


Rob stumbled, righted himself and
stared in astonishment. For starters it was bright, almost too
bright for his eyes after having had only the light of a flashlight
to see by. The weather was cooler, spring-like, and he was in a
meadow of all places, not a tobacco field. He turned and looked
around.

“Uh, Guys?” He realized he
was alone and tried not to panic. “I’ll just go back a few steps
and I’ll be home with Cory and Megan,” he said to
himself.

He walked backwards a few steps. When
nothing happened, he let out a curse. Trying again gave the same
result. He retraced his steps and stood there deciding what to do
when he was bowled over. He hit the ground hard, his breath knocked
out of him and his arm pinned under his body at an awkward
angle.

“Whew! What a rush!” Cory
exclaimed as he blinked, trying to adjust his vision to the sudden
brightness. He was lying on top of Megan’s lower body and Rob was
underneath her. He could hear Rob moaning painfully and felt him
trying to crawl out from the bottom of the pile.

“Get off me! Watch your
hands, Cory! Where the hell are we?” Megan instantly complained as
she tried to push Cory off her and move his hand that had ended up
underneath her skirt.

“Here’s an idea. Why don’t
you both move? I’m smothering down here,” Rob groaned. Once his
breath returned, he could talk despite the throbbing in his right
arm.

“Oh sorry, man!” Cory
contritely got up. He offered Megan a hand, but she slapped it away
and stood angrily brushing dirt off her clothes. She was muttering
dire threats at both of them. Her hair was a mess and her outfit
was ruined. She was not a happy woman. Shrugging, Cory helped Rob
up and dusted him off, pointedly ignoring Megan and her angry
muttering.

“Not in Kansas anymore,”
Rob joked as he looked around at anything that wasn’t
Megan.

“Nope, we’re not,” Cory
agreed, noting the difference in scenery. All the colors were more
vivid than back home. Even in his wildest dreams, he couldn’t
imagine vibrant shades like the ones he was seeing now. He walked a
couple of steps and stopped. “Why don’t we try to find someone to
help us get back home?” He suggested and bent down to inspect grass
that was greener than green itself.

“Explore?” Megan sputtered.
“Are you out of your freaking mind? We are stuck in a godforsaken
meadow that none of us know, and you want to go exploring? I want
to go home, Cory. And I’m not waiting here with you to gawk at the
wonders of nature!” Megan marched back the way she thought would
take her home.

“Um, Megan, I think I
should warn you,” Rob began. He stopped with a sigh when Megan
walked out of earshot.

Megan ignored him and went to the spot
she believed they had come from. “I’ll show him,” she muttered and
moved forward. She blinked, surprised that nothing happened and,
for a moment, was scared but shrugged it off. A club goddess never
panicked.

“I’ll just take a few steps
back and go to my right,” she said firmly and did just that. She
attempted each direction, with the same result. Megan felt a shiver
of fear run through her, but it was swiftly replaced by anger. This
was all Cory’s fault and his stupid Boy Scout nature. All she
wanted was to hit him! She screamed her rage.

Both boys jumped when Megan’s muffled
roar of fury reached their ears. “Oh boy,” Rob said and backed up
next to Cory, who was staring at the returning Megan in
astonishment.

Megan charged straight at them, her
fist connecting solidly with Cory’s jaw, making him stumble back.
He attempted to block the flurry of blows she was throwing at him.
He was too shocked to truly defend himself against her. Never had
he seen her lose her cool. Ever.

“You bastard! You did this!
I’m stuck here because of you!” she screeched.

Rob jumped in, grabbed her wrists and
dragged her away from Cory.

“Stop it Megan!” He shook
her hard enough to silence her.

Megan’s face was wet with tears and her
mascara was running. She looked pitifully at Cory and then at Rob.
Sobbing, she collapsed against Rob’s chest. He cradled her gently
and made soothing sounds.

“S’ok Meg. We’re gonna be
alright. C’mon, don’t cry, please,” he implored her.

Cory came over rubbing his jaw and
looking contrite.

