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The forest was on fire. Arthan smelled the smoke before he saw it. He had been sleeping in a nest of leaves under a fallen tree. He looked up from his squirrel's bed and sniffed the air. It was coming from the north. 

His first thought was for Salimander. It lie hidden about a mile to the east in a rotten stump, wrapped in oilskin. He threw himself into a run, watching for whatever started the fire. This was no accident. Someone had put the trees to the torch intentionally. That purpose couldn't be good. 

His second thought was for the people of Barden's Bridge. The village was ten houses, a mill and a temple to Avoidos, god of the forest people. Arthan knew it well, having scavenged a good number of meals from the offerings the villagers had left. What did it matter that he ate the small corn cakes and apples? The devotees smiled the next day when their gifts had been taken. 

Arthan met the stream that wound its way to the east. He followed, avoiding the sandy banks for they could be treacherous. The trees pulled back, allowing the water to flow towards the sun. Arthan used the extra space to push on harder. A small nagging voice told him to turn left and head for the village. To the house where Natali lived. 

“I can do more good with Salimander in my hand,” he scolded himself. Leaping over a boulder that blocked his way. Sword first. The beautiful Natali second.

The stream turned south, so he left it. A few more minutes and he'd have his sword. Then what? He wasn't sure what one man armed with a blade could do, but he would do it. He owed the villagers that much. They had left him alone these last five months since—He didn't want to think about what happened before he came to live in the woods like a hermit. 

Up ahead was the stump. He knew every inch of the woods hereabout. It wasn't so much his home as his friend. Arthan did not want to be with other people. Not even the lovely Natali. He was happy to worship her from afar. They had never truly met, never spoken to each other. She may or may not even know he was there in the woods with the squirrels and the foxes, eating what he could catch or steal. Spending the rest of his time sleeping, trying to forget Eldrigan. Forget everything about his battles with sword and ax. About the men who he worked for. 

Arthan stopped as he came to the stump. He shoved his hand straight down into the pulpy wood until his fingers connected with something hard. He tugged, spraying wet wood around his feet. Something long, wrapped in brown, spotted oilskin was born from the wooden womb. Arthan untied the leather thongs and held Salimander high in his fist. Three feet of pure Tharbraxan steel, the blade had been forged by the last of the Narginine Dwarves on a midsummer's eve long ago. It had been a gift from Lady Quarquillom after the victory of Nine Widows. It was the only thing he had kept from his previous life.

Arthan wasted no time, headed in the direction of Barden's Bridge. There was more than smoke coming from that direction now. He heard screams. A horse rushed past him, its rider gone. Arthan might have tried to gain the stricken animal but he didn't want to waste time trying to catch it. The nag fled into the woods as Arthan rushed down the village path towards new sounds. Shouts, more screams, and a weird noise he did not recognize, a low bass buzzing. 

The smoke was thick so he didn't see the first attacker until he was right on him. A short, hunched man, his naked body covered in dark mud, his mane flying about him like broken straw, thrust a short dagger at Arthan. Salimander came up instantly, blocking the blade then rotating instinctively to slash the man's face. The man fell to his knees but Arthan gave no ground. Salimander struck again, ending the conflict.

He paused only a second to flip the dead man over. He examined the face. He did not know this man. He saw his body wasn't covered in mud at all but was dusky in color. The eyes were large and protruding. The cheeks bore strange lumps to either side. Arthan had no more time to note these strange details for another man, almost exactly the same as the last, leapt at him from the smoke.

Arthan was ready this time. He didn't parry the weapon, the same eight inch dagger the other had, but slashed the newcomer across the throat and chest. Down he went, to be finished with a stab and a kick. Salimander came free from the body as the smoke cleared slowly around them.

There were six more of these dark men standing a little ways away, two villagers in their dirty hands. Arthan quickly took in that one was an older woman, the other a man. The raiders had tied their hands behind their backs and were attaching rope collars to their throats. Slavers! Arthan gave a loud battle cry and dove in. Any thought of escape was futile. Better to kill as many as he could before meeting the cold touch of death himself.

Salimander swung outward at the closest opponent. The blade swished through the long dirty hair but failed to meet flesh. Arthan stepped in closer to find his mark in the attacker's throat. This pressing movement left him open to attackers on either side of him. He spun, avoiding one and colliding with the other. The dark man hadn't expected such a move and dropped his knife. Arthan punched the hilt of his sword into the man's head before rolling away. Knives caught in his fur shirt but he swept them away with another arching swing.

