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CHAPTER ONE

ESCAPE
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NIGHT PASSED INTO EARLY morning. Stars that earlier lit up the hazy atmosphere now faded into light blue skies. The first of two suns began its rise over the distant dark hills, promising warmth to the chilled landscape.

Beon leaned his thin teenage frame against the wooden railing of the ramshackle black watchtower. His blue eyes nervously considered the sunrise, and the cold, acrid wind blew gently through his curly, light-blond hair. His thin arms shivered, and the chill spread down to his toes. 

He stared over the outpost called Tartan: grey and dirty in this dim light. Most of the structures were little more than burned heaps of bricks or wooden hovels spread over the narrow valley. Drifts of dark smoke hovered over the ground and above everything else in the outpost.

Why anyone even bothered to guard this place Beon could not understand. Who would want to invade? There was nothing left of value anyway.

He looked to his right at the thick, dark woods, and then back at Tartan again. He rubbed his bandaged hands together quickly and blew into them with his warm breath. The wounds were finally beginning to mend, or at least his hands did not hurt as often. If he was lucky, the goblins would never taste another drop of his blood.

In the growing light, a creature rode up on a black horse. It was a goblin in Beon’s regiment—short, bony, and with skin the texture of leather. He wore a black jacket and grey pants like Beon. The horse he rode was assigned to Beon, too: tall, muscular, and dark as night from head to tail. She appeared to be limping slightly on her right foreleg. 

Beon sighed. That was not a good sign. Maybe he should postpone his plan. But would there ever be another chance?

The goblin stopped at the guard tower and spat on the ground through fanged teeth. He glared at Beon with sunken eyes. 

“Well?” he roared. 

It always amazed Beon that a creature this small had such a strong voice.

“Well, what?” he replied in the same tone, while hiding his nerves.

“Are you that stupid?” the creature cried again. “Where do you want the horse?” 

His elfin ears turned purple.

Beon motioned, faking a look of unconcern.  But he raised his voice: “Just tie the reins to the gate, Rezon. I’ll see to her.”

The goblin dismounted, grumbling. “You’ll see to her,” he mimicked, and spat again. “That’s the last time I do anything for you, runt! Next time she runs away, I’ll eat her myself. Tell that to Cheltok!” The creature strutted back toward Tartan, muttering to himself. 

Beon waited until Rezon was out of sight, and then sighed, relieved. He ran his cold right hand through hair that reached down to his shoulders. 

Suddenly his plan of escape seemed reckless and impossible. But he had to survive. Beon could not live a half-starved and sleep deprived life any longer. He was finally desperate enough to take a chance.

He never really expected to pull the escape plan off, but here he was. Rezon didn’t seem to suspect anything. Could he really escape? Would it really work?

Beon waited a little longer, but still nothing stirred in the outpost except the cold wind, blowing through the tops of dead pine trees between the charred hovels. 

A few dead leaves floated up in the air, and suddenly moved in the direction that Beon aimed to go—up the hill. Was that a sign?

Almost on impulse, he descended the tower ladder, untied the horse, and mounted. He closed his eyes briefly, swallowed hard and clenched his fists. 

“This is it,” he said to himself, shaking all over. 

He wasn’t sure if he shivered from the cold or if it was his nerves; maybe it was both. He squeezed the horse’s sides, hard, and the beast took off in a gallop: away from Tartan, up the hill, and into the dark woods.

The dirt path, mixed with thick duff, allowed just enough space for his horse to run between the dried tree trunks and branches. Occasional large boulders rose up that required careful navigation. The tree canopy filtered most of the early morning light, though a white mist glowed where the sun did penetrate. Dead ferns and other small plants still clung to low mounds of large rocks. Fortunately the terrain was relatively flat, so the horse made good speed. 

As Beon entered a small clearing, the first sun beamed through the low, flat clouds and soaked into his back. Was this a good sign? Did this mean that finally someone was looking out for him? He suddenly felt more confident as he enjoyed the warmth. 

Sunlight reflected off the remains of trees, with their dried branches and trunks devoid of bark. Their thin, scraggly limbs looked like skeleton arms. 

As the horse trotted under the dense, dead tree canopy, Beon felt bolder, more sure of himself. No sounds of pursuit interrupted his relatively peaceful morning—at least so far. But he realized that this was either the bravest or most stupid thing he had ever done in his life. By the end of the day he would know which it was. 