“Megan, I’m sorry. If I had
known we’d get stuck here, I wouldn’t have done it,” Cory
apologized. He meant it, too. He wanted to save Rob, but not at the
expense of everybody getting stranded in some weird
place.

Megan’s sobs had stopped and she turned
to look at Cory. “I’m sorry for hitting you. Let’s find someone to
get us home,” she whispered half-heartedly, wiping at her eyes
trying to get rid of the mascara streaks.

“Yeah, sounds like a plan
to me,” Rob said as the three friends began walking.

They had to stop once for Megan to slip
off her stilettos. She complained about getting calloused feet from
not wearing shoes. Rob and Cory turned deaf ears and she stopped
whining after a few minutes of united silence from them.

Cory paused and frowned at Rob and
Megan. “Guys, do you hear that?” He peered about the meadow
cautiously.

“Hear what? I don’t hear
anything,” Megan retorted.

“That’s what I mean. It’s
too quiet. No sounds. Something’s wrong.” Cory glanced
about.

“Maybe we should get out of
the open,” Rob suggested, just as they heard the sound of metal
clanging on metal, shouts and screams.

The three friends looked at each other.
“Not good,” Cory and Rob said together.

They each grabbed one of Megan’s hands
and started running back the way they had come. They stopped and
looked wildly about, trying to find a place to hide, but all they
saw was open area. Not a rock or tree in sight.

“Where do we go now?” Megan
panted, her hair flying wildly about her head.

“I don’t know, but we need
to find some cover now!” Rob gasped.

Cory started to agree, but was
interrupted by Megan’s terrified scream. He spun around and felt
himself go cold. Coming towards them was a giant, ugly green
creature that had to be over six feet tall. Small tusks grew on
either side of its drooling mouth full of sharp, discolored teeth.
It gripped its gigantic axe easily in one hand and gave them an
evil leer. Cory choked on the stench coming from the creature.
Megan gagged and frantically covered her nose and mouth with her
hand.

“Oh man, we’re so gonna die!” Rob shouted,
rooted to the spot in fear. He closed his eyes and prayed for a
quick death.


Chapter 3

 


Shayleah didn’t look to see if her
people were fighting; she knew they were. X’vier and Casahlah were
most likely back to back squaring off with the enemy troops, and
enjoying every moment of it. M’lestrome was nowhere to be seen and
that was cause for concern. She did spot Gerton, Lentran, and
Fiercene, fighting the invading hordes with gusto.

Shayleah ducked out of the way of an
arrow that flew by her ear and swinging her sword, beheaded the
human who had shot at her. Pivoting neatly, Moonwave quickly
changed direction and Shayleah killed a Trolgre. Out of the corner
of her eye, she saw another one racing westward toward the open
meadow. She frowned. Trolgres didn’t flee unless their leader
ordered them to do so. For one to just take off alone was unusual.
Nudging Moonwave, they raced after the creature.

Shayleah watched it bearing down on
three cowering humans who seemed to be too stupid to get out of its
way. “Moonwave, faster,” Shayleah urged as she changed the grip on
her sword. She easily kept her right leg on the saddle and leaned
over, her upper body perpendicular to Moonwave’s side. She could
feel him gathering more speed and then the creature was in her
sight.

She shifted a little so that she could
swing her sword and laughed nastily when the sword cut completely
through the Trolgre’s knees, severing them from its body. With a
bellow of pain, the rest of the Trolgre's body pitched forward, its
head hitting the ground hard. It squealed in distress and tried to
rise up using its arms.

Moonwave carried her past the fallen
creature which had landed close to the disbelieving humans. Yelling
her war cry, Shayleah slid the rest of the way out of the saddle
and ran over to the irate Trolgre who had given up trying to stand
and was crawling toward the humans. Two were backing up, hastily
dragging their unresisting companion with them.

