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			List of Characters

			Aisling: A girl of sixteen who joins Darrow’s band in the forest and who, in battle, hurls stones from her sling.

			Asterux: Wizard who lives in Hexanwald Forest and taught Babette her magic and helps Darrow free the prisoners from the goblin prison. Darrow’s uncle.

			Babette: Eccentric little princess who struggles to read. She escapes from the palace the night that the goblins invade and learns magic from Asterux in the forest. See: Sesha.

			Bekkendoth: Advisor to the king of the goblin nation.

			Belameen: Groopus’ goat.

			Beltar: Great goblin general who leads the army of Globenwald.

			Cebular: Mythical figure who was expelled from paradise and founded the goblin race.

			Cedrick: Dwarf who joins Darrow’s band in the forest and writes the songs sung by Darrow’s men.

			Darrow: Boy from the tiny village of Ael who is small and lame but speaks with beautiful words. Darrow seeks to form an army to free his kingdom from goblin rule.

			Decidus: General who commands the goblin army in the battle of Kelsner’s Plain.

			Groompus: Darrow’s old teacher in the tiny village of Ael.

			Haidus: Mayor of Kelofel, the first village that Darrow’s army visits upon leaving the forest.

			Hugga Hugga: Minotaur warrior who is loved throughout Sonnencrest. Hugga Hugga was freed by Darrow and Asterux from the goblin prison and became one of Darrow’s first recruits. Also known as Hugarious.

			Kaylin: A soldier of fortune who joins Darrow’s band in the forest.

			Kilgo: Locksmith and amateur magician who joins Darrow’s army in the forest.

			King Henry: King of Sonnencrest and the father of Princess Babette.

			Malmut: Goblin king of Globenwald.

			Mempo: Darrow’s younger brother.

			Moakie: Thor’s dragon.

			Naark: Cave troll who joins Darrow’s band shortly after Darrow helps Hugga Hugga and Timwee escape.

			Prince Fenn: Princess Babette’s younger brother.

			Prince Keanu: Princess Babette’s older brother and crown prince.

			Principeelia: Babette’s little bird.

			Qunderfill: The old hermit who lived in the forest. His cabin was the hideout for Darrow and his early band.

			Rildon: Tax collector of Globenwald and best friend of the goblin king, Malmut.

			Scodo: Scorpion man who befriends Sesha (Princess Babette) in the forest. Scodo hideous appearance is a result of Zindown’s curse. He is the greatest warrior Sonnencrest has ever seen.

			Sesha: Upon arriving in the forest, Asterux the wizard changes the identity of Princess Babette to Sesha, the ugly gypsy girl. See: Babette.

			Sir Fenn: Knight who helped found the kingdom of Sonnencrest and brought peace between the minotaurs and humans.

			Telsinore: Evil pirate whose trickery launches the war between Globenwald and Sonnencrest.

			Thor: Old dwarf and blacksmith who provides a home for Babette after she escapes from the palace.

			Three Fingers Frick: Telsinore’s rival pirate.

			Timwee: Dwarf warrior who Darrow and Asterux rescue from the dungeon. He and Hugga Hugga are the first members of Darrow’s band.

			Zauberjungi: The mule who pulls Babette’s/Sesha’s wagon.

			Zindown: The evil goblin wizard.
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	    Evil

			[image: Spider]

		  Evil. Within this simple word lies a vast collection of deeds.

			Many evils are the work of people driven to madness by love or strong beliefs. And for these, there can be pity.

			But what of evil inspired by greed alone? What of those who would steal, use violence, or even kill for nothing more than earthly treasure?

			If such a person holds a low place in your heart, then consider a man—if you could call him that—who would launch a war, sending thousands to their graves with many more dire consequences to follow, all for a few small boxes of precious stone.

			And if the very thought of such a person makes you recoil in revulsion, unable even to consider what good deeds might yet follow, then close this book and return it to its shelf.

			For it is with just such an evil that our story begins.

			[image: ***]

		  In the village of Fildencroft, in the great goblin kingdom of Globenwald, a thin, bony man stood pressed against a cold stone wall. His black hair was greasy and lay flat against his pale skin. On his chin sprouted a pointed beard that was crooked and thin, with white gaps revealing the skin beneath. His gleaming black eyes signaled a dastardly mind.

			His name was Telsinore and he was the captain of a band of brigands that were known as the Tarantula Pirates. The Tarantula Pirates sailed the Trap Door, a small vessel with large sails that transported the band of thieves and murderers with terrifying speed.

			He rubbed a bony finger beneath his nose and peered through the window of a house. What he saw made him tremble with delight. Inside, asleep, lay a very large goblin, who was Telsinore’s target. A dangerous target to be sure, for goblins were by their nature a violent and vengeful breed who sent ordinary humans scrambling for cover, and pirates fleeing for the safety of the waves.

			Twice, Telsinore had tried to kill his victim and twice he had failed. Tonight, success lay mere footsteps away. Tonight, he would kill the great goblin Rildon, the tax collector and best friend of the goblin king, Malmut II. Telsinore would cleverly lay the blame on Sonnencrest, a tiny kingdom across the river from the goblin kingdom. The death of Rildon would surely be avenged. The massive goblin army would immediately march against their weaker and peaceful foe. 

			And when the goblin soldiers invaded Sonnencrest, a great treasure would lay unguarded. The emerald mine. The richest in the world. And the emeralds he would steal would buy Telsinore a great prize. They would buy the death of his rival, the great pirate Three Fingers Frick.

			[image: ***]

			Telsinore hatched his plan, he had expected to make quick work of the tax collector, and for good reason. Rildon was fat—so fat that walking was entirely out of the question. Instead, he waddled, slowly and ponderously, at a pace that would embarrass a snail. Why was he fat? Because he ate many times a day, consuming staggering quantities of food. All day, the royal cooks would slave over their pots, concocting all kinds of stews and puddings and casseroles. Hour after hour, Rildon would eat. And hour after hour, Rildon would cry out for more.

			Next to eating, Rildon had one other pastime: sleeping. Morning naps. Afternoon naps. Long evening slumbers. When he slept, it was well known to all, for he announced his sleeping with a thunderous snore that rattled nearby buildings and drove birds from the trees.

			Telsinore’s original plan was simple. Under the cover of darkness, he scaled the wall and sneaked into Rildon’s bedroom. Lifting the bedcovers, he placed two things on the sheets. One was a note, placing the blame for Rildon’s death on the small, peace-loving kingdom of Sonnencrest.

			The other was Trixie, Telsinore’s poisonous spider.

			But when Rildon arrived in his bedroom, it was not the tax collector who perished. For as Rildon collapsed into bed, his great weight crashing into the mattress, Trixie was crushed, and her insides splattered across the note, making it impossible to read. All that remained was a great black spot that Rildon didn’t notice.

			But there was no time for Telsinore to mourn his beloved pet. He had a job to do. To accomplish his mission, he next chose a simpler method: a bow and arrow.

			For Telsinore, the bow was an odd choice. He was a pirate, a man of the sword. Archers were sissies. His skills might be unpracticed, but how could he miss? Rildon was huge! So, in a tree overlooking the compound wall, Telsinore waited. When he saw his target, he pulled far back on the string and sighted the arrow at Rildon’s heart. Unfortunately, the arrow sailed well above Rildon, through a window, and into the heart of Sindbad, the king’s beloved moondust bird.

			Rildon suspected nothing. But the royal archery instructor was never seen again.

			Was Telsinore discouraged? Not one bit.

			Two days later, a hooded messenger appeared at the compound door. He delivered an invitation from the goblin town of Fildencroft. A great pig roast would be held in honor of Rildon, the royal tax collector and King Malmut’s closest friend. Rildon made immediate plans to attend.

			On the day of the banquet, the goblins mounted their horses for the journey. Rildon, too large for the carriage, was lifted into an open wagon for the trip.

			But when they arrived in Fildencroft, there was no dinner to be had. The confused goblins knew nothing of the invitation. They became anxious, fearing to offend Rildon, who would surely demand new taxes from their village.

			So they slaughtered four large pigs. While the pigs roasted, the villagers plied their visitors with wine. By the time the meal was ready, the guests were so drunk they could hardly hold their forks. By the time the meal was finished, travel was out of the question. They bedded down for the night, which was the key to Telsinore’s plan.

			Finding Rildon was no problem. In the town square, covered by a hooded cloak, Telsinore sat and listened. When he heard Rildon’s great snore echoing through the streets, he followed the sound to the inn where Rildon had passed out.

			Now here he was, pressed against the wall, ready for his third attempt on Rildon’s life. The window was open. Telsinore crept inside.

			Rildon’s massive body trembled and shook with each thunderous snore. Reaching into his bag, Telsinore pulled out a poisoned arrow. The arrow was marked with a yellow sun, the symbol of the kingdom of Sonnencrest.

			Taking no chances, he shoved the poisoned arrow directly into Rildon’s heart. After a few muddled snorts, silence filled the room.

			Telesinore’s plan was complete. The emeralds would be his and his rival would lie at the bottom of the sea. He smiled at the brilliance of his plan.

			“That was so easy,” he chuckled, “it was almost a crime.”

			[image: ***]

			The next morning, the royal guests found Rildon, his unmoving eyes fixed on the ceiling, the arrow deep in his chest. Attached to the arrow was a note. It read:

			Trespassing on the land of Sonnencrest will not be forgiven. Let this be a warning.
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			Vengeance
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			The fog wound through a thick carpet of fir and spruce that colored the landscape in shadows of black and green. From this landscape rose a mountain. It harbored no soil, no trees, and barely a blade of grass. From its foot to its peak was one long expanse of black rock, broken only by a door and a few small windows. Behind the door lay a castle, built directly into the stone of the mountain.

			No walls, watchtowers, or large wooden gates guarded this fortress. A great door was simple and stood at the base of the mountain, but inside was a labyrinth of hallways and rooms, hundreds of them, carved deep into the mountain. At night, when lamps burned inside, the few tiny windows glowed eerily.

			A road passed the castle, barely a stone’s throw away. In the day, when no light shone outward, the castle seemed like no more than a stone, a silent work of nature unshaped by earthly hands. A traveler might walk past unaware that the heart of a great nation lay nearby. But on this day, from this great black rock, a voice boomed outward.

			It was the voice of King Malmut II, ruler of the goblin nation of Globenwald.

			“Smoke! I want to see the smoke from my window. I want Sonnencrest reduced to a landscape of ash!”

			Arms flailing, King Malmut stormed back and forth, his eyes black with rage. Even among goblins, Malmut was especially ugly. His head was large and bulbous, with two tiny eyes set close together and a hooked nose that jutted out far from his face. He was oddly proportioned, with a torso barely as big as his head, and most of his height concentrated in his spindly legs, which gave him the appearance of a very large insect.

			There was no hiding the stresses of the king, for when his nerves began to rattle, he began to sweat. These were no small droplets here and there that might go unnoticed. No, when King Malmut was anxious, great rivers of liquid poured forth. Today, the king was utterly soaked.

			The king’s advisor, Bekkendoth, spoke up in his calm voice.

			“Perhaps, Your Majesty, this whole affair might be a trick. Why would such a small, peaceful kingdom provoke war with the goblins? Really, it makes no sense.”

			“Then who killed Rildon?” the king shot back. “Fairies? Bloodthirsty fairies?”

			A smooth voice cut in, “Your Highness, perhaps we should discuss the plan.”

			Vinton Beltar, supreme commander of the forces of Globenwald, stood before a great map spread out on the king’s table. Tall, with a broad, muscular frame, the commander looked at the king with patient eyes. To Beltar, the king’s tirades were nothing new.

			Beltar was a commoner, an orphan, who began his career as a foot soldier of the lowest rank. But his uncommon courage soon caught the eye of Globenwald’s senior officers. Once in command, he proved a brilliant tactician and a ruthless one as well. He was a legend for his triumph at Cinidorm. Commanding the goblin force facing the army of Tolenbettle, an assemblage more than twice the size of his own, Beltar made a sudden retreat from the battlefield. His soldiers fled madly away into the woods. Hours later, under a flag of surrender, a goblin officer brought Beltar’s sword to the enemy commander.