The clouds covered the sun again, and the morning turned gloomy. Then a shrill whistle sounded from somewhere in the distance.

Somewhere behind him. 

Beon knew at once that it came from Cheltok.  

As if that were a signal, his horse suddenly stopped. Then the beast reared up to full height, and Beon slid off his saddle. 

As the dark horse ran away, Beon landed hard on a sharp rock that cut through his jacket and his left bicep. He groaned.

The youth slowly stood and turned, glaring at the horse as she disappeared into the darkness. 

“That figures,” he said to himself darkly as his fingers twitched. “My luck never lasts.” 

He took a step but pain shot up his left foot, and he winced. Then he froze in fear as the tall tree next to him suddenly twisted. Just in time, Beon hit the ground as the cursed branches swung where he had been.

That would have hurt. 

Beon froze, waiting, but the tree remained still. Then, with an ungainly lurch, he hobbled to his feet and limped in the direction his horse had disappeared. 

All the dark trees swung their branches at Beon as he came near. He ducked several successfully, only to be smacked hard by others, and the stinging pain slowed him down. 

Finally, he limped into a clearing and stopped. He stood in place, listening.

He heard them. 

The sounds of galloping horses and coarse goblin laughter.

They were near.

Beon gazed down the ominous, shadowy hill. He looked up, to his left, then to his right. He saw nothing, but he heard them. Where were they? 

Could he possibly outrun them? 

Not likely.

He sniffed the air, trying to detect their foul odor. 

Nothing. 

This was bad.

Beon dismissed the pain in his foot and limped up the steep, rocky hill as fast as his legs could carry him. In his mind’s eye, he pictured the goblins running him down. He tried to contain his panic, but it welled up like mounting pressure under a volcano. 

Beon crawled up to the ridge and stopped to catch his breath and calm himself. He crouched low to the ground and kept his head down.

The goblins’ plan was obvious. He had seen this many times. The hunt was on, but there was never a direct chase. The creatures always stayed out of sight until there was no escape. And then the end would come. 

“Think...think!” Beon snapped at himself as he gripped his curly hair. “There has to be a way out... there has to be.”

But his mind went blank as he gasped for air. Everything turned against him: the trees, the horse, and now time. The trees would only try to kill him. He had no mount to help him escape, and it was still early morning. He could not use darkness of night, not that it would help. His foes could smell him, track him, and find him. And they were coming.

Beon braced himself for flight, but could not resist the impulse to look down the hill. He lifted himself, slowly and quietly, and peered into the darkness below. 

He saw no goblins, but he heard a collective whoosh—coming from arrows. 

Several flew at him, and two made their mark. One pierced through his right side, just beneath the ribs. The other sank into his right thigh. 

Beon cried out and sank to his knees. It was difficult to breathe as the coppery taste of blood entered his mouth. His hands shook as he tried to remove the arrow from his bleeding leg, but it only multiplied his agony. So he focused on his escape instead. 

In desperation he limped forward, now feeling dizzy and weak. Yet he stumbled on, hoping beyond all knowledge to find a way out of this dead forest.

A narrow trail seemed to lead nowhere special, but at least it was a path. Tall brambles and long, sharp thistles caught his clothing and pulled at him. Then he tripped on a hidden rock and fell into the umbral darkness. 

As the sound of goblin laughter closed in, Beon crawled along the stony ground, trying to ignore his wounds. The young man shut his eyes and desperately hoped that someone—anyone—would help him, and fast. His right side pulsed with jabbing pain, and blood flowed freely. It felt harder to breathe than before. 

“Oh please!” Beon whispered hoarsely, as his eyes watered. “Someone...please help me! I am really...sorry.” 

Regret filled his heart as he gasped those words. But they seemed hollow somehow, as if he did not expect anything. Maybe he simply was not worthy of any help. It probably came to people who were not raised by goblins.

Beon refocused. As the enemy voices grew louder, he looked around at the tight weave of oak and elder husks and the wicked barbs of thistles littering the ground.  At least that might slow their horses a bit, giving him a little more time. 

His eyes searched for somewhere to hide. A cave. A hole. Anything. 

But still there was nothing.

The laughter of his foes surrounded him, and voices inside his head echoed it endlessly. As an arrow raced by his head he knew the goblins were toying with him.

“Bee-own! You can’t escape!” came a harsh cry. That was the voice of Cheltok, the goblin leader. “Weeee...will...kill...yoooou!” 

We will kill you.