Shayleah ran past them, swung her sword
down and beheaded the Trolgre. The head rolled to a rest at one of
the male’s feet, the eyes open and unblinking. Moonwave spun around
on his hindquarters, trotted over and stopped in front of the
humans, swishing his tail as he eyed the trio. Shayleah let out a
grunt of satisfaction, stepped away from the body, and swung
herself back up into the saddle.

Cory and Megan gaped at the midnight
black stallion and his rider. “Whaa...,” Cory stammered as Rob
opened his eyes.

“We’re alive?” Rob looked
up in shock at their rescuer.

Cory admired the woman before them. She
was shorter than he, about five feet four, and had semi-braided,
curly red hair that fell all the way to her hips. She was in shape
and obviously strong, judging by the way she handled the rather
heavy-looking sword.

Megan was picking apart the woman’s
outfit. She wouldn’t get caught dead in a black cape because
everyone knew black aged you. And those boots! They were leather,
true, but they were well-worn and needed to be replaced. The
clothing just had to go; it was way too outdated. Who went around
wearing a black leather sports bra and pants? No one, unless they
wanted to be laughed out of town. And this chick truly needed to
cut that hair and give it some style. Megan sniffed disdainfully.
This woman was not a woman. She wasn’t even all that nice looking.
She did have some strange violet colored eyes and well endowed
chest, but those were her only assets. There were too many other
flaws. Satisfied that she still looked better than the shorter
woman, Megan smiled.

Shayleah looked down at the strangely
dressed humans and sighed. “Outlanders, watch where you're going.
Next time you will die,” she warned disgustedly before urging her
stallion back to the battle.

“What just happened?” Rob
demanded. He gagged when he saw the creature’s head near
them.

Megan was miffed at the woman’s tone
and snapped, “Miss Thang saved us.” She covered her nose and backed
away from the body.

Cory decided to take charge. “Come on,
let’s get away from here. Maybe it’ll be safer if we find a place
to hide.” He started running, though his mind was on the woman who
had rescued them. She had been a knockout, no doubt about it. He
wished he could have met her under different circumstances, but
that was his life story.

Rob glanced at Megan and they hurried
after Cory.

 


~~***~~

 


Casahlah and X’vier were back-to-back,
surrounded by Trolgres and enjoying every minute of the fighting.
The two had fought together before in similar battles, faithfully
going where Shayleah led them. They moved with an eerie
synchronization born of the knowledge of each other’s strengths and
weaknesses.

“This is fun.” Casahlah
smirked as she effortlessly stabbed and gutted the enemy with her
daggers. Her vivid violet-blue swan wings fanned the air as she
moved easily, never breaking their rhythm. Her silky knee length
violet dress clung to her body while her green shoulder-length hair
highlighted her tan skin and dark chocolate eyes. She was small at
five feet and lethal as the Trolgres were finding out.

“Yes, isn’t it?” X’vier
expertly swung his staff. He grinned in satisfaction when the knife
blades attached to both ends cut through the charging horde. He
wore a dark blue leather outfit and dark brown leather boots,
making his light complexion noticeable. His pale blonde almost
white hair was in a single braid down his back.

“Oh, we have more guests.”
Casahlah pointedly glanced over at another company of twenty
rushing them en-mass.

“We can do this.” X’vier
renewed swinging with vigor. His lithe form moved with superhuman
speed as he avoided arrows and swings of axes as the Trolgres faced
off with him and Casahlah. His sensitive elf ears picked up the
sound of distant rumbling. He couldn’t tell for sure if it was
thunder or something else, but he kept listening, just in
case.

“Of course we can,”
Casahlah muttered as she started flinging her throwing stars in
various directions, giggling when they hit their
targets.

All combatants froze when a
bloodcurdling yell pierced the air, bringing with it enough force
to shake the ground beneath their feet. Cries of confusion came
from the diminishing intruders, who looked about in
panic.

“About time,” X’vier said
as the shaking of the ground increased and M’lestrome came into
view.