Arthan swore at the four men still standing. He wove between trees, trying to draw one away from the pack. The knife wielders stuck together, dodging this way and that. Arthan pulled a pine bough back, letting it smash into unwary faces. Attackers got the full power of the branch, then Salimander across their throats.

The two remaining men moved to either side of their prey, effectively cutting Arthan off from an open path to freedom. They knew their business and came for him at the same time. Arthan judged the smaller of the two the less able and went for him. Shoving his sword fully through the man's belly he spun the corpse about to act as a shield. The second man's knife fell on his comrade's dead back. Arthan drew the sword free, shoving the corpse into his fellow. A second swipe and the other man's head hit the ground as the first dead man struck the leaves of the forest.  

He didn't waste any time looking at these men. They were the same as the first he had met. Instead he went to the old woman who had been pushed to the ground before the fight. Helping her up, he could see she recognized him. “The forest man—”

“We need to get you to safety,” he said cutting her bonds. With her own hands, she pulled the slave collar off and threw it way into the bushes.

“Can you help him?” Arthan asked her. 

“Go, go, there will be others who need your help.”

She was right. He ran deeper into the smoke. He found the first of the village huts, ablaze. There were no people around to stop the fire so it ate the wood and straw structure quickly. Arthan did not see any corpses either. The slavers were taking everyone. He stopped to listen for the sounds many people would make. 

There, beyond the smoke. He made out the crying of children, laughter of a most unkind variety. And that weird, low rumbling sound. It came from that direction. 

This time he did not run, but crept along, allowing the smoke to hide him. After a few more burning homes, he saw a large gathering of people. Most were villagers, tied together. Next to them, several of the dark men were attaching slave collars. One man tried to push the collar away. A fist struck him in the face, then several nasty kicks followed as he hit the ground. Eventually he was draw upright and the collar affixed.

Arthan did not intervene, not yet. The slavers would not kill their new property. There was little risk of death at the moment. He moved to a better spot to observe and prepare his attack. He did not see Natali among the slave line. Had she fled? He wanted to know where she was. He also wanted to know what was making that sound. 

The first question was answered when what Arthan took for the chief of the dark men dragged Natali into sight. The chieftain pulled her by her auburn hair, but had no interest in her as an object of his lust. This was not a rape he was witnessing. Instead, he dragged to her to an object he couldn't quite make out. The dark men all began chanting, “Arachne! Arachne! Arachne!” 

The chief raised a wooden mug, a simple container taken from one of the huts. He raised it in salute then pressed it to Natali's lips. She spit out what must have been a terrible tasting liquid. The man slapped her across the face then shoved the mug at her again. 

Arthan sprang from the cover of the smoke. No longer was he a man brandishing a sword. What charged out of the fire was a large brown bear, fully eight hundred pounds and roaring his displeasure.

Everyone turned at sight of the animal, but the chief had no time to do anything but scream. The bear's massive paw struck downward like a hammer to a nail. 

Throwing the dead man aside, Arthan leapt at another of the dark slavers. His jaws clamped down, then shook like a terrier with a rat. His massive snout released the corpse at two armed men nearby, as his large hairy body became a barrier between the men and Natali. 

The woman screamed, of course, ran from the blood-covered animal. Arthan let her run. When figures moved to block her, he roared then charged, slamming his shaggy body into another slaver. Soon he saw her escape into the trees along with others who were still bound. The villagers would take care of themselves. He had enemies to crush. 

One opponent surprised him, coming from the smoke with a long wickedly barbed spear. The weapon caught him on the shoulder before he swatted it aside in a shower of wood. The metal point had cut through his hide, sprinkling his shoulder with blood. The pain seeped into his brain. He would recall little later as the blood fury took him. The spearmen disappeared in a shower of guts and breaking bones, as he trampled two more slavers. 

The remaining men, half a dozen armed with bows and spears, pulled back to gain space to release their  weapons. Something in Arthan animal brain told him to flee. With a last swipe of his claws along the dusty ground, he turned and ran. Arrows fell on either side of him until he made the cover of the trees. A small part of his remaining human brain wondered where he had left his sword...
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Becoming a man again was never an enjoyable act. The transforming from man to bear happened quickly while the rage fueled him. The return to human form took place when he was tired, sometimes wounded like today. The great beast found a cool nest of leaves and waited for the change. It began by shrinking his limbs, then pulling back the fur that covered his entire body. Arthan groaned as these changes tore through his body. The gaping wound in his shoulder sealed then vanished as he became a man once again.