These words echoed in Beon’s mind and would not stop. They paralyzed him. Trapped him. Bound his every thought.

He closed his eyes and his body trembled. Why was he always afraid?

With his remaining resolve, Beon took a big pain-filled breath. He stood and slowly worked his way downhill. His eyesight began to fade as he struggled through a patch of brambles and into a narrow meadow.

As dark clouds parted in the sky, the light of the first sun lit upon some clumps of short green grasses on otherwise barren ground. A few tiny pink flowers poked their way through the topsoil as if trying to bring color to the land. But most of the meadow was exposed mud, with small puddles of water scattered about. Even though Beon was thirsty, he knew better than to drink any water not found in a very deep well.

The youth lost his footing and slipped in the mud. He fell face down and his chin hit a sharp stone. The pain seemed to dull his senses as Beon’s hand touched his face. A few drops of blood clung to his fingers. 

Anger consumed him as he looked at the arrows in his body, and he swore. More blood moved up his throat and he coughed forcefully. Dizziness threw him off balance, and it took a few seconds to determine which way was up.

As he slowly stood, Beon turned to see five goblins, less than twenty feet away. There they sat, confident on their dark steeds, and closing in.

But a desperate idea struck him. If he talked with them, told them it was a misunderstanding, and he was lost...would they let him go? If he was patrolling the area under orders, would they believe that?

So Beon acted upon his uncertain plan. He turned to them and lifted a weary hand. 

But before he could say a word, another arrow struck him, and tore through the center of his chest.

Beon fell to the ground with a gasp. As he looked at the new wound, more blood flowed, and he realized this was the end of his life.

Beon pulled himself up on bony elbows; his vision blurred again but he was able to see, only a few feet away, a small mound of soil with green, living grass. It rose to meet the remains of an old rock castle. Only two parts of an outer wall and half a tower remained, obviously neglected or forgotten.

Beon eyed the castle remains, yearning. 

If only.

But his energy was spent. He fell back again, feeling the arrow tear deeper.

“That stupid horse!” he whispered. 

His eyes watered but it was not from the pain. Beon was angry that he could not escape, and that he would die by the hands of goblins that so often abused him in this accursed land.

At least the short grass brought him some comfort. It felt soft to his fingers, unlike the cold, hard stones he was used to sleeping on. The blades soothed him like a welcome blanket. The sun again pierced the clouds, granting the youth some warmth. It seemed extraordinarily bright to his eyes; he shielded his face with his right hand.

As Beon struggled to breathe, he watched the five gloating goblins surround him. Their sulfurous stench overpowered his senses, causing Beon to cough and cover his nose. 

His vision began to fade, but he could see the goblin leader standing over him. Cheltok’s long fangs dripped dirty saliva. He looked a lot like Rezon except he was fatter. His clean black jacket with yellow stitching contrasted with Beon’s dirty, torn and ragged coat, covered with blood and mud.

But why should Beon care about his appearance? He did once, wanting to be part of something special that was to make a difference in a hurting world. At least that’s what they said. But it was all a lie. He knew that now.

Cheltok knelt and roughly pulled Beon upright by his collar. The creature stared at the young man’s glazed eyes. He grabbed the arrow in Beon’s chest with bony fingers and, with one vicious jerk, pulled it free.  

More pain. More blood.

“Stop! Please stop!” the young man whispered hoarsely. 

But the creature only smiled through his blackened teeth.

Beon tried to strike at Cheltok in defense, but he was too weak to move his arms in more than a feeble flutter, and his head began to swirl. Darkness seeped into his vision again, and his hearing faded.

But a new vision appeared. In the young man’s mind, he saw his mother, with her long, brown curly hair, reaching out to him with open arms. She called out his name. 

Be-own...Be-own.

Her face inspired him and her voice soothed him. His fears withdrew and his thoughts transported from that terrible place. Maybe his death would not be so bad after all, he thought. 

But the goblin was not finished. After slapping Beon awake, he slowly pulled the arrows from his side and leg, causing more blood to spill from his pain-wracked body. 

Weakness took over, and a cold sensation covered him like a large blanket, as Cheltok removed Beon’s jacket, his boots, and his belt. He watched as the goblin leader carefully handed the items to a subordinate.

“Why did you leave, Beon?” he asked quietly. “I treated you well—all of us cared for you like family!” 

The four other gloating creatures chuckled. 

“You were one of us, remember? We taught you to hunt. You obeyed your master’s wishes and all was well.” The
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