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      The fog settled low to the ground, shrouding everything in a thick blanket as high as the flank of the horse that the elven warrior sat upon. The thick blanket seemed to muffle the sounds of the forest. The previously chirping and whizzing bugs, the bird song even the flutter of the leaves in the breeze overhead seemed to hush to a mere whisper in the presence of the dense fog.

      The warrior sat tall in the saddle and peered through the forest. His sight was far superior to the other races on Mythnium. He was able to scan ahead of his small group with relative ease despite the unsettling fog. He watched as shadows shifted and moved near the bases of the enormous tree trunks along the road he traveled. A vague scent of musk and sweat wafted on the air that he knew the elves behind him could smell as well. His acute hearing picked up the sound of metal on leather as the elves behind him unsheathed their swords. He knew the elven archers high in the branches above were poised and ready to launch their arrows with just the tiniest flick of his fingers in their direction. Still, the musky scent caused him to pause. There was danger ahead, but the scent was unfamiliar to him. It warned of caution. Still peering toward the shadows that now flanked both sides of the road ahead, he noted how the movements of the creatures ahead stirred the fog up in their wake. Whatever was ahead of his group moved quickly and quietly, causing the wisps of fog to rise as though a breeze had moved it, yet there was no breeze along the forest floor.

      Reaching over his shoulder, he pulled his sword almost silently from its sheath across his back. He laid the sword, the one his father had died fighting with in battle, across his lap. Brushing his long blond hair behind his slender, pointed ears, the warrior leaned forward in his saddle signing to the elves behind him that he was ready to move forward. His green eyes flickering from moving shadow to moving shadow, he indicated with finger signs to his men where the creatures were even as he moved his well-trained stallion into the center of an obvious ambush.

      As he moved past the first creatures, their musky scent grew so strong that he suddenly realized what his men were up against. Crying out in Elvish, the warrior leaped to the side of his horse and landed on the ground with his feet spread wide, and his sword raised above him. Fast as lightning, the first goblin charged right at him. The warrior slashed down at an angle, never giving the goblin a chance to raise its own small blade. Head and shoulders severed from the rest of its body, it fell in a bloody heap at the warrior’s feet.

      Noting that his men had also dismounted and stood with their backs to their mounts, the warrior noted the goblin party that used the fog to hide its movement. Taking quick measure of their numbers, he took confidence that it was just a raiding party, and his elves would make quick work of them. Even should the goblins surround them, the horses were trained to help- acting as both shields and weapons as they would kick and lash out at anything that posed a threat to their riders.

      Hearing the rush of nimble feet, the warrior turned his attention away from his scouting party as a small group of goblins tried to overpower him. He stabbed forward with his sword catching one ugly goblin in the neck before he swung the blade over to the left cutting through another goblin’s arm and into its chest. Jerking his sword free, and changing his grip, he swung the sword over his head and down to his right sweeping two goblins aside as though they were weightless and slicing through their abdomens cleanly. Still more rushed at him, but seeing the bloody carnage in front of the strangely broad-shouldered elf, the next wave of goblins moved in and out of his range of motion hoping to stab at his thighs and abdomen to wear him down. Choosing to change his tactics, and losing the added support of his steed, the blond elf charged into the middle of the goblins that faced him. Drawing a small blade from his belt, he handled the heavy sword no less effectively with one hand. Turning and twisting, slashing low with his sword while stabbing forward with his small blade, the warrior made short work of the remaining goblins.

      Noting there were no more goblins confronting him, so he cleaned his blades carefully on the hem of his cloak before sheathing them again. He heard a faint snicker and turned to find the elves behind him already remounted. He noted each of them wore a slight smile. Raising his eyebrows in silent question, he glanced to the trees where his archers waited. One of them, a young female elf, called down.

      “Next time, save some for us, Valero. Or, if you don’t need us, simply say so.”

      The other elves snickered. While they were all excellent fighters, as attested to by the fact that Valero chose each of them himself, none of them were as natural as Valero when it came to swordplay. He thrived in battle and was almost beautiful in his dance of death when he had blades of any kind in his grasp.

      Green eyes flashing, Valero waved the comment from the archer aside. He knew his group was simply joking, and that they had gotten their fair share of fighting that day. However, as light as the mood was among his troop, he couldn’t help being deeply disturbed. The goblins had come into Elven territory with a larger than normal raiding party. Earlier that day, they had chased off a rather large and feisty griffin, a beast that had not come to the forest in centuries. Earlier that week, other patrols returned to the Elven city of Elmnas, sharing exploits with trolls, gremlins, muligs, and mud leeches from the neighboring swamps. Just a month before, after decades of almost no border skirmishes at all, the number of beasts and monsters coming to the forest was alarming.

      Signaling to his troop to remain on guard, Valero, still deep in thought, mounted his horse. Walking slowly through the fog, while he did not see shadows playing on the sides of the road anymore, the shadows haunting his thoughts refused to leave. Grim thoughts and dark premonitions fought for purchase in his mind as he led his patrol back to his home, Elmnas.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Colna

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      Looking down the mountain trail that was shadowed here and there from the massive elder trees, the archer did not see evidence of the creature she had been tracking the past several days. From her perch in one of the elder trees that bordered the overgrown trail, she leaned back against the trunk of the tree and allowed herself a moment to relax. Slipping off the bow from one shoulder and the quiver from its sling across her back, she placed them both within easy but secure reach in the elbow of a thick branch by her side. She listened to the birds’ chatter in the leaves around her and drew comfort from their playful songs. The suns shone high above her, revealing to her the time of the day and reminding her of the passing of yet another day. Focusing her gaze on the ground below her, she peered through the lower branches of the tree, willing signs of the creature to reveal themselves to her.