			“Take it,” the underling told him. “Beltar lies dead in his grave. The army is gone. The victory is yours.”

			The soldiers of Tolenbettle began a great celebration. Music played, wine flowed, and men danced merrily around their blazing fires. Deep in the evening, the merriment faded. The men sank into sleep, drunk and exhausted.

			An hour before sunrise, a great rustling noise surrounded the camp, followed by a hideous battle cry. Out of the blackness stepped the entirety of the great goblin army of Globenwald, swords drawn and torches blazing. Before the soldiers of Tolenbettle could stagger to their feet, the goblin soldiers were upon them. Not a single soldier of Tolenbettle survived.

			Now Beltar faced a new campaign against the kingdom of Sonnencrest. Perhaps Rildon’s death was indeed a trick, but the general did not care. He would have a new campaign. Sonnencrest was a nation of weaklings. He cleared his throat and began to speak.

			“Tomorrow, we march on Sonnencrest. We will need a day and a half to reach . . .”

			The door was flung open and in walked an aging goblin, tall, wrinkled, his long, black robe swishing around him.

			“At last! At last! At last!” he bellowed.

			This was Zindown. His robe was woven with silk that reflected the sunlight from the window. On one sleeve, stitched in green, was a spider with twelve legs and two tiny wings. On his face, the green skin sagged with the deep creases of immeasurable age.

			No one can say just how long a wizard lives. It is a secret they keep to themselves. But it is easily counted in decades, some say even a century or more, beyond the lives of ordinary mortals. Zindown had lived a very long life. But beneath his withered face rose a voice, clear and vibrant, that on this morning lifted like a song.

			The king gave Zindown an icy stare.

			“Your happiness exceeds the occasion.”

			Zindown paused for a moment. “Why, Your Highness, I do indeed mourn the death of poor Rildon. He was a fine servant of our land. It is only the possibility of vengeance that brings excitement to my heart.”

			This was not quite the truth.

			For years, Zindown had conducted experiments far beyond ordinary magic. He had toyed with life itself. His goal was a whole new collection of creatures—terrible creatures that could be used in battle against enemies of the goblin land. These efforts were difficult and drew from him his last gasp of energy. Fortunately, most of the experiments failed.

			Once, he had created a giant stilt crab with long legs that could walk across the land. Its shell would be impervious to attack. It could be ridden by archers, who could rain arrows onto enemy soldiers below them. And, of course, its giant claws could cut an opponent in two with a single snap.

			But the stilt crab bore a temperament unsuitable for military life. Six trainers were snapped in half. Despite Zindown’s pleading, the stilt crabs were put to the axe.

			Another disappointment was the venomous ferret. In Zindown’s mind, a small and speedy mammal like the ferret might be the perfect attack weapon. Armed with fangs and deadly poison, these creatures could be unleashed on an enemy late at night or hurled over the walls of a castle under siege!

			Zindown’s ferrets worked exactly as planned, but there was a flaw he never considered. When mating season arrived, the ferrets attacked one another viciously. Not a single male animal survived and the breed was soon lost.

			Zindown was nothing, however, if not persistent. After many years, he had achieved two successes. They took years to reach adulthood, years to breed, and years to train. It was the work of a lifetime, and now that work would be rewarded. When the goblins marched on Sonnencrest, his creatures would be ready.

			His creations. His magic. His triumph. Now, Zindown could watch his creations dismantle the army of Sonnencrest.

			Beltar continued his report. “Our army will march down the Dalamath Highway. Before crossing the river into Sonnencrest, we will split into three parts to confuse the enemy.”

			“And what of the scorpion man?” asked Bekkendoth. “I hear he fights with the force of twenty men.”

			“Perhaps,” sneered Beltar, “but the others are worth barely half a goblin.”

			Zindown broke into loud laughter. His creatures. Beltar’s genius. This was going to be a beautiful war.
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			The Festival of Sir Fenn
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			While the goblins soldiers readied to march, the people of Sonnencrest had no idea what was in store for them. In fact, at that very moment, a great celebration was underway. Thousands had come to the capital city of Blumenbruch to line the streets and cheer the parade that was in honor of the Festival of Sir Fenn.

			A costumed dwarf soared through the air and crossed in front of the dazzling sun, briefly blinding the crowd who watched his tricks. When he landed, both feet squarely on the head of a troll, the children cheered and laughed.

			[image: Festival]

		  Leading the way were three gigantic trolls who served as platforms for a team of six acrobatic dwarfs. Tumbling through the air from one troll to another, the dwarves landed on heads, shoulders, and open palms. They were dressed in blue and golden silks, and spun through the air like juggling balls.

			Behind the dwarves came a disordered assembly of boys, small and large, pulling kites shaped like monstrous birds with teeth and soaring wings. Each kite depicted one of the celebrated creatures of the Miskerdrones, the mole people whose wizard king rose from the earth to transform ordinary songbirds into monsters, and visit his vengeance upon the surface-dwellers.

			Next came the scorpion man and a hideous creature he was. He was tall with thick shoulders and arms. Atop those shoulders was a round head covered with a dark shell that was backdrop to two unmoving red eyes. His body was covered with black scales; from his back emerged a tail ending in two sharp points. It wasn’t actually the scorpion man, for the great soldier himself was far too shy to walk in a parade. Still, the costumed figure reminded the crowd of the real scorpion man, who was out there somewhere and who would protect them if war ever came.

			At the end of the avenue stood a great platform, adorned in blue and yellow banners of silk. There the royal family sat. Today was a special day because their six-year-old son, Prince Fenn, would read the tribute to Sir Fenn, his namesake and founder of the kingdom.

			The queen rose on her tiptoes, eyes searching the parade route. Far in the distance was Prince Fenn, dressed as a knight, with a silver breastplate and leg guards. He might have been dashing, but the armor was obviously too heavy for the young prince. Under its weight, poor Prince Fenn stumbled slowly.

			And why was Prince Fenn called to perform before the crowd at such an early age? Well, the answer was a scandalous fact, closely guarded and hidden from all outside the palace walls.

			Princess Babette, eight years old and the third of the royal children, could not read.

			And that was only the beginning!

			A tiny girl with bright, curly hair of a color somewhere between red and yellow, Babette cared nothing for the ceremonies of palace life. Her antics were legendary. Bed slippers in the throne room! A pet rat in the cathedral! A frog beneath her brother’s crown!

			At each such episode, the king would howl her name and demand her presence. But the queen would squeezes his arm and whisper, “Be patient, my dear. Even her younger brother comes before her. She will never wear the crown!” No one was happier about this fact than the little princess herself.

			Prince Fenn lumbered up the steps to the stage, stopping now and then to lift one of his heavily armored legs with both hands. When he finally stood center stage, a servant handed him his papers. He raised his eyes to the crowd.

			Now, Babette was ready with her surprise. She would show the kingdom that she could read. She knew the letters and she knew words, but when she looked at the page, the letters moved and came together until they didn’t make sense. But for today’s parade she had secretly lettered a sign—a sign to salute her brother, Prince Fenn. Standing in her chair, she called out to her brother and held a large sign, almost bigger than herself, lettered in her own hand.

			Prince Fenn!

			May his words make us sore!

			She smiled, waiting for the crowd to cheer, but instead a murmur arose and then muffled laughter. Prince Fenn, who could both read and spell, looked back at his older sister with sad eyes. The king turned to Babette, face red, but the queen tugged at his cloak and he knew not to speak.

			Babette looked about, first surprised, then confused, and finally slumped quietly into her chair.

			From the reviewing stand, King Henry X rose to introduce his son. His voice boomed across the avenue.

			“Today, we celebrate Sir Fenn and his lessons which have served our kingdom for more than two hundred years.

			“We celebrate that love and kindness are nobler than violence of any form. And while we respect the bravery of soldiers who defend this kingdom, we know that there is no greater act of courage than the willingness to forgive the wrongdoings of others.”

			As King Henry spoke, the sounds of hoof beats echoed through the street. In the distance, a rider approached. The rider leaned low in his saddle. He wore a strange garment with stripes of red and green muted by dirt from the road. His face was drawn with deep lines and narrow eyes.

			The rider hardly slowed before the crowd and spectators scrambled to avoid the horse’s hooves. When he could no longer penetrate the crowd, he leaped from his mount and fought his way through the crowd.

			“I carry a message! A message for King Henry!”

			The king gave the messenger a stern glance and began to resume his address.

			But the rider would not be denied. All eyes followed his course. At the entrance to the reviewing stand, a soldier tried to block his way, but the rider pushed him aside, rushed up the steps, and before he could be stopped, he dropped to his knee before the king. Bowing deeply, he raised his hands, which held a scroll.

			“Later,” blurted the king. The messenger lifted his face and looked bravely and directly into the king’s eyes, which was a serious breach of protocol.

			But upon seeing the face of the messenger, the king trembled. Slowly, he reached for the scroll and tore open the seal. His eyes darted across the writing before him. His face fell.

			There would be no further celebration. Tightly gripping the message, the king turned, hurried from the reviewing stand, and entered the royal carriage. As the crowd watched in silence, the king disappeared behind the palace walls.

			That night, while the palace buzzed with whispers of war, the king and his generals met to plan their defense. But alone in her bedroom, Babette knew nothing of the tragedies to come. All she could think was that she was glad that she was not queen. “If I had been queen,” she thought, “I could not have read the message at all.”
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			Into the Forest

			[image: Assasins]

			Far from the castle, a few miles from Sonnencrest, the landscape was painted with the colors of spring. On the ground lay a carpet of flowers in yellow, pink, and blue, still moist with the morning dew.

			But nature seldom sings to the deeds of men. Into this bright landscape arose a dark sound, the sound of a thousand footsteps striking the ground in unison, warning of dark deeds to come.

			Beltar’s army had arrived.

			The army halted on the bank of the Nikanobi River. Across the water lay the edge of the kingdom of Sonnencrest. Crowding the far shore were the towering trees of the Pfimincil Forest, and at the other side of the forest lay an open highway leading directly to Blumenbruch and the palace gates.

			Beltar paced along the bank, eyeing the landscape for the telltale signs of ambush or deceit. To protect his army, Beltar divided his men into three divisions. Each made separate crossings. Inside the forest, the soldiers of Sonnencrest would be waiting. To the Sonnencrest army, the forest was a perfect place to lay a trap. But Beltar had crafted a trap of his own.

			One of his divisions would not march through the forest at all. Instead, they would set a trap. These soldiers would board rafts and float down the river to where the forest ended. There they would disembark and march to the road connecting the forest with the capital city of Blumenbruch. Then they would block Sonnencrest’s escape, mopping up the remains of the inferior Sonnencrest army.

			Beltar’s advisors argued that it was a mistake to devote a third of his men to this ambush. These soldiers would be needed in the forest to break the Sonnencrest lines. But Beltar had no regard for his opponent. Sonnencrest might lie in ambush, but they would have to fight. And no army of peaceful farmers could match up to the warriors of Globenwald.

			[image: ***]


			As the last of the goblins stepped into the forest, the pirate Telsinore stepped out from behind a tree. Dressed in black from head to toe, he looked warily to his left and right. Seeing no soldiers, he hurried to the water’s edge. From his shirt, he withdrew a telescope and peered down river and then up. Satisfied that no goblins remained, he waved his hand. From the forest emerged his band of men, oddly attired with long hair, earrings, and strange hats. Behind them, they pulled three rowboats. With hardly a whisper of sound, they were in the water, rowing feverishly upstream.

			Telsinore looked back into the forest. His scheme was working. The goblins had gone to war, avenging the murder of Rildon. With the goblins at war, the emerald mines would be left unguarded. And the emerald mines of Globenwald were the richest in the known world.

			He imagined the gems, filling his boats. He imagined Three Fingers Frick, felled by an assassin’s hand. His ocean would be free of rivals. He, Telsinore, would be the king of the seas. He dug his paddle deep into the water and let forth a great laugh that sent birds fleeing into the forest.

			[image: ***]


			Beneath a canopy of kamilko trees stood Beltar, telescope in hand, surveying the landscape ahead. What he saw made him curse.

			Off in the distance, his soldiers were chasing one of Zindown’s creatures.