“I hate Trolgres,” the
nine-feet-tall, half-ogre growled as he swung his giant mace and
sent five Trolgres flying through the air. They landed hard into
the nearest trees with an audible shattering of bones. M’lestrome
had a very human face, yet his skin and eyes betrayed his mixed
heritage. His skin and irises of his eyes were the color of a
blood-red ruby. He wore all brown leather which served to tone down
the red of his skin. His face was expressionless.

During the distraction of M’lestrome’s
arrival, X'vier had switched from his staff to his bow and arrows.
Much better, he thought, as he readied himself to resume
fighting.

Casahlah grinned and returned to the
battle with gusto. X’vier just smirked and gave his attention to
their foes that had regained their bravery and were attempting to
overwhelm him. He didn’t give them time to get the upper hand. He
rapidly fired five arrows and each found its mark in an enemy’s
heart.

“Nasty little beggars!” He
shot one that was trying to sneak up on Casahlah.

“Thank you,” she called
over her shoulder.

“My pleasure, Beautiful
Lady.” X’vier continued to take down the rushing Trolgres. He
didn’t even pause when he heard the roar that signaled Gerton
bearing down on the enemy. He saw Sunchaser’s silver hide and
Gerton’s blue-black skin weaving in and out amongst the enemy
troops.

When Gerton raised his arm, X’vier
simply did a neat pivot on his heel and ducked. He felt the whoosh
of air and the dying gurgle of the Trolgre to his left. He spared a
glance and smiled when he saw one of Gerton’s throwing daggers
embedded to the hilt in its throat.

X’vier watched Gerton taking on the
Trolgres arriving from the west. His swift gaze took in the
battlefield. Many bodies were on the ground, mostly the carcasses
of the intruders but it looked like Alake’s mercenaries were losing
quite a few as well.

“Lazing around again,
X’vier?” Lentran mocked, his face still full of excitement from the
fighting. He and Swift, his albino stallion, galloped past X'vier.
His sword flew fast and furious slaying the enemy.

“Only you would say that
over fifty slain Trolgres at my hand is lazing around!” X’vier
yelled back. He whistled loudly and jogged after Lentran, striking
down Trolgres in his way.

A moment later, a fiery red mare
thundered into the meadow in answer to his summons. She galloped
right up to X’vier, who nimbly jumped up into the saddle mid-jog
without breaking his mount’s stride.

“Well met, Keahi,” he said
patting her neck.

“Looked like you could use
some help,” Keahi neighed as she changed course and raced towards
Shayleah and Moonwave who were surrounded.

“I do believe our esteemed
leader needs assistance,” she whinnied.

The Trolgres, momentarily distracted,
turned towards the sound of the approaching mare. Shayleah heeled
Moonwave, who bunched his hindquarters underneath him and launched
himself into the air. Seeing their prey escaping, the invaders
howled and jabbed upward with their spears. Moonwave kicked aside
the spears with his hind hooves and neatly landed outside the
circle without injury.

“Shayleah, now!” X’vier
called as he and Keahi circled the Trolgres, staying well out of
the reach of their weapons.

Moonwave began circling
counterclockwise to Keahi’s movement. Shayleah nodded, cupped her
hands in front of her and smiled. A soft orange glow began forming
right above her palms, growing brighter until it was a pulsating
light.

“Good-bye, Vermin.”
Shayleah calmly flung the head-sized orange ball of light at the
Trolgres.

Squealing in terror, they attempted to
escape, but X’vier had not been idle during Keahi’s circling. He,
too, had formed a similar ball of fire and flung it at the Trolgres
nearest him. The balls expanded and turned into a size that easily
engulfed the panicked creatures. The resulting explosion stopped
the battle while both sides watched in awe as Shayleah and X’vier
rode through the fire on their mounts unscathed.

“Nayan rotran!” exclaimed a
mercenary in shock.

Shayleah and X’vier wore matching
smirks as they held up their hands and showed glowing balls of
fire.

“Anyone else wish to try
their luck?” X’vier asked eying the remaining enemy.

The Trolgres paused, exchanging wary
glances with one another. Though some would accuse them of being
creatures of lesser intelligence, they were very aware that to
continue the battle would be to risk incineration. One Trolgre took
the first tentative step away from the field of battle and then
ran. The others were quick to follow his lead.