Rising from the pile of bloody leaves, he looked to the woods. Should he go back for his sword? Should he find Natali? He had little doubt he could deal with any solitary slavers, but if those archers happened upon him, he would wear the slave collar like the rest. At least for a little while. More likely, they would simply kill him.

Arthan headed back towards the smoke. Most of the village huts were long gone, smouldering ruins. The flames from the building had lit several trees ablaze. The conflagration would spread with no villagers around to stop them. The slavers did not care. All they wanted were bodies to fill their chain gang. He was happy to see that long line of chains empty, the villagers fled. 

Arthan scanned the ground for his weapon. He could not recall what he had done with it. When the rage came on, his memory grew dim. Usually he tried to hide it under a bush or in a hole. He looked about for either but the smoke made this difficult. Did one of the slavers have it?

The answer came when he spied three slavers standing around a tree. This surprised him. Why weren't they trying to round up the escaped merchandise? Manoeuvring to see beyond their backs he saw why. Stuck in the trunk of a tree, piercing it clear through, was Salimander. The pommel of the blade, with its simple hilt, stood out at a ninety degree angle from the wood.

One of the tree dark men tried to pull the blade out. He did not so much as budge it. Another tried but the same result. The third man laughed at the other two, speaking in a language Arthan did not know, and raised his ax. The sword would be his but by another method altogether. The ax flew up and chunked a wedge through the bark.

It was a large tree. It would take many minutes to cut it free. Arthan left them to the job he did not care to do. It would be much easier to kill the man who possessed it than do all that chopping himself. His ears picked up a different sound off to his right. He walked through the smoke until he came to two slavers with a cart. In the wheeled vehicle was a villager, bound to four posts inside the cart. Arthan watched, curious what would follow. Were they going to brand the man, marking him as a slave forever? Or was this simply torture for amusement?

One of the men grabbed the villager's head, pulling his mouth open. The second shoved a funnel into the mouth then poured a bottle. Arthan could see there were many such bottles in the bottom of the cart. The dead chieftain had tried this same action with Natali. She had spit out the vile liquid. This poor soul did not have the same chance. After pouring the liquid, the slaver slammed a hand over his mouth, while the other punched him in the gut. Satisfied he had consumed the mixture, they laughed at each other, then babbled in their language. The man was unstrapped from the cart then ignored.

The two men walked away. The villager fell out of the cart, then stayed on the ground, clutching his belly. Arthan waited only long enough for the slavers to disappear into the smoky distance before going to the man. 

“Are you alright?” he asked, trying to help the man to his feet. “What is your name?”

“I am called Balind.”

“Come away with me, Balind. Let's get you somewhere safe.”

The man didn't argue, allowing Arthan to hold his weight. The two men slipped into the trees and moved east. This was the direction most of the villagers had fled. They moved cautiously through bushes and other cover until they were well away. 

“Stop!” said Balind through clenched teeth. “It hurts so much.”

“Just a little farther. We don't want to fall back into their hands.”

The villager dropped where he was. “I can't!” He writhed on the ground then stopped in a fetal position. “I can't!”

Arthan looked around. There were bushes over by a small creek. He lifted the man up in his thick arms and carried him. He could feel Balind jerk as if someone was sticking him with knives. Arthan put him down in a spot where he wasn't likely to be seen. 

“Balind, I must go back for my sword. Stay here until I get back.”

His only reply was another gut-wrenching cry. Arthan ignored his outburst. He had to have Salimander back before he left the woods with the refugees. The blade had been a gift and he did not want to leave it in the hands of such terrible folk. The warrior sprinted back towards the smoke, but aware that enough time had passed for the dark men to have cut his blade from the tree. If he didn't hurry, he might never see it again.

A form leapt at him as he broke through the wispy shadows. Salimander's blade leapt past his nose as he threw himself back. Rolling, he dodged behind a tree. The sword followed, being held in the hand of dark warrior. The strange humming sound came from off in the distance but his attention was on the man coming around the tree. 