			The skriabeasts were fast, ferocious, giant wolf-like monsters with long muscular legs, and they could be ridden like horses. They not only attacked enemy soldiers but ate them as well, a fact that gave Zindown special pride.

			But although the skriabeasts were able to move with astonishing speed, they were proving nearly impossible to control. In the forest, their keen noses found temptation everywhere. Sensing prey, predators, or some mysterious scent, these skriabeasts would bolt from the path, their exasperated riders screaming orders that the hideous animals completely ignored.

			Worse than that was the noise the beasts made. In designing the animal, Zindown had managed to contort its vocal cords so that they neither howled like wolves nor barked like dogs. Instead, when they opened their jaws, they let forth screams, sharp and high-pitched. At first, it sounded something like skreeeeeee, which gave the creatures their name. But a second or two into the scream, their vocal cords began to waver and the tone changed to an ear-splitting, hideous screech.

			Beltar had hoped his army might travel ten miles a day. But his progress had been tormented by delays. Three days into the march, the army had barely traveled six miles.

			Slowness was not Beltar’s only setback. The forest provided perfect cover for an ambush. To avoid alerting the enemy, he had ordered his troops to remain silent. But the terrible cry of the skriabeasts signaled their presence for miles ahead and the low moans of the caged Cyclops unnerved his troops.

			Beltar had wondered whether to bring the Cyclops at all. It was a violent and temperamental giant. Taken in battle from a far-away island kingdom, the Cyclops had been used to hammer tunnels in mountains and expand the caves where goblins preferred to live. Ten feet tall and stoutly built, it possessed uncommon strength. With its hundred-pound hammer, it could demolish solid rock—or a strong stone wall, like the palace wall at Blumenbruch.

			So Beltar loaded the Cyclops and his hammer into a cage. To calm the Cyclops, Beltar ordered three cave trolls to march at its side. Their presence seemed to ease his torments and his moaning became less frequent, but when he did moan, the cave trolls joined in, delighted to be part of the song. Together, they signaled Beltar’s advance far into the forest. Beltar cursed the Cyclops. He cursed Zindown. As he scanned the forest floor, he cursed the cowardly enemy that had yet to appear. He called to an aide.

			“Unleash the ravens,” he ordered and the soldier ran to the cages where the ravens were kept. The ravens were scavengers. They would find the Sonnencrest army and settle in the trees above. Their awful caws would betray the enemy long before the goblin soldiers were actually in sight.

			[image: ***]


			While the Cyclops moaned in the forest, the Nikanobi River rang with a happier noise. It was a song of the sea. And from three meandering rowboats rose a raucous, drunken chorus of joy.

			The life of a simple sailor

			Has no appeal to me

			That’s why I’m a pirate

			As evil as can be

			My life is well rewarded

			By a swig from me keg of rum

			And the treasure I’ve a stolen

			Is a mighty, mighty sum

			Oh, spare me all your pity

			For the hardships of the sea

			The life of a heartless pirate

			Needs no sympathy

			The riches I have squandered

			I could not count them all

			Many places I have wandered

			Some places I have crawled

			No matter where I travel

			I’m ready to do blows

			And when I meet my maker

			I’ll punch ’im in the nose!

			Oh, spare me all your pity

			For the hardships of the sea

			Life for a heartless pirate

			Needs no sympathy

			Cradled in the river’s current, the three boats rocked back and forth as the occupants swayed with the song. Inside the boats were boxes of jewels and their weight pushed the boats deep into the water. In the first boat, balancing himself on the bow, stood Telsinore, dancing a careful jig to the song of his crew.

			Not far downstream, goblin soldiers were loading rafts, preparing for their journey around the forest. When the pirate song reached their ears, they stopped their work and peered upstream. The singing grew louder and when three rowboats wobbled around a bend and into plain view, there were snickers and outright laughter until one goblin officer barked orders and two hundred soldiers mounted the rafts.

			Perhaps those pirates might have mounted a charge had they noticed the goblins at all. Clapping in time to Telsinore’s jig, shouting bawdy insults, they drifted forward, oblivious to the enemy ahead. And when one pirate sighted the goblins through a blurry eye, he stuttered, “G-g-g-goberlings!” which sent a new roar of laughter across the water.

			But Telsinore, in an attempt to see the goblins himself, lifted one leg from his dance and swung round to face the river ahead. This maneuver was too bold for his condition, and he found himself wavering on one foot, his arms spread to each side, clawing for balance. He saw the goblins and his eyes grew large. But before words could leave his lips, he was swallowed by the current below.

			Now the pirates saw their foe. Directly ahead stood a blockade of rafts, manned with goblins, weapons drawn.

			Were the pirates frightened? Not one bit.

			In one boat, the pirates rose at once, raising sabers high in the air with a blood-curdling cry. But no sooner had the charge been sounded than the rowboat tipped over on its side, dumping the crew, its treasure, and an empty rum keg into the river.

			In the second boat, one of the pirates stood at the bow, preparing to strike at the goblins. But instead of reaching the goblins, the boat stuck a sandbar, launching their leader face first into the mud. Alarmed, the crew staggered into the water, tripping, falling, and stumbling into one another.

			And the third boat? Oars pounded the water, but in random directions. The craft began to spin. Some pirates did not bother paddling, instead stuffing their shirts with emeralds. Faster and faster, the boat spun until it collided with goblin rafts. One pirate leaped into the water, but his stolen treasure carried him to the bottom. The rest were lifted by the goblins, one by one, drunk and dizzy, into their rafts.

			Meanwhile, Telsinore was in terrible distress. Though he was a man of the sea, Telsinore was not a very strong swimmer. Driven to the bottom by the current, he bounced randomly across the riverbed, his arms and legs flailing against the water.

			His head struck a rock. His body stilled and gradually floated upward. His head broke the surface of the water. Cool air crossed his forehead and traveled down to his mouth. At the first taste of air, his lungs exploded, disgorging water.

			Frantically, his hands clawed, searching for something to keep him afloat, until they struck a round wooden object too large to grasp. His fingers found an edge, but the object slipped away. He reached up again and realized it was a keg. He clutched the barrel at both ends and lifted his head above the water. Another cough, this one long and helpless, followed. The cough gave way to wheezing breaths. And when the wheezing ended, he peered out from behind the keg to see where he might be.

			The goblins were pulling his crew from the water and tying them with ropes. He scanned the landscape. Not a single pirate escaped. His entire crew was lost.

			But Telsinore was hardly discouraged.

			“A dime a dozen,” he muttered and began thinking of where he might hire his next band of scoundrels. But a more alarming thought crossed his brain.

			“Frick! Three Fingers Frick! Why, that lowly scoundrel has escaped his due!”

			As Telsinore watched the goblins fish the boxes from the river, his heart boiled with anger. His war? For nothing! Frick still ruled the sea.

			These goblins would pay. Not today. Not tomorrow. But an account had to be settled on a day and at a time when fate offered him the chance. His hands trembled as he lifted himself from the water. Steam rose from his water-logged clothes. With a grim expression and a memory etched in stone, Telsinore turned and began his long walk back to the sea.
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			Ambush
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			It was the fifth day in the forest. Beltar was up at sunrise and moved to the head of his column. There on the ground lay a raven, pierced by a yellow arrow of Sonnencrest. The enemy had finally struck.

			Great precautions were taken. A scouting party moved through the dense underbrush, far to the left of the path. Another advanced to the right. Scouts ran back and forth, bringing reports from the trail ahead.

			Up and down his column, Beltar shouted orders, cursed Zindown’s creatures, and urged his soldiers forward. Today, his curses grew louder, for there was a new delay—the mantis men.

			Another creation of Zindown’s, a mantis man, had the body of a man but no hands. Instead, his arms terminated in giant crablike claws. Covered in a hard red shell, these claws could snap a soldier in half so quickly the movement was impossible to see. The heads of these creatures were tiny, round, and, like the claws, covered in a bright red shell. Worst of all was the face. The yellow eyes never moved. Incapable of even the slightest expression, the mantis men were so hideous that Zindown himself was frightened in their presence.

			But while the mantis men were well designed for warfare, they moved with a strange, jerky gait. They lifted each leg one at a time high into the air and then slowly folded the knee until it pointed straight upwards into the sky. At this point, the mantis men froze, not looking left or right but simply pausing. When they resumed, the foot eased forward in a reaching motion that languished in the air until the toes softly touched the ground.

			These trancelike motions disturbed the goblins. They shouted at the mantis men, but the creatures were deaf. Some tried prodding them with sticks, but the mantis men turned to strike. One soldier lost an arm and the prodding ceased. The deeper they ventured into the forest, the slower the mantis men moved.
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			Beltar peered through his telescope. The forest floor had changed. Large thorn bushes, brown and without any sign of spring, rose waist-high from the ground and painted the landscape in dark, forbidding colors. Beltar smiled. No human could penetrate these thorns. There would be no ambush from the side.

			He listened for the caw of the ravens. Only the moaning of the Cyclops reached his ears.

			“Six days,” cursed Beltar, “and we are barely halfway through the forest.”

			He looked down at his feet. Two more ravens lay dead in this path. Yellow arrows had done the deed.

			His enemy was mocking him.

			At that moment, a messenger appeared with news: “The trail is blocked.”

			Beltar hurried to the barrier. Across the trail lay five large trees—huge trees, obviously felled by a mighty axe. No wagon could pass this blockade. Removing it might take days. But passage was no longer a problem. For these trees spoke as clearly as a painted warning: the attack was imminent.

			Beltar summoned the scouts.

			“Move ahead past the obstacle and see what you can find.”

			While the scouts scrambled ahead, Beltar organized a defense. He ordered soldiers to man the barricade. To either side he placed archers.

			But when the scouts returned they had nothing to report.

			Beltar thought aloud. “If they are not ahead on the trail, then where can they be?” His eyes grew large.

			“Tunnels!”

			Soon, goblin soldiers moved up and down the path stabbing sharp sticks into the ground. But all they wounded were mole rats and tarantulas.

			That night, Beltar did not sleep. The Cyclops and skriabeasts were blissfully silent, but the forest sang with coos and mating cries of animals he did not know. So loud were these sounds that the entire army of Sonnencrest might have marched, covered by darkness, directly into their midst.

			Twice Beltar awoke his troops; twice the attack did not come. In his mind, the enemy’s presence was everywhere.

			Morning arrived. Around the barricade and at either side, goblin soldiers gripped their swords and tightened the strings of their bows. Once again, Beltar dispatched his scouts. Once again, they returned with no news.

			The low moan of the Cyclops echoed through the forest. The skriabeasts cried in reply. The forest became a menacing force, almost laughing at a great army unable to see or hear the enemy before them.

			Then, above the din, came a sound Beltar knew all too well. It was the death cry of a goblin.

			A soldier was struck by a yellow arrow, not in his leg or arm or even through his heart. No, the arrow was planted squarely in his forehead, its feathered end pointing skyward to the trees above. The wound was so deadly that the soldier’s scream stopped even before he hit the ground.

			Beltar pulled his sword, eyes still seeking the enemy. A new sound filled the air. And this sound sent a chill right through his toes.

			It was no battle cry. No footstep or clashing swords, no war trumpet or martial drums. The sound was air, rushing air, descending from the heavens above. Beltar lifted his eyes. A thousand arrows burst from the trees, a merciless rain of death that headed straight for his warriors below.

			He had found the enemy—or rather, they had found him. From high in the canopy of the kamilko trees, an army of archers had located their prey, and a terrible slaughter was under way.

			The goblins countered, but their response was pitiful and without effect. Arrows launched upward but fell short of the enemy every time. Soldiers hurled rocks and lances. So short was their flight that surely the enemy laughed from above.

			Here and there, the mantis men, unnerved by the chaos, curled in on themselves and huddled motionless on the ground. Their still bodies made easy targets, and they were the first to die.

			Without any possible defense, the goblins had but one choice. They ran. But the thorn bushes that crowded the road clawed at their garments and tore their skin. Even after they had traveled beyond the arrows’ reach, their desperate flight continued without order or reason. Beltar shouted orders, but his words were but a whisper against the screaming of the wounded and the chaos of retreat.

			How far they might have run, no one will ever know, for it was not exhaustion or relief that slowed the goblin flight. Their retreat stopped for one reason alone.