      She groped around in her satchel and felt the rough loaf of bread she had snagged on her dash out of the Elmnas four days before. It was the last of the two loaves she had grabbed. She had not counted on hunting the creature for this long or for this distance. She had also not counted on losing the other three members of her search party. Yet, here she was, perched in a tree, eating what was left of her rations, alone, and with no clear trail to follow. Frustration threatened to overwhelm her so she broke off a piece of the loaf, and while she enjoyed its aroma and its rich heartiness, she closed her eyes and silently began to recite the mantra her mother taught her so many decades before.

      
        
        “Peace before me.

        Peace behind me.

        Peace above me.

        Peace below me.

        Peace embrace me.

        Peace surround me.

        Peace carry me, and lift me,

        Till Peace is all I know.”

      

      

      After a few deep breaths, the archer opened her emerald eyes, instantly on alert. A dozen yards down the mountain path the creature stood. The lone wolf would not have garnered the hunt this one did, except that this one was the stuff of legends from ages long past. Staring down on it for only the second time since the hunt began, the archer found herself in awe of the enormous creature.

      This wolf, known as an amarok, was as tall as the tallest horse. Its coat was entirely black except for white rings around its eyes, which enhanced the ice blue of its eyes. Even from where she sat, she could see the wolf’s canines, sharp and dangerous, stained with the blood of a recent kill, and she silently prayed to her ancestors that the blood was not from one of her lost comrades.

      The wolf stood on the trail, its heavy tail lazily swaying from side to side. Its ears were at alert as the wolf stood perfectly still. While the archer considered reaching for her bow, the wolf lifted its head, catching a scent in the air. As it flicked its tongue to gather more of the scent, the archer tensed. The wolf ever so slowly turned its malevolent gaze toward the archer, and up to where she sat. As she made eye contact with the creature, for the first time in her life, the archer saw her death and felt fear. The gaze of the wolf made the archer’s blood turn to ice in her veins, and for just a moment, she lost her senses. Then all her decades of experience and training kicked in.

      Scooping up her quiver and slinging her bow over her shoulder, as she noted the wolf lunging in the direction of the tree she was in, the archer nimbly swung up higher into the boughs of the tree. When she felt the weight of the wolf hit the tree, she was shocked as the ancient tree shuddered and cracked from the impact.

      Leaping through the air, the archer found herself in the next tree. Turning, grabbing, and nocking an arrow, the archer steadied her feet on the narrow branch of the much younger tree. The wolf was already lunging toward it, and the archer knew she had only a moment to find a safer vantage point. In that split second, she aimed at the wolf and loosed an arrow.

      Not waiting to see if it hit its mark, she leaped a second time, then a third time, to another ancient elder tree on the other side of the old trail. But just as she hit it, and firmly grabbed a small branch to pull up to a thicker branch, the tree shuddered from the impact of the incredibly fast wolf. At that moment, the archer knew she would not be able to outrun the wolf. She would only exhaust herself trying to stay out of reach, and ultimately, the brute force of the creature would fell whatever tree she had to rest in. Grabbing her horn, as the wolf hit the tree a second time, the archer blew long and hard into it. Its long and resonant call echoed through the forest around her, and she hoped she was high enough up the mountain that help would hear her, or at least know where to look to find her remains.

      The wolf hit the tree a third time shaking the tree so hard the archer was forced to hang on rather than preparing another shot. As the wolf then raised itself against the tree, pushing and clawing at the tree, the archer steadied herself and carefully aimed an arrow at the wolf’s head. As the wolf threw itself at the tree, the archer let the arrow go and watched as it flew the short distance burying itself into the neck of the beast. Howling in rage and pain, the wolf returned to all fours and then flung its entire body at the tree.

      The archer stared in disbelief as she prepared another shot. She wished she had learned how to shoot more quickly like so many of the others in her party, but she had always told herself that the carefully placed shot was better than the quick shot. Doubt flickered in the back of her mind as the wolf howled up at her. As the tree shuddered again and again and began to sway to the slope behind her, the archer realized the creature was uprooting the ancient tree.

      She carefully notched another arrow and took aim as the wolf lunged again, throwing its shoulder against the tree. The arrow flew but the archer felt the tree falling. As she fell with it, she heard the outraged howl of the wolf. She prayed as she fell that the fall would knock her out for long enough that she would not feel the sharp teeth of the wolf. As the tree, wolf, and archer crashed down the slope, the archer blacked out with the suns blinding her and the cracking and breaking off the tree deafening her.
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      “Colna! Wake up!”

      A desperate voice called out to her. Darkness surrounded her, and her body felt as though it had been crushed. The archer slowly opened her eyes as she also tested the rest of her body. Pain. A lot of pain. Why? Suddenly, she remembered, and her eyes flew open. She realized she was lying face down with her
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