There wasn't time to hamask, to change into bear form. He drew energy from the bear god, allowing his arm to change first. The clawed hand swatted the blade aside as his other hairy fist smashed the attacker in the face. The man looked up with surprise as the half-formed beast came towards him. Arthan's size grew larger as the transformation took him. The sword-wielder threw the weapon away and ran. 

Arthan did not chase him. Even though all his instincts told him to kill his prey. Instead, Arthan quieted his body, returning to human form. The quick change back and forth raked his body with pain. He threw up. Wiping the tears from his eyes, he picked up Salimander and said, “One of these days, pig-sticker, I'm going to leave you in a ditch.”

The sword made no reply, of course. It was not a magic blade. It didn't haunt his dreams or require him to steal the souls of his opponents. It was just a sword.

Arthan remembered the day he received it. The Lady Quarquillom had presented it to him after the Battle of Grun-Walden. Six thousand men had died that day but many more would have if Arthan hadn't been their leader. He took the long blade, in its jeweled scabbard, from Lady Q's delicate hands. How he missed those petal-soft fingers! She had been a willing lover, deft and hungry. That had been the real reward that night after the dull dinner with its sword presentation. 

The scabbard was gone now, as was the Quarquillom line in Dargost. Arthan had pawned it for food in the winter following the fall of the city to the Red Clowns of Himo. But the blade he had kept even though a berserker needed no fancy weapon. His hands were daggers, his fist clubs. Still, Salimander, which he had named it after its unusual curved design, remained his, even if the lady who had given it was dead.

Arthan pushed the daydreams aside. He leapt to the woods and followed his own trail back to Balind. It wasn't hard to find him as he was on the ground, heaving  and thrashing about. Arthan looked about for any sign of the dark men but no one bothered the dying man. Was he dying? It sure sounded that way.

“Balind! What ails you, man?” he hissed from cover.

Balind's reply was to lift his head and tilt it at an odd angle. A bleat of pain and terror left his wide mouth.

“Balind! Tell me what to do!”

The man slapped the ground with both hands before collapsing. He lie there for only a moment before getting up. Arthan's eyes opened wide with disbelief. Was this Balind? The blacksmith was a blue-eyed blond. The man who stood before him was a dusky fellow, his hair now ashy. His eyes were dark as was the skin. At his throat was the same strange protuberances he had noted on the dark men. 

Balind opened his mouth but only a hiss came out. His hands came up and he dove for Arthan's throat. A strange wailing spilled from his open maw, a signal to others to come. 

Arthan batted Balind's hands from his throat. “Stop that!” he barked. “Stop it now!”

Balind ignored the command, tried to grab Arthan's arm. The wailing signal grew louder. 

Arthan threw a punch with his free hand. His curled fingers slammed into Balind's chin, making the signal cry falter but only for a moment. 

“It was that stuff they made you drink, wasn't it? They didn't come here for slaves. They came for recruits.”

Arthan heard shouts in the distant trees. He had to deal with Balind quickly or be discovered. One look into those dark eyes told him that the man who had been Balind no longer existed. The sword pommel came up in a fast swing, clipping him on the chin. Balind fell like a sack of meat. Arthan wasted no more time on him. He turned and ran, Salimander bobbing in his hand.

He thought now of Natali. She had had the foul liquid forced upon her. She had spit it out. Would she turn? He hoped not. He also searched the forest ahead for signs of quickly travelling feet. The spoor was easily read and scents were obvious to his bear-like sense of smell. Several people had fled this way. But if he could read the sign so too could the dark folk. He ran faster.

He came across the first body as he sprinted along a creek. A man with a sword had been stabbed to death by spears. The blood from his body leaked into the water of the brook, tinting it a pink color. A minute later he came across another. This time it was an elderly woman. Her throat had been slashed and she lie in a heap that the flies had already found. 

Arthan wrinkled a brow as he ran. He had thought they wanted people to convert, like Balind, but he supposed not everyone. The man had resisted. The woman was old. They wanted young people—like Natali. The rest could die.

The noise of a fight caught his ears as he moved into old growth forest. Here the trees were large, making a cool, damp canopy overhead. There was little cover as the ferns and brush of the forest were choked out by the lack of light. Arthan moved from tree bole to tree bole, hoping he would not be spotted. 

Three of the dark men were harrying a small group of villagers. Three men, a woman and two children. The men were armed with pitchforks and other improvised weapons. The woman was Natali. She had a spear in her hand, taken from some fallen foe. 