			Sonnencrest struck again.

			Waiting far down the path was yet another company of tree-dwelling archers. And this second volley of arrows was even more deadly than the first. Once again, the frightened goblins turned and ran, this time back in the direction from which they had come. But there was no escape from this attack, for the path was clogged with goblins fleeing from the first. Soldiers collided, falling to the ground. The fallen were trampled. Dozens were shoved into the terrible thorns. Jammed together on the trail, they made a perfect target for the archers above.

			But Beltar did not panic.

			“Fire,” he ordered. “Set the forest on fire!”

			Soon, up and down the path, the goblins set torches to the dry thicket of thorns. Great flames surged high in the air, moving outward from the road. Plumes of smoke lifted from the ground, forming dark clouds in the canopy above. The archers struggled to breathe and were soon unable to see the ground. Fewer arrows fell, and almost none of those found targets.

			“Skreeeeeeeeeeeeee!” Frightened by the fire, the skriabeasts broke their ropes. They ran down the road and deep into the forest, their terrible screams piercing even the sounds of battle and fire.

			But another cry arose, even louder and more chilling than the skriabeasts. Up the road, marching directly toward Beltar, came the Cyclops, staggering with three arrows protruding from his large eye. Without sight, he swung his hammer wildly through the air, sending terrified goblins scattering from his path. Then his hammer struck a tree and an archer plummeted to the ground, landing with a sickening crack.

			Seeing the dead archer, Beltar knew what to do. Rushing to the Cyclops, Beltar shouted, “Listen to me, listen to me. The archer who has taken your sight cannot escape. There he is—to your right.”

			And with a thunderous stroke, the Cyclops swung his hammer against a tree, sending another archer falling from the sky.

			“To your left! There is the archer who has taken your sight!” Again, the Cyclops struck. Slowly, Beltar guided the Cyclops down the path.
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		  “The cave trolls,” Beltar shouted. “Bring me the cave trolls.”

			When the cave trolls arrived, they followed the Cyclops, hitting the trees with heavy logs. More archers fell to the ground. On and on, the Cyclops raged. Again and again, bodies dropped from the black clouds above.

			Beltar screamed at the Cyclops once more. “He has escaped! The one who took your sight has fled. Come, we will destroy him.” A group of goblins took the Cyclops by the hands to lead him back to where the battle had begun.

			A great black cloud filled the branches of the trees. Looking up, the goblins wondered how these archers could breathe. Some had already fallen. Others cowered above.

			Again, the Cyclops’ hammer struck. Furiously, the monster’s club exploded into the trees. “On, Cyclops,” Beltar screamed. “A Cyclops is more powerful than some coward in a tree. Slam him. Kill him. Destroy him!”

			And with the cave trolls close on his heels, it was not arrows that rained, but the archers themselves. A few archers used their ropes to descend, but they were easy targets for the goblins below.

			When the smoke cleared from the forest, many goblins lay dead. But for Sonnencrest the day was no better. Their soldiers retreated from the forest, hoping to make a stand behind the palace walls. But Beltar’s trap was ready.

			At the mouth of the forest, Sonnencrest’s army met a wall of metal shields locked together in a great semicircle, blocking any path of escape. The scorpion man led the charge, but the goblins were ready, covering him with nets. Beltar followed from behind. The scorpion man cut himself free and disappeared into the forest. He was the only one to escape. No message reached the palace, and King Henry knew nothing of the defeat.

			The army of Globenwald was wounded but victorious. They moved toward Blumenbruch, and a long line of prisoners followed them. They would be paraded through the streets of Blumenbruch in a show of goblin might. And when the goblin victory was complete, they would be locked beneath the palace until the last soldier breathed his last breath, a reminder to every citizen of Sonnencrest that the final remnants of their army remained in goblin hands.
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			The Flight of the Princess
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			If you believe in history, grand events are the work of heroes. But in this respect, history tells little truth. Who are these heroes? They are the product of legend, of tales told over and over, until they tower in size far larger than any real memories of the time.

			The truth, could it be known, is that the largest events are often shaped by the smallest hands. Tiny circumstances, unnoticed by any at the time, grow in consequence until they unleash vast powers, topple empires, crumble armies, and leave the mightiest of monarchs resting in their graves.

			In the kingdom of Sonnencrest at the palace of King Henry, one such event, arising from a simple act of childish mischievousness, empowered the many great deeds that followed.
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			The moon was full and high in the sky as midnight approached. Though the soldiers stepped softly, the muffled drumbeat of their footsteps filled the streets of Blumenbruch. Beltar lifted his hand to signal for quiet. Among the soldiers not a word was uttered. But in the houses that surrounded them, barely a mile from the palace, citizens peered through their windows fearful and certain of the terrible events that would surely come to pass.

			Inside the castle, no warnings had sounded. Few lights shone from windows. A handful of sentries manned the towers. Unaware of the impending attack, most soldiers and citizens lay fast asleep. However, most did not include the eight-year-old princess, Babette.

			Outside the castle, beneath a pear tree, the little princess sat, waiting for an unusual visitor, a rare and precious serenading bird from the faraway island of Annisa.

			The bird was a gift from a visiting prince and Babette had named her Principeelia after an angel in an ancient fable. So precious was this bird and so beautiful was her song that Babette could not bear to keep her captive. With tears in her eyes, she had released Principeelia through a window. But finding no others of her kind in the forests of Sonnencrest, the little bird returned, and every Wednesday night the princess sneaked through a window, departed the palace, and waited for her bird to return.

			Principeelia landed on the branch. Barely bigger than a chicken’s egg, her feathers were a dazzling yellow, accented by blue eyes and a bright red beak. Babette lifted her hands to offer Principeelia the raisins she always brought. When the little bird finished her meal, she hopped back to her perch, opened her bright beak, and let forth her song. Lost in the melody, Babette’s mind wandered to faraway places.

			She imagined herself a sword fighter, a sailor, or even a spy, disguised as a man, whose designs bring an evil kingdom to its knees . . . anything but a princess. Eyes closed, she galloped across a great desert pursuing evil bandits, determined to deliver the punishment they deserved.

			A great thundering clap interrupted Babette’s dream. Sand and small bits of rock exploded through the air, stinging her skin. A small cut appeared on her arm. The dust made her cough and when it settled, she saw a large round stone lying broken on the ground.

			Another stone struck, hitting the palace wall a little farther away. Loud claps began to sound, near and far with a random but more frequent pattern. Trembling, Babette curled into a ball, wondering why such stones might fall from the sky. She reached for a branch and pulled herself into the tree.

			For a moment the stones stopped. Babette crouched in the tree, ready to jump. A great bang sounded and began to repeat with an even rhythm. Next to her tree, the wall shook. After each bang, the sound of creaking wood cried out in response. “The gate,” she realized. “Something is banging at the gate.”

			A great crash reached her ears and the banging stopped. A shrill cry, joyous and evil, filled the yard. A sea of torches floated inside, spreading like milk across a black table. Her tiny hands shook. She climbed higher in her tree. For moments, she simply trembled, eyes closed, too afraid to look.

			When she opened her eyes, she saw wagons and boxes and trees alive with flame. In the stone buildings, great yellow plumes roared from the windows. Strange shadows pulsed chaotically, in a vile and wicked dance. A figure approached. Its face was dark, the light at its back. Then she knew. The goblins had arrived.

			Across the yard, gleams of silver showed the rise and fall of a hundred swords. Bodies dropped to the ground. Amongst the cries, she heard voices she knew—not just soldiers but servants, craftsmen, and even their children. In and out of the palace compound, the goblins flowed, some wearing shirts stuffed with candlesticks and gold.

			Torches approached, five in all. Babette gripped the trunk, trying to make herself small behind the leaves. The torches passed. She climbed higher and stepped out onto the wall. There, a watchtower cast a shadow that concealed her tiny frame.

			A great cry arose. Across the yard, movement slowed. Her eyes darted frantically about, searching for the reason. The torches moved toward the palace. Her eyes rose to the balcony and she gasped.

			There stood her mother, father, and three siblings, bound with ropes, motionless as statues commemorating some unspeakable tragedy. Babette clutched her heart, fearful to look but unable to look away.

			A goblin wearing a black mask climbed to the rail of the balcony and lifted his hands. A high-pitched cheer arose from the yard. Babette staggered backwards. The goblin unsheathed his sword and lifted it high in the air, prancing back and forth across the balcony rail. More cheers, louder. Trembling, Babette stepped back again, but this time her foot stepped beyond the wall.

			When she awoke, she lay on her back, looking up from the ground. She rose. Screams and cheers filled her ears. She was outside the wall, so she turned and ran.

			She had no idea where to run as she took off across the open grounds and into the streets of Blumenbruch. As she fled deeper into the city, the noise from the palace faded. Soon, only the sound of her footsteps echoed in her ears.

			She stopped, pressing her back against the wall of a small building. She had seldom left the palace, and the streets of her own city were strange and unfamiliar. They were empty and cold. She looked left and right, wondering where to go.

			Footsteps. Footsteps pounding rapidly and moving her way. Again, she ran. A goblin voice shouted. She looked back to see a soldier in pursuit. Ducking into an alley, Babette covered herself with trash and listened as the soldier passed barely an arm’s reach away. She feared that her heart might beat too loudly. But the soldier only muttered a curse and walked away.

			Shunning the streets, Babette ran deeper into the alley, searching for an open door or lighted home. The alley branched in different directions. She did not choose. She just ran. She ran and ran until the alley came to an end.

			[image: Babette]

		  A dog barked nearby. She froze. Then her courage was lost. She collapsed onto the cobblestones, sobbing loudly, helplessly, and without restraint.

			It no longer mattered that her sobbing might be heard. She was beyond caution, reason, or any ordered state of mind. She placed her small head in her tiny hands and wept. Minutes passed. A door opened.

			An older man with a cane peered out and whispered harshly, “Who are you? Quiet yourself! Do you want to bring the goblins upon us all?”

			Babette looked up and tried to speak. At first, she only stuttered. But with great effort, she finally mustered these words.

			“I am Princess Babette.”

			The man’s eyes grew large. “Princess! Your Majesty.” Then the man paused. “You cannot stay here. If they find you . . .” He paused again and hung his head. “If they find you here, they will kill us all.”

			These words jolted Babette from her sobbing. Terrible thoughts tumbled into her brain. Leg irons. A dark dungeon. A guillotine. Perhaps the good fortune of a swift sword. She lifted her head, quite unable to speak, and stared at the old man with desperate eyes.

			She was covered with mud, her face bruised, and her eyes desperate and pleading. There she sat, eight years old, helpless against all the forces that conspired against her. For a moment, the old man glanced downward. Then he lifted his eyes to face Babette and spoke in a voice strong and stern.

			“Leave. Run away. You must run far, far away! There is no time to be lost!”

			The door slammed shut. Babette sat motionless, considering the old man’s words. She climbed to her feet, but her feet did not move.

			A minute later, the door opened again. Babette turned to look at the man with hopeful eyes. But the old man did not invite her inside. Instead, he handed her a small cloth bag containing a piece of bread, some dried meat, and a flask of water.

			“Go,” he said, almost shouting. She nodded slightly but remained still.

			“For heaven’s sake, run. Run until you can run no more and then keep running anyway. Do you understand? Run until there is no city. Then hide in the woods. Travel only at night. But run, run, run, as far from Blumenbruch as you can.”

			Babette looked at the man, blinking. The door shut. She ran.
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			She awoke the next morning in a cornfield. The sun was high in the sky. The stalks towered above her. Carefully, she crawled to the end of the row to look out and see where she was.

			The field stopped at the edge of a road. The road was empty and the landscape was wooded, without a building in sight. She wondered how far from Blumenbruch she had run.

			From the cornfield, she watched the road, trembling as groups of goblin soldiers passed. She knew the cornfield was not safe. But she had no idea where to go.

			Carefully, she peered from behind the stalks. She saw a wagon, driven by a small man. His face was wrinkled and what was left of his hair stood in short gray tufts pointing straight out from his head. He had broad shoulders and big hands. As the wagon approached, Babette could sense a kindness about him.