“Always knew they were
cowards,” Fiercene growled in disgust as he and Nightpower trotted
up next to Shayleah and Moonwave. He tugged at his beard and gazed
thoughtfully after their fleeing adversaries.

Shayleah grinned. “They have no brave
bones when it comes to the elements,” she replied as she
extinguished the fireball as did X’vier.

“Yes, but then they come
back with greater numbers. We have done our part, Milady. We should
leave,” Lentran added as he rode up next to X’vier and
Keahi.

“Always in a rush to find a
new battle,” Casahlah said in disgust as she and M’lestrome also
joined the group. The half-ogre towered above everyone, obscuring
them from their allies' view.

“And you are always busy
coddling and playing with our enemies,” Lentran retorted
sourly.

“Children, no fighting or
I’ll separate you,” Gerton said sternly as he and Sunchaser
arrived, completing the circle.

They all quieted
respectfully.

“Yes, Gerton,” Shayleah
said meekly. “We are all here and accounted for,” she added,
visually checking everyone for wounds. No one looked seriously
injured and she sighed in relief.

“Then let us take our leave.” Gerton and
Sunchaser took point and impatiently led the way to the Dwarf
King’s kingdom.


Chapter
4

 


Cory continued jogging towards the
distant forest with Rob and Megan. He was furious with Rob’s “give
me details” litany that had been going on for almost five
minutes.

Cory hissed at him, "If you'd been
watching like the rest of us, you would've known what
happened!"

Rob held up his hands pleadingly, eyes
wide at Cory’s attitude. “Chill out, man. Sorry, but I’m not into
violence. Watching it on TV, yes, but experiencing it for real,
that’s something else entirely. Truce for now?”

“Yeah, sure. Whatever.”
Cory only spared Rob a quick glance and continued the pace he had
set. The nice quiet lull in conversation was broken by
Megan.

"She totally just blew us off like we
were children," Megan complained.

"Be grateful, Megan. She could have
chopped us up, just like she did that thing.” Rob
shuddered.

Megan paled and quickly shut
up.

A brief respite followed that Cory
found soothing. Finally, he could think. He had no idea where he
was taking them, but the sounds of fighting had lessened as they
drew closer to the forest. He could only surmise that safety
awaited them if they could get to its protective cover.

Megan, of course, couldn't stay quiet
for long. “Did you notice her clothing? It was like so outdated,
I’m amazed she even bothers to show her face. That hair, what a
mess. She needs to get a haircut to make her face stand out. I
mean, who in the world wears leather halter-tops and leather pants?
No one, I tell you, unless they are poorly educated in the style
department,” Megan ranted.

Megan’s complaining grated on Cory’s
nerves and he was fed up. He stopped in his tracks and got in her
face. He wanted to make sure she heard and saw how he was
feeling.

“Megan, for once in your
pathetic, sniveling life, would you shut up! Ever since that woman
saved us, you’ve been putting her down. All she did was protect
your worthless butt from getting hacked into very tiny, ugly,
little pieces. Why am I shocked that you’d be ungrateful? The great
Megan needs an audience.” Cory started doing an exaggerated version
of Megan’s earlier saunter. “Oh, look at me. I’m Megan Lighton,
Goddess Incarnate. Come worship me. Yes, yes, you belong to me. You
love me and you will tolerate my bitchiness because the world
revolves around me.”

Megan gaped at Cory in angry disbelief
and balled her hand into a fist.

“Just let it go, Megan.
He’s got a lot on his mind,” Rob whispered, poking her in the
ribs.

“Fine! Whatever, your
Highness!” She crossed her arms and disdainfully sniffed in Cory’s
direction before turning to stare at a point beyond him.

Rob sighed and glanced at
Cory.

Cory said nothing. He glared at Megan,
ignored Rob's pleading look and resumed walking.

 


~~***~~

 


With Gerton leading the way, Shayleah's
group made their way
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