The dark men laughed as they circled the six. The villagers watched and rearranged themselves as their foes slowly wound their way around. One of the attackers thrust a spear at a man with a mallet. The villager swung clumsily and was rewarded by a terrible slash across the eyes with the blade of the spear. This was the moment the other two attacked.

Arthan burst from cover, slashing the closest attacker with Salimander. He split the air with a battle-cry that made the other dark men turn. This gave the village men, the two that remained, a chance to meet the enemy with steel. One of the dark men fell with a pitchfork in his back. The second threw his spear at Arthan, who dodged as his own opponent tried to stab him. Now weaponless, the village men went for the slaver with all they had, pulling him down and smashing in his skull. 

This left only the dark man that Arthan had attacked. A parry with his sword and the spear blade was past him. Salimander came up and into the man's chest before he could pull the weapon back. Arthan tore the blade free along with most of the man's intestines. 

But the villager's anger did not stop there. Now they were attacking the small wagon that the three men had left beside the road. The larger men got under the side and tipped the barrel-shaped vehicle over. The wooden sides shattered under the fall, spilling a foul, black liquid all over the ground. A cheer went up. Arthan felt like cheering too but a voice called out.

“Bear man!” smiled Natali, lowering her weapon.

“Arthan, my name is Arthan.”

“I am Natali,” she offered in return. Arthan did not let on he had known that for well over a month. He nodded in recognition. 

“You need to get these children away,” he said at last. 

“First we must tend to Jemmy.” Natali pointed to the man who had been slashed across the face. Arthan could see he would lose at least one eye, maybe both. A rag was wound over his head. “Children,” Natali said, “quick, look for some nubweed.”

The two, a boy and a girl, both around eight or nine, immediately started searching between the trees. It was the girl who screamed when the warrior stepped into the small glade they occupied.

Arthan looked up, wondered how this person could have approached without him hearing. His ears registered a dull humming sound. It grew louder as the tall figure in armor moved towards them. The sound came from the wings that vibrated on the creature's back.
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She had two sets of arms. Each held a bow. Two arrows fired at at him simultaneously. Arthan ducked behind a tree but did not stop watching. Her eyes were wider than a human's, almond shaped, vaguely insect-like. No doubt, she could still see him too.

She hovered about twenty feet up. Arms grabbed arrows from a quiver on each side of her hip. The strings came back, finding two marks in the throats and heads of villagers. “Run!” said someone but no one did. From her advantage point in the air, anyone who ran was an easy target.

Arthan took on bear form, aware that the villagers could see him change. Someone whimpered but he ignored it. He had to do something before they were all pin cushions. This one didn't seem interested in saving slaves for conversion. This was a warrior, one who knew only one thing, death. 

There was no chance of a small tree hiding his giant bear body now. Arthan roared a terrible challenge at the hovering archer, hoping Natali would tell the others to run while he distracted the bee warrior. Two arrows immediately fell his way but he was already on the move, running about the woods watching for something to throw. He selected a log from a pile that some wood gatherer had left in a clump of fireweed. His massive paw took up the twenty pound stump and heaved it upward like a cannonball. The missile flew true but the archer easily avoided it. Another, but no difference. He wasn't going to take her out like that.

More arrows. Her aim was good, taking Arthan in the shoulder and neck. He ignored the pain, began running in a circle. This made it harder for her to peg him but he had another goal in mind. Gaining enough speed, he launched himself at a tree, causing it to fall into its brothers. The archer had no real trouble avoiding any falling timbers or moving branches.. 

Again, he ran up his speed and launched his gigantic bear body at a tree, causing it to collided with the others around it. The archer didn't even bother to move. The falling trees were nowhere near her. She drew her bow back and landed one in his rump. 

He roared and went for another tree. (He was glad to see Natali and the others were nowhere nearby.) Again the timber collapsed under his weight and fell sideways. Time for another log. He returned to the fireweed clump and shot a third chunk in her directions. That moved her to the right. 

With that he tore into a circle again, ripping up moss and stones with his sickle shaped claws. He needed more speed, another turn. Then he threw himself hard against the trees, but this time he didn't knock one over but leapt onto one of the diagonal timbers, before he leapt to the next, working in a tight circle, then another higher ramp until he

































d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png
e
&





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
4 W.THOMAS

SARSHIR

ARMY OF TH( PARK QU€€N






d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/image000.jpg





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