			“That man would never hurt me,” she thought. “He might even help.” But try as she might, she could not find the courage to move.

			The wagon was pulled by two horses. In the back, a dirty white cloth covered a large load. “A hay wagon,” Babette thought. As the wagon passed, Babette looked up at the man. She tried to cry out, but the words did not come. The wagon passed her hiding place, and she knew it was almost too late.

			Where her courage came from she did not know, but she dashed to the road and ran. Against the dusty road, her little feet made no noise. She reached the rear of the wagon and lifted the cloth. As softly as she could, she jumped up and climbed underneath.

			But under the cloth, there was no hay at all! There was a warm, breathing body, enormous in size and covered with scales. It snorted and jostled against her presence. “What is it, Moakie?” the driver asked, but the animal returned to sleep.

			Terrified, Babette prepared to exit, but the sound of new hoofbeats told her to stay. The animal breathed loudly; its skin was covered with hard scales that pushed against her side, scratching her skin, and almost shoving her out the back. Her fingernails gripped the old wooden planks. The great animal turned and there was more room. She lay there shaking, sure that she had made a terrible mistake. But the creature’s breathing had a strangely soothing effect. Her eyes closed, and she was soon asleep.
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			A Desperate Plea
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			The wagon pulled to a stop. The driver climbed down and pulled back the canvas, shocked to see the young girl lying in his wagon.

			“Who are you?”

			Babette blinked against the sunlight. The man was a dwarf. He stared at her, impatient for an answer.

			“Me?” Babette paused, searching her mind desperately for an answer. “Just a poor orphan girl.”

			“You don’t look like any orphan I ever met,” the dwarf exclaimed. “Why, where’d you get that fine nightgown and those golden rings?”

			Babette began to answer, but at that moment the great cloth lifted and the head of a dragon appeared. Babette jumped back.

			“Don’t be afraid,” said the dwarf. “That’s just Moakie. She’s made some mischief a time or two, but she’s a gentle soul.” The dwarf led the dragon to a wooden shed.

			For the first time, Babette took in her new surroundings. To her left stood a small cabin built with wooden planks that did not quite fit together, leaving gaps in the walls. At the shed, where the dwarf had disappeared with the dragon, was an open space on one side. Beneath an extended roof, the wall was hung with hammers, metal tongs, and an accordion-like blower with two handles. Here and there, pots lay scattered on the ground, shiny and new.

			From where Babette stood, between the cabin and the shed, she could see rolling hills and great valleys far below. Far into the distance, she thought she saw Blumenbruch. But here on the mountain, there were no houses in sight, only trees casting their shadows across the dwarf’s piece of open land. Only a faint trace of road connected the cabin to the world below.

			The dwarf returned. “Come, you must be terribly hungry.”

			With those words of invitation, Babette scurried behind the dwarf into the cabin.

			Babette’s mouth fell. Dirty clothes, broken furniture, and unwashed dishes littered the cabin. A washboard lay in the corner, connected by cobwebs to the floor. An unpleasant odor filled Babette’s nose.

			“I’m dreadful sorry for the mess. I wasn’t expectin’ visitors,” said the dwarf. He grabbed a piece of bread and handed it to her.

			“Oh no,” stammered Babette. “It is really very nice.”

			The dwarf threw her a cautious look. “Do you have a name?”

			Babette stammered, “They call me Clarissa.”

			“Well, Clarissa, I’m Thor. Smithing’s my trade. My specialty is pots, though you must have known that already. Thor’s pots, the finest in all of Sonnencrest. Have you heard of them?”

			“Indeed, I have,” she replied, this time truthfully. “We use them at home.”

			“At the orphanage? Hmmm. I don’t recall selling to any orphanages.”

			“They are very beautiful,” replied Babette, eager to change the subject.

			“I thank you,” said Thor with a nod of his head, “but I can’t take the credit to myself. What makes me pots so good is me dragon.”

			“Moakie?” Babette replied, remembering the dragon’s name.

			“That’s right. If you want a great pot, you need strong metal. You want strong metal, you’ll be needin’ a hot fire. That’s where Moakie comes in. She’s the hottest fire in Sonnencrest. But don’t tell nobody. I don’t want them other blacksmiths catchin’ dragons and makin’ better pots. Anyway, that’s why me pots are the best!”

			Thor beamed.

			“But wait,” Thor continued, remembering his first thought. “No orphanage can afford my pots . . .” He paused to add, “. . . Although I have given them away on occasion.”

			“So tell me, which orphanage were you staying at? And I know a thing or two about metal. So just where did you get those beautiful gold rings all fitted to your wee little hands?”

			Babette thought hard. “My father was rich,” she said. “When my parents died, they left the orphanage lots of money. It was far away on the border.” She paused for a moment and then blurted out the rest. “The goblins burned the orphanage. They carried away the other children. I escaped by biting off the hand of one of the soldiers.”

			Babette blushed bright red. She knew she had taken her story too far. Thor looked back, dumbfounded.

			A thousand desperate thoughts raced through her head, but they all seemed wrong. So not knowing what to say, once again, Babette collapsed in tears.

			Thor quickly apologized for doubting her story. “Those goblins are terrible,” he said. “I would have bitten one, too.”

			Babette collected herself and, eager to change the subject, blurted out, “And where do you usually sell your pots?”

			“All across Sonnencrest!” Thor pronounced. “I travel to the market at the foot of the mountains and they come far and wide just to buy.”

			“They even use my pots in the palace,” he added in a solemn tone.

			With those words, Babette’s lips began to quiver, but Thor, sensing her sadness, reached over and put his hand on her arm.

			“I’m a sad one, too, at least about what happened to the king. I heard what them goblins done. I would’ve fought ’em meself but there’s no news up here in the mountains. I hardly knew there was a war ’til the whole thing was over.”

			Thor paused. “He was a great one, that Henry. The greatest I knew.”

			“I know,” said Babette with a shaky voice. “But why were you and Moakie near Blumenbruch?”

			“Ah, that’s a long story, my dear. I’ll tell that one later. Now back to that orphanage. Which one did you say you lived at?”

			Babette searched for an answer and was overcome with shame. The goblins might find her. They might kill this nice old man and his dragon. But she did not know where to hide. Every answer, every action seemed it might lead to doom. There was nowhere else to turn.

			“I was never in an orphanage,” she whispered.

			Thor looked down with a disapproving frown.

			“But before I tell you who I am, you must know that my secret could bring death to us all.” She paused once more. “Even Moakie.”

			She looked up at Thor, her little eyes hopeful and moist. “Will you promise to help? You are my last hope.”

			Thor just blinked. Then, he reached out and put his hand on Babette’s shoulder to calm her shaking body. “How can you speak so, my child? What is it you’re afraid of?”

			Babette lifted her face and spoke.

			“I am not Clarissa. I am Princess Babette,” she answered slowly. “I escaped the palace. The goblins are looking for me. They could arrive any minute!”

			Thor’s eyes opened wide. He paused to compose his words, but he knew what he had to do. For once, he spoke clearly and firmly.

			“For years, I have been a loyal servant to the king and the royal family. It will be my life’s greatest honor to help the daughter of Henry X. I stand at your service, my princess. I stand at your service no matter what danger may come.”

			Babette looked back at Thor with grateful eyes that almost melted him in his chair. Before he could speak another word, she had leaped into his lap with both arms hugging tightly at his neck.
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			Thor and Moakie

			[image: Anvil]

			Weeks later, Babette had become comfortable in her new home. Lying next to the dragon in her makeshift bed, Babette no longer trembled at Moakie’s great snores. But tonight she hardly slept. Thinking she might find rest in the cabin, she rose and tiptoed through the darkness to where Thor slept.

			The door creaked as she peered inside. To her delight, Thor sat in his chair, bent over, peering through his glasses at the handle of a pot. He looked up.

			“What can I do for you, my dear?”

			“I can’t sleep.”

			“Well, do you need another blanket or more straw in your sack?”

			“How did you find Moakie?” Babette asked.

			“Well, that is quite a story, young miss. I doubt you have time to hear it all.”

			But before he could say more, Babette was in his lap, arms folded and waiting. And so, Thor told his strange story.

			“Well, almost twenty years ago, a dragon lived just across the border in a mountain not far from this very cabin. The dragon was a fearsome beast. Her trips into the countryside terrorized the villages.

			“The king sent soldiers . . .”

			“Grandfather?” Babette asked.

			“No, no, just across the border in Berglegenfeld. Anyway, these soldiers never came back. And you can imagine, the king was desperate for help.”

			“So what did he do?”

			“He did what any king would do. He offered the royal treasure and the hand of his daughter to any knight who could slay the dreaded beast.

			“Far from here and there and yonder, these knights poured in, all wantin’ that reward. One after another, they trotted by with their shining armor and glittering swords. And ever’ one called on that dragon to step out and fight.”

			“Did they kill it?”

			“Well, no. Not a one of ’em. That dragon would simply go to the mouth of the cave and blow. That was it. Just . . . blow. One puff and all that remained was a pile of stinking ashes and some blackened armor.”

			Babette’s eyes grew wide. “Is the dragon still alive?”

			“You are gettin’ ahead of me story. Anywho, at first, the dragon loved these battles, if you could call them that. But those knights just would not stop.

			“No matter how many she killed, more kept coming, each one certain that he was braver and stronger than the rest.

			“Well, after a while the dragon got tired of these knights. They were no challenge at all. She hated the awful smell of burning knights that drifted into her cave. So, as new knights appeared, she ignored them. Soon, the knights were leaving discouraged but alive. The dragon simply refused to fight.”

			“Did she still eat the people?” Babette asked.

			“You bet. But that knight business had just gotten old. Then, one day a new knight arrived.

			“His name was Welbourne and he made quite an impression. His armor and lance were forged with shining silver. His sword was laced with gold. And he was so handsome that the princess ran straight to the church to pray that he would succeed!

			“When he first approached the cave, he did something different. He took off his armor and dressed like a common peasant.

			“Instead of going to the mouth of the cave, he hid in the bushes and watched. He watched when the dragon entered and watched when she left. He did this for months.

			“Back in the town, even the princess had forgotten this knight. But every day, he dipped his quill in his bottle of ink and wrote down when that reptile came and went. When he figured he finally understood the dragon, he made his move.”

			Babette’s eyes grew big.

			“One day, the dragon returned from an especially long trip. When she disappeared into the cave, the knight gathered brush and broken limbs from the mountainside and piled them high outside the entrance to the cave. He added fallen logs, and when the pile was large enough, he stepped back to take a look. He threw a handful of sand into the air. The sand blew in his face, so he waited.

			“He stood there for most of the night. An hour before sunrise, he felt a breeze blowing in the direction of the cave. Welbourne stepped out of hiding and stood ready, just like all the knights before him. Then he screamed, ‘Come out, you cowardly cave lizard!’”

			Babette burst out laughing.

			“Not a sound came from the cave.

			“‘Don’t hide from me, you pathetic imitation of a slow-witted crocodile!’

			“Again, nothing but silence.

			“For almost an hour, that Welbourne screamed one insult after another and, of course, the dragon heard him clearly. But she kept thinking of that awful smell of burning knights. She tried to go back to sleep, hoping that stupid knight would go away. Finally, that dragon got up and waddled toward the mouth of the cave.

			“‘I know the truth of your cowardly soul,’ yelled Welbourne. ‘You are no dragon at all. Those knights were killed by bears and lions while you trembled at the bottom of a puddle in your cave. Come out or I will send in a hungry poodle to rip out your cowardly heart!’

			“Well, the dragon knew a thing or two of chivalry from fighting so many knights. That insult was really too much. Waddling toward the opening, she took in a deep breath of the night air. And when she blew, the fire exploded through the mouth of the cave.

			“The flames struck the brush and a giant bonfire erupted. A strong wind blew the smoke and hot air into her face. Coughing, she turned, waddling to the back of her cave. The wind blew harder. Deeper and deeper, smoke poured into the cave. The poor dragon could hardly breathe. She fell to the ground and there she found more air. But the wind kept blowing and the smoke kept coming.

			“Finally, the dragon lay dead, done in by her own fire.”

			“I think that knight cheated,” proclaimed Babette with a frown.

			“That may be,” Thor responded. “But it did not stop him. When the fire was all burned out, Welbourne swept away every single ash and buried it in the nearby sand. At the entrance, he scrubbed the stone to remove all evidence of fire. Then he walked to the creek to bathe and shave, for after so many months in the bush, he hardly looked like a knight at all.

			“When he had his armor back on, he walked into the cave and cut off the dragon’s head. Then he climbed on his horse and went back to town, dragging the dead dragon’s head on a rope behind him.

			“Inside the town, Welbourne had been long ago given up for dead. As he entered its streets, the townspeople came out of their houses, cheering his name. Welbourne lifted his bloody sword high and the sun sparkled on his armor.”

			“Did he marry the princess?”

			“You bet he did,” said Thor as Babette frowned.

			“And after many nights of celebrating, he left with his bride and lavish treasure, never to be seen again.”

			“But what does this have to do with Moakie?” Babette asked, remembering her question.

			“Days later, I was searching the mountain for ore. A blacksmith always needs ore. And as I was passing that same cave, I heard crying.

			“It seems that the dragon had two young ones, and Moakie was the runt. When the smoke entered the cave, the bigger of the young dragons could not lie close enough to the ground to avoid the smoke. But little Moakie curled up in a hole and survived.

			“So I cleaned Moakie off and took her home. I cared for her and raised her. She is my partner, my companion, and . . .” Thor paused to smile . . . “the reason I make the best pots in Sonnencrest.”

			“But why do you take Moakie to town, hidden in the wagon?” asked Babette.

			“It’s her teeth,” Thor responded. “Breathin’ fire is tough on the teeth. After a while, they start to turn black, and if I don’t scrub them clean, they’d soon be full of holes. I cleaned them best I could in years past, but these old hands just can’t do the job anymore. A friend in town does it, and I was headin’ to see him when I heard that the goblins took the palace.”

			With her head full of knights and dragons, Babette wished Thor a good night, and made her way carefully back to her bed. She snuggled close to Moakie and fell right to sleep.

			[image: ***]

			The next day, Babette helped Thor and Moakie by carrying wood to the workshop. When evening came, she returned to the woodshed to sleep next to Moakie. As was his custom, Thor rose with the sun and was surprised to see that Babette was not up. He went to the woodshed and found that Babette was still fast asleep. Beside her lay a brush with blackened bristles.

			Moakie lifted her head and smiled. Every tooth in her mouth was a gleaming white.
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			Babette’s Trip to the Forest
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			Thor’s hammer struck hard and orange sparks exploded into the air. Across the mountainside, a dull clang echoed with a slow, steady beat. The old blacksmith paused, looking down at the iron handle taking shape, and wiped his forehead with the sleeve of his shirt.

			Then he heard what he had been dreading for days.

			Hoofbeats.

			He wiped his hands on his apron and glanced quickly around the yard. Babette had gone. She and Moakie had left to explore one of the mountain trails.

			Thor had warned against these trips. Babette would hop on Moakie’s back and off they would go. There was no telling when or where the goblins might appear. Staying close to the cabin was safer. At least that is what he had thought.

			The old blacksmith stood quietly running his hand over the stubble that topped his head. The sound grew closer. Atop an old horse sat a youthful goblin. He dismounted, barely nodded at Thor, and walked straight into the cabin.

			Thor heard his table crash against the floor as the goblin overturned it and a metal plate rolled out the door. The goblin was back in the yard in seconds. He walked to the workshop and, after a quick inspection, he turned to the blacksmith.

			“Have you seen a girl? A small girl with red hair about seven years old.”

			“Wha-wha-what girl?” Thor sputtered. He paused, looking for words, and muttered nervously. “There’s nobody but me up here.”

			The goblin eyed Thor sternly but did not answer. He turned, mounted his horse, and rode away.

			For ten long minutes, Thor watched the trail. Then he hurried down the mountainside to deliver a message in the village below.

			[image: ***]

			A few days later, Babette was carrying wood to the shed when she heard a horseman approach. As Thor had instructed, she dropped her load and ran to the forest, burying herself in a thicket of bushes. From her hiding place, she could see the cabin and the trail.

			Into the clearing came a single horse. The rider was a young man, a boy really. He wore no shoes and rode bareback. Thor hobbled from the workshop to greet the rider. The rider nodded and smiled, but Thor was speaking quickly, his hands moving as he spoke. The boy’s eyes grew large. He shook his head firmly, refusing whatever request Thor had made. But Thor reached into his pocket, pulled out coins, and placed them in the boy’s hand. Still, the boy shook his head and tried to pull his hand away. But with the boy still on the horse, Thor grasped his wrists and shook him.

			As Thor spoke words that Babette could not hear, the boy froze. He looked down at the coins, as if they were a terrible curse. Then, with a grim expression, he stuffed them into his pocket and galloped back down the path.

			[image: ***]

			Thor could not bear to tell Babette that she would have to leave. And he could not bring himself to stop her trips with Moakie. Every afternoon, after work, Babette would climb on Moakie’s back for a ride across the mountain trails.

			One afternoon, on one such ride, Babette and Moakie arrived at an open meadow. There, Babette and Moakie launched into a game of hide-and-seek.

			Moakie, of course, had no talent for hiding. There was simply too much dragon to conceal. To help Moakie, Babette always counted slowly, loudly, and to at least twenty-five. But this time, when she reached the final number and opened her eyes, instead of Moakie’s bulk, she saw something much, much more terrifying.

			There, before her, stood two goblin soldiers on horseback.

			“What do you think?” asked the younger goblin with a smile.

			“Probably not,” answered the other. “But you never know.”

			Babette, eyes wide, began slowly stepping backwards toward the trees at the edge of the meadow. As she did, the two riders dismounted and moved carefully toward her.

			“Don’t be afraid, little girl. Just a quick trip to town and you’ll be back in no time,” said the older goblin, reaching out his hand to Babette. Babette kept moving, closer and closer to the trees.

			“Easy, girl. No one wants to hurt you.” The goblins stepped faster. Babette kept pace, peering over her shoulder, eyeing her escape.

			Babette was at the edge of the meadow, ready to run, but as she turned, her foot caught a root. She fell backwards into the brush.

			The goblins leaped forward. But before they reached the princess, they met a surprise. Moakie’s large green head appeared from behind the bushes. A great ball of fire exploded from her mouth. Seconds later, all that remained of the goblins were two piles of ashes on the burning grass.

			Babette staggered to her feet and for a few seconds only blinked at the spot where the goblins had stood. Then she turned and gave Moakie a great hug around the neck. “Moakie, you are my true savior! I was dead for sure,” cried Babette. Then she quickly mounted the dragon, and Moakie galloped down the trail to the blacksmith’s cabin.

			In the cabin, Babette explained what had happened and Thor shook his head in dismay.

			“We’ll need to find you a new home,” he told her in a low voice.

			Babette wanted none of this news. She loved her life in the mountains far from the cold palace walls. She pleaded with Thor to let her stay.

			“I will never leave the cabin,” she promised.

			“I will wear disguises.”

			“I will clean Moakie’s teeth every day!”

			Thor just shook his head sadly and continued with his work.

			[image: ***]

			A week later, Babette sat with Thor, sharing breakfast in his cabin. No more goblins had appeared. Thor’s words about leaving were almost forgotten.

			She looked up at the old dwarf.

			“Were you ever married?” Babette asked.

			Thor looked away and did not answer.

			“What happened to her?” she asked.

			“That’s a long story, child. Now, off to work for both of us.”

			“Please tell me.”

			Again, Thor was silent, but he could not refuse the little girl. He started slowly.

			“We lived in a village down the mountain, and in those days, I made swords. One day, I returned from the market with a lot of money. A robber followed me home. When I left to get firewood, he entered the house.”

			“And what happened?”

			“He robbed me. When my wife tried to resist him, he killed her with a sword made by my very own hands.

			“That’s when I moved here to the mountains. I swore that I would never make a weapon again.”

			Babette gave Thor a long hug.

			“You are right,” she said. “There is nothing good that can come from a sword.”

			[image: ***]

			That afternoon, Babette returned to the cabin. Thor was polishing a new pot. Babette hopped up on a box and looked at the old dwarf.

			Thor thought Babette might be sad from the story about his wife, so he offered her a story that he was sure would make her laugh.

			“Did I ever tell you how Moakie set fire to my peacock?”

			Babette did not hear. Her eyes were glazed over and she was staring through the window.

			Thor rose and scanned the clearing. There was no sign of goblins. But his old ears heard music. It was a delicate, beautiful song.

			A tiny yellow bird fluttered in the doorway.

			Though the bird was small in size, her singing was loud and joyous. Now Babette trembled, her face without expression as if lost in a dream. She lifted her hand and held out one finger.

			Principeelia eased herself on to her perch.

			As the little bird sang, Babette began to sob in happiness at seeing her beloved bird. Thor’s eyes moved from Babette to the bird and back again, unable to find meaning in these events. Then he noticed something strange.

			“Babette, the paper on her leg. What does it say?”

			Quietly, Babette placed Principeelia on the table and unwrapped the wire. A small piece of paper fell.

			Thor took the paper, unfolded it, and tried to read the tiny handwriting. Making a face, he pushed the note back to Babette.

			“I can’t read,” Babette said, her voice quiet and flat.

			So Thor rummaged through a box until he found glasses, smudged and with one broken lens. He held the note high to catch the light of the cabin window and read aloud:

			“The journey is dark. The journey is long.

			But there is magic in the yellow bird’s song.

			Principeelia will be your guide,

			Follow now, remain at her side.

			Long live the kingdom of Sonnencrest.”

			“What does this mean?” asked Babette, suddenly thinking of her family.

			Thor knew the meaning of the note. Struggling, he spoke, almost gruffly, to the princess.

			“It means that you are not safe here. It means you are to follow this bird into the forest on a long journey to meet a wizard. The wizard has magic that will protect you.”

			Babette looked back, eyes wide.

			“Who is this wizard? What will he do to me?”

			“I have never met this wizard, but he is known throughout Sonnencrest. His name is Asterux. His magic is as beautiful as it is strong. He is the one person who can make you safe.”

			“You will go with me?”

			“I cannot. This is a journey that you must make on your own.”

			“I won’t go!”

			It was more than the danger that Babette feared. She didn’t want to be a princess. All she wanted was to be Thor’s daughter, to help him make pots and play on this magical mountain with her beloved Moakie. But Thor spoke sternly and with an authority that Babette had never heard.

			“Sometimes our lives are guided by a larger hand. Sometimes the paths we travel are not ours to choose. Hear me, child. Go!”

			“I won’t,” Babette whispered, stunned by Thor’s strange words. But Thor did not hear her reply, for as she spoke, Principeelia began to sing.

			This time, the tiny bird changed her song. Her low whistle took on a slow rhythm, haunting and strange.

			Suddenly, Babette was silent. Without the slightest expression, she rose to her feet.

			All questions, all fears, and all concerns disappeared from Babette’s mind. All that remained was the song, a song that called her forward. Principeelia was outside the doorway, inviting Babette outside.

			Babette turned without speaking. She gathered some bread and an apple and folded them into a blanket. Thor took his old coat and wrapped it over her shoulders.

			For a moment she paused. She leaned down and, almost mechanically, gave Thor a short hug. She stepped outside and did the same to Moakie, who could sense that she was leaving and tried to follow. But Babette turned her head and did not look back. Confused, Moakie remained still.

			The bird, still singing, fluttered slowly down the trail, pulling Babette in her wake.

			For two days and two nights, Babette walked across the mountain trails, unaware of the world around her. No danger of any kind crossed her mind. She felt no hunger or weariness. On the third day, Babette entered the treeless plain, still guided by Principeelia’s song. She didn’t speak a word and slept very little, only a few hours before each sunrise. Along the way, she found fruit and nibbled at the bread she carried in her blanket. All thoughts of family and Thor and Moakie and her new life had fled from her mind.

			On the fifth day, she walked into the dreaded Hexenwald Forest. With calm and steady steps, she continued, her mind lost in the little bird’s song and the magic of a wizard who waited at her journey’s end.

			Not far into the forest, she found a basket with bread and cheese, and she finally stopped to eat and rest. When Babette rose to her feet, Principeelia led her through a forest so dense that the sun was blocked by the trees. One day into the forest, she came to a stream, where she stopped and drank deeply. She followed the stream until she came to a huge tree, a bififilous tree that towered above the rest of the forest. From there, she left the stream and veered from the trail onto a smaller path that climbed high into the hills. Thorns tore at Babette’s clothes. Her feet were bruised and covered in cuts and scratches, but she felt no pain. She did not tire. She uttered not a sound.

			At the end of the sixth day, she suddenly felt cold. She looked down and saw she was standing in a stream. She collapsed into the shallow current and drank deeply for a long time. When she lifted her head, she saw a cabin. In front of the cabin stood a small round man with a bald head and bushy eyebrows. Something about this man told Babette that she was safe, for glowing in his face there appeared to be the hope and peace of the entire world.

			“My princess,” he said softly. “You are a brave little girl who is surely tired from this journey. Come inside and rest.”

			All at once, Babette was overcome with fatique and her body crumbled toward the ground. But the wizard reached out his hand and when she touched it, Babette felt love and kindness that gave her strength. She pulled herself to her feet and stumbled into the cabin.

			Inside, Babette fell into a chair. Principeelia landed on the table and collapsed on her side, no longer able to stand. The wizard looked at Principeelia and spoke.

			“You are a gallant heroine, my little bird, but do not sleep so soon.”

			At that moment, the sound of another Annisan serenader filled the cabin as a handsome male bird lit on the windowsill and launched into song. Principeelia looked upward, unable to find her feet. But her prince was a patient suitor. He dropped to the table and stepped sprightly in circles around Principeelia, repeating his song.

			For a long time, Principeelia could only look. But her prince did not waver. She found her feet, clumsily at first, but with growing strength. Struggling, her wings fluttered and she entered the air as her suitor circled with dips and spins that Principeelia could not return. Then she found her voice. As she fluttered clumsily, she returned his song and the two joined together in a stirring chorus of joy. The male bird flew through the window. Principeelia hesitated, looking back at Babette and then at Asterux.

			Babette blinked and her bird was gone.
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			A Room Full of Light
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			When Babette awoke, she found herself on a bed in a room filled with strange and magical objects, each more wondrous than the next.

			From the ceiling hung models of stars, planets, clouds, birds, butterflies, and creatures that Babette had never imagined, much less seen. One of these was a round creature, covered with spiny hair, with circular wings and eight short legs that swayed in the breeze. Unfortunately, it hung directly above Babette’s bed. When Babette awoke, the bright red eyes of this creature were the first things she saw. She screamed and pulled the blanket above her head.

			Asterux was there in an instant with reassuring words. “Don’t be fearful. It’s only a stuffed koowik! She can’t hurt a thing.”

			Babette pulled down the blanket only slightly, inspecting the kindly wizard. His eyes, tiny and almost lost in his large face, twinkled brightly. What made him smile so, Babette could not possibly imagine. She lowered the covers and pulled herself up.

			“Where am I? And who are you?” she asked, now glancing back at the koowik with a sly smile.

			“I am Asterux, Your Highness. I stand here in your service and that of your kingdom.” Asterux gave a great bow. “You are at my cabin, deep in the Hexenwald Forest. I am a wizard and you have been sent here for protection.”

			Babette looked concerned. “Are the goblins still after me? Can they find me here?”

			“The goblins will never find you, my princess,” he replied, his eyes sparkling again.

			“How can you know?”

			“Because when they find you—if they find you—it won’t be you they find.”

			Babette blinked. Asterux made no sense, but Babette was so distracted by her surroundings that she barely noticed.

			“What will I do here?” she asked, eyeing the ceiling with interest.

			“My dear, you have powers that you do not know. One day, you will walk out of this cabin and into the forest and undo the goblin rule.”

			Babette’s heart sank. Battles and kingdoms again!

			“And how will I do all that?” she asked, annoyed to be reminded once more of that awful crown.

			“My dear, you are about to learn the wizard’s trade.”

			Babette’s eyes grew wide and for the first time a little smile emerged. Magic. That could be fun.

			“For a time, you will be my student. I have no magic to give you, for these powers can neither be given or taken from you. But I can help you find what is within your own reach. Those skills can shape the world around you, as the world around you has shaped you. It will be the hardest work you have ever imagined. It will require patience and perseverance you may not imagine you possess. But we only have a short time, so we must start quickly. ”

			“How long do we have?” asked Babette.

			“Merely ten years,” replied the kindly wizard.

			“Ten years!” exclaimed Babette. “That’s hardly a short time at all! That’s a lifetime!”

			“And like a lifetime, it shall pass in what will seem like the blink of an eye,” replied the wizard. “Now come with me.”

			She turned and looked straight into Asterux’s eyes.

			“No magic is going to make me a queen.”

			“Did you consider, my dear, that you may already be the queen, whether you like it or not?” Asterux asked with a smile. He stared hard at Babette’s face. “Before we go, I’m afraid we need to make some changes.”

			Before Babette could fully consider those words, the room went dark. From the darkness exploded a display of tiny lights as dazzling as the stars in the heavens. Babette covered her eyes against the brightness. Slowly at first, but with increasing speed, the room began to spin. Babette sank to the floor, burying her face against her knees, and wrapped her arms tightly around her legs.

			As the room reached a terrifying speed, the princess wondered if the cabin might be launched high into the sky, never to grace the earth again. A great hum echoed in her ears; above the hum, she could hear a voice—Asterux’s voice—chanting, almost singing, strange words she could not understand.

			Those words were followed by a thunderous noise that shook the cabin and bounced Babette into the air. Before she landed, the room exploded in a final flash of lights. Darkness followed by. The room was quiet.

			When the princess opened her eyes, the first thing she saw were toes. They were fat, thick, and short. She was about to laugh at whoever had such ugly toes, until she realized that they were connected to her feet. She raised her hand to touch her hair and found that it was coarse and inky black. Her fingers, also stubby and short, touched her face and found a new nose, long and pointed, a bit crooked and surely quite ugly.

			“A witch,” thought Babette. “He has made me a witch! He is not kind at all!”

			Asterux interrupted her thoughts.

			“The goblins will search every inch of the forest for Princess Babette. But they will never look for Sesha, the young gypsy girl.”

			The wisdom of Asterux’s plot began to dawn on her.

			“Sesha. A gypsy girl.” Babette grew delighted at the thought. A sly smile crossed her face. Before she could say a thing, Asterux was walking through the door to the next room.

			“Come, Sesha, we have work to do.”

			Babette paused for a moment, then she hopped to her feet and paused again.

			“Asterux.”

			“Yes, my dear?”

			“There is something you must know. Perhaps I can never learn magic at all. I cannot read.” She searched Asterux’s face, wondering if he would change his mind about teaching her.

			Asterux smiled at the princess. He already knew.

			“My dear, you don’t have to worry at all. You will not find this magic with your eyes. You will find it in your heart.”

			The princess followed him to the next room, leaving the name Babette behind.
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			Sesha’s Magic
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			On Sesha’s windowsill lay a moonflower seed—the same moonflower seed that had been there for four years. Sesha sat in a chair, staring at the seed, just as she had done every day for four years, as she tried—and failed—to find the power to open the seed.

			The power, as Asterux explained, came not from strange potions or mysterious powders. It had little to do with words, although more difficult magic would require a language she did not yet know. This magic was different. It was a power Sesha would have to discover inside the deepest recesses of her soul.

			To begin her search, Asterux offered a simple instruction.

			“Remember all those who treated you with kindness and love. Remember their deeds, each of them. Consider them. Cherish them. And from those deeds, you will find a power within.”

			Indeed, this task was easy, for in the life of a princess there are many such deeds to remember. Through Sesha’s mind passed a grand parade of people who lived in the palace and who, eager to please, had helped her, praised her, and encouraged her. For many weeks, she thought of these deeds and they made her feel good. She thought of Thor, who had saved her life, cared for her, and sent her to live with Asterux in the forest. She thought of her mother, who always understood that she was not like the others and protected her from the king. She thought of Hugga Hugga, the great but kindly Minotaur who gave her rides as a child. She thought of Asterux himself. And when she thought of these things, she felt a glow inside and that glow made her strong.

			The next step was harder.

			“Sesha,” Asterux told her, “now you must think of all those who have hurt you, who have given you small offenses, and who have caused you annoyance, and worse, pain. You must consider them all. You must understand them. You must understand the weaknesses and hardships that gave rise to their deeds. Then you must care for them. You must love them. And when you are able to love them, you must forgive them.”

			Sesha had lived the life of a princess. Who at the palace would risk bringing harm or insult to a young royal? So the annoying deeds were few, and Sesha wracked her brain to remember them. There was an episode with her brother, Prince Keanu. She had stolen his crown and hidden it behind a dung heap in the stables. When he found out, he painted her name on the wall of the cathedral. The king knew exactly who did this or so he thought. He raged at Babette and punished her severely.

			But forgiving Keanu was easy. The whole matter was her fault from the start. So she thought of the goblins who tried to catch her in the meadow and she forgave them, but that was easy because they did not know her and were merely doing their jobs. Catching her would make them heroes, and Sesha could easily imagine herself in their place.

			After much searching, she could find no more, so she went to Asterux.

			“No one insults a princess. I have endured few hardships or wrongs. I can forgive the small deeds, but the forgiveness is too easy. There is no power from that.”

			Asterux thought for a long time.

			“I had not considered this problem. But you are right. Not having these small offenses will make your next challenge even harder. You will have to find strength for the final step. Think of your greatest pain in your life, think of its source, think of the one individual above all others whose wrongs have hurt you in a deep and lasting way. Consider him, understand him, and forgive him.”

			So Sesha went back to her room and she immediately thought of the goblin, the executioner, who had held the sword on the balcony as her family awaited their fate. When she thought of this goblin, she felt hatred.

			How could anyone, even a goblin, raise a sword above her family before a cheering and heartless army? How could she possibly love or forgive this creature? No matter how she tried, she failed.

			After months of trying, with no success at all, she went to Asterux and told him that her magic would never come. But Asterux was nothing if not patient and spoke these words: “What brings someone to commit acts of violence? Understand the life that stands behind their terrible deeds. Understand the burdens those deeds become. And if he bears no shame, pity him all the more because he has lost the goodness that is the true magic of life itself. Search your heart. Look deeper. It is there. And when you find it, you will find compassion and understanding, even for the executioner.”

			For months, Sesha thought of the goblin with the sword. She thought what it must be like to lift a sword to take the life of another—perhaps each and every day. She wondered what lived inside of him and what must have surely died. She felt his emptiness and it felt painful. And then it made her sad. She realized that somehow, in some way, this creature had been robbed of kindness, affection, and love, and that grief was the first step on the path to forgiveness. In her imaginings, she saw cruelties and humiliations and wondered, though she could not know, which of these had befallen the executioner and stolen from his soul. The more she imagined, the sadder she became. She grieved for all that he must have endured. She ached for what he had lost. From her sadness, she began to understand that he was indeed as much a victim as her own family. From this understanding, she found love. And then, after months of struggle, she forgave him.

			Her forgiveness stirred a new power inside her. A deep goodness stirred in her body. It was strong. It was hopeful. With this new power, she turned to open the seed. She felt a surge inside of her. Her body shook with energy. With all her might, she focused on the seed that had stood motionless on the windowsill for four long years.

			The seed still did not open.

			She slumped in her chair, her body still trembling and covered with sweat. She rose, ran to Asterux, and fell to the floor before him.

			“I am not good enough,” she cried. “I will never find the power. Why can’t I just say chants or use magic potions?”

			“There are many magics, my dear,” Asterux responded. “There are magics that rise from old texts and languages no longer spoken in this world. There are potions, chants, and spells that trade power for possession of the soul. But these are the magics of evil. The magic of the good is different.” Asterux paused. “And far more powerful as well.”

			“But I have forgiven and no magic has come.”

			Asterux spoke slowly and gently.

			“Perhaps, my dear, you have not forgiven all.”

			[image: ***]

			Days later, Sesha stared at the seed and searched through the memories of her life. When she could not find that person—the one who caused her the greatest pain—she laid her head on the table and wept once more.

			In this sadness, her memories wandered. She saw her father. Red-faced and raging, angry at Babette’s endless antics, he exploded in a tirade against his young daughter, whose pet snake had almost been swallowed by the visiting king.

			“You are unworthy of this kingdom! The fate of every man, woman, and child of this kingdom rests with this family to which you belong. Do you know what that means? What if our kingdom is forced to turn to you in search of a queen? What will they find? A lowly girl unworthy of the crown!”

			Though this moment was years ago, the king’s ferocious eyes burned in Sesha’s mind. She arose and left the room.

			“Father was right,” thought Sesha. “I am not worthy even to live here in Asterux’s home.”

			[image: ***]

			The next day, Sesha sat in her room and thought of her father again. Her remembrance of his harsh words, so often delivered, drove her deeper and deeper into despair.

			Memories rolled by. He was standing before his subjects, thousands of them, at the gates of the palace and he spoke with beautiful words of kindness and love. But he found no such words for her, for she was not worthy.

			Another memory emerged. She had entered a room and found him alone. He was seated, slumped forward, his head in his hands. When he heard her, he looked up. She jumped back, fearing his rage. But what she saw in his face was not anger but a deep sadness.

			“Babette,” he said, “if I have failed you, if I have failed our kingdom, please forgive me. A king, your father, is only a man.”

			An advisor entered the room and whispered something to the king. The king stepped out onto the balcony. There, standing before him, was the army of Sonnencrest, ready to depart for the forest to defend their land. His words betrayed none of his doubts.

			His voice boomed out over the army, “The fate of our kingdom rests in your hands. Some say that a terrible destiny lies ahead. But goodness is always the greater force. Our own courage, fortified by virtue, is a mighty power. Darkness can never withstand the power of the sun. As you leave this city to do battle in the forest, know that the force of evil can never vanquish the good. We will drive these goblins from our land.”

			With those words, a great cheer erupted and the soldiers, confident and inspired, marched away to meet their foe. Stepping back into the palace, the king’s sad face returned and he went to his study to be alone.

			It had been a long time since Babette had thought of that moment. It had confused her at the time. Now, four years older, she saw her father in a new way. She saw in his life a loneliness she had never realized before. She saw the weight of the kingdom pressing down upon him. She understood for the first time that every citizen, in some way, depended upon him for their well-being, their livelihood, and their freedom itself.

			As she thought of these things, his harsh words took on a different meaning. His words were meant to prepare her. She was never meant to wear the crown, but the crown might find her nevertheless. That her father never understood her could not matter. His job was to make her ready to rule.

			Suddenly, a new idea raced through her mind.

			“Perhaps his words were painful to him as well. Perhaps he understood her better than she knew. Perhaps he was never free to love me as I am.”

			From these thoughts came a new understanding of the man who had towered over her life. From this understanding, she found a new love for her father. As she did, she felt a powerful force grow inside her.

			Her arms began to tremble and she climbed to her feet. More and more, the power grew until it surged with a force that she never imagined possible. With this power, her life passed before her and once again she forgave Keanu and the goblins in the meadow and even the executioner who danced across the balcony with his sword. At the end, she saw her father and the love she felt for him welled up from deep inside her soul. For a long time she trembled and shook until finally she fell to her bed.

			An hour later she rose. She looked to the windowsill.

			The moonflower seed had sprouted.
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			The Enchanted Song
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			Sesha, I never doubted you,” Asterux proclaimed, but Sesha hardly heard his words.

			On her tiptoes, she spun in little circles across the room. Though she was fat and awkward, today she floated through the air. When she stopped, she looked back at Asterux, with steady eyes and a confident smile.

			“What next, my teacher? What next?”

			Asterux, who had seen Sesha gripped by the torment of failure each day for four long years, laughed so loud and long that Sesha was at first offended. But soon they laughed together. When their laughter was finally exhausted, Asterux replied.

			“The next step, my dear Sesha, is to make the koowik disappear.”

			“I can do that now,” Sesha teased, grabbing the stuffed animal and hiding it behind her back.

			“Yes, but to make the koowik truly disappear, you will need words.”

			“What words?”

			“I don’t know,” Asterux replied.

			“How can you not know?” Babette asked. “You know everything.”

			Asterux just laughed. “My dear, you flatter me. The entirety of what I know could be stored in a mustard seed, with room to spare. I know the words that I would use to make the koowik disappear. But the words that will allow you to vanish the poor creature? I’m afraid you will have to find them yourself.”

			“Where should I look?” asked the princess.

			Asterux just smiled back. “The location, my dear, is inside you.”

			[image: ***]

			“From the depths of the griesonaut’s soul, I command you to disappear!” Sesha practically shouted at the stuffed koowik that sat on the table in her room.

			The koowik was not impressed. Even Thor’s old expression did not work. In fact, for four long weeks, the koowik had endured chants of every imaginable nature.

			“Koo da koo da koo da koo da doodle koo!”

			“Ahhhhmmmm. Ahhhhhmmmm. Ahhhhmmmmm.”

			“Oh, creature of the forest, feel the power, hear the spirit, disappear before me.”

			Yet the wretched koowik remained.

			Lately, Sesha had resorted to cursing the koowik. That brought Asterux into the room to deliver a sharp lecture about mixing bad language with the magic of the good.

			Once again, Sesha despaired.

			Once again, Asterux counseled patience.

			“These words are inside of you, my dear. All good things come in their own time.”

			“But I have tried everything. Everything! I don’t even know any other words.”

			“You might be surprised at what you know. When you find the words, you will know they are the right ones, even before you speak them yourself.”

			But day after day, the koowik remained.

			Sesha searched her memories. What were the kindest words that were spoken to her? She remembered her mother consoling her after one of her father’s rages: “You are like the Meciduous butterfly, purple and brown,” she said, “unlike the rest but more beautiful than them all.”

			So she summoned her power and spoke: “Meciduous.”

			The koowik did not flinch.

			Each time, before she tested her words, she first summoned her powers. She reviewed her life, loved her enemies, and forgave all wrongs. Her body would shake and tremble and the power would surge. And when she had delivered her words, always with failure as a result, she would collapse on her bed drained in both body and mind.

			So, today, after another failed attempt, Sesha lay trembling on her bed. In this state, she entered a dream in which she was walking in the forest when her bird, Principeelia, appeared. The bird began to sing and its song had a rhythm that was haunting and slow. And though Sesha was afraid of the forest, the song pulled her along the trail, away from Asterux’s cabin.

			Suddenly, she stepped out of the forest and onto the plains. In the open landscape, she could see many villages and towns and even the city of Blumenbruch all at once, as though the kingdom had shrunk to miniature size. What she saw frightened her terribly.

			Every village, every town, every city was in flames. She tried to run away, but she could not. The song of the bird was too strong.

			She awoke suddenly, stunned by what she had seen. Her eyes rose and she thought she saw Principeelia standing on the windowsill, but she blinked and the windowsill was empty. Then she knew.

			She rose to her feet and extended her arms. She summoned her memories of goodness and wrong. She called forth the goblin swordsman and, deep within, she showered him with forgiveness and love. And then she considered her father and the love she felt launched her power again.

			Inside her, a great force was raging. Barely able to stand upright, her body shook so hard that the chair rattled on the floor and across the ceiling the creatures and planets danced in the air. She looked toward the koowik and from her lips came a whistle, a low whistle with a slow melody that was rapturous and haunting.

			It was the song that had carried her into the forest.

			The koowik vanished from sight.

			The magic words were not words at all. They were music—the song of her precious little bird.
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			The Legend of Scodo
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			The forest floor was wet and the recent rain had cleansed the air. The scents of flowers and new leaves were everywhere.

			Sesha was now a young woman. After almost ten years with Asterux, she had come to know the forest and enjoy its splendor. She had no fear of goblins or griesonauts or bat spiders. When danger approached, she simply made herself disappear.

			Today, enjoying the spring, she had wandered far from Asterux’s cabin. The road she walked was the road that the wagons traveled to and from the goblin fort. On both sides, patches of purple flowers carpeted the hillside between the trees. The sound of a songbird caught her ear. She turned and marched upward through the brush to listen.

			She gasped. Before her, in the high grass, was a body. Its shoulders were wide and its limbs thick and heavy. Its body, far bigger than that of a man, was covered with black scales. From its back emerged a tail, longer than its legs, and encased in the dark shell of an insect. At the end of the tail were two sharp points.

			“Are you alright?” Sesha asked, stepping back from the body.

			The body lay silent and still on the ground.

			She leaned over for a closer look. It was wearing a cloak, coarse and splotched with circles of blood. She lifted the cloak away from the body to reveal deep wounds that cut through the scales and into the back. She placed her ear to the body. There was breathing, but it was faint.

			She stood up to tear a cloth from her dress. Then she knew.

			“Scodo,” she cried. It was the scorpion man lying before her.

			Sesha knew little of healing but thought that perhaps her magic might mend his wounds. So she placed her hands on the creature’s back and summoned memories of goodness and found forgiveness and felt the power grow inside her. As her power grew, she felt the body stir beneath her hand. Suddenly, it lifted and rolled onto its back, staring up at Sesha.

			The scales merged together into a smooth flat sheet that covered its face, which was black except for two red eyes that glowed back at her with no movement or expression. Sesha had never spoken to the scorpion man. He was far too shy to address a princess. But now she did not hesitate at all.

			“You are Scodo, the great warrior of the Sonnencrest army. I thought you were dead or in the dungeon! What are you doing here in the forest? How did you escape?”

			“I just walked away,” replied Scodo in a calm voice. “What goblin wanted to take me prisoner? Think of the nightmares I might give the guards!”

			“Do you not remember me?” Sesha asked.

			“Should I?” responded the scorpion man.

			“I am,” she started, and then caught herself. “I am sure you wouldn’t. People forget me,” she stuttered. “Probably because I am so ugly.”

			“Don’t feel so sorry for yourself,” Scodo snapped back. “I’m no beauty either.”

			For the first time, the monster smiled. He sat up, grimacing from the pain.

			“What happened?” Sesha asked, gesturing at Scodo’s wounds.

			“I have been stealing from the goblins for years. I leave their food for the poor villagers nearby. This time, they set an ambush. They probably think they are rid of me.” He stared at Sesha for a moment. “But what about you? What young girl walks alone in this forest? Aren’t you afraid?”

			“Not one bit.” Sesha extended her hand. “My name is Sesha.”

			For hours, Scodo and Sesha talked about the forest and Sesha asked many questions about life in Sonnencrest on the plains. Scodo shared tales of the hardship and hunger and his attacks against goblin wagons and patrols.

			“You are a hero indeed,” said Sesha as the sun started to set. “You must come with me and get the rest you need to heal.”

			But Scodo refused.

			“Then, can we talk again?” Sesha asked.

			“Come to the road where the wagons travel and whistle. Don’t worry, I can protect you from the goblins.”

			“You think I need your protection?” Sesha scoffed.

			But before the last word left her mouth, Scodo was gone.

			[image: ***]

			That night, back at the cabin, Sesha told Asterux about her meeting in the forest. “Do you know of this scorpion man?” she asked.

			“Indeed I do,” replied Asterux.

			“Do you know his story? My father only mentioned him in hushed tones, and I do not know much about him.”

			Asterux nodded slowly, and he told Sesha the monster’s sad tale. Twenty-seven years earlier, a traveling peddler named Girodan entered a small goblin village. Girodan sold cloth and spices and tools, along with goods made by merchants in other towns. Girodan unloaded his wagon and began to organize a cooking demonstration. A young goblin maiden named Sahali was asked to assist.

			The maiden was enchanted by the fast-talking human with his strange utensils, exotic spices, and elegant showmanship. A goblin maiden, even the most beautiful, holds few attractions for the human eye. But Girodan, for all his showmanship, was a lonely man and weary of his life on the road. He looked upon his new helper and he saw beauty in the girl.

			The next day, Sahali appeared early, eager to volunteer once more. And when it was time for Girodan to leave the village, she begged him to stay and sell for another day or two. He did. They fell in love.

			Knowing that marriage between a goblin and a human was strictly forbidden, they left quietly together under the cover of darkness. To evade the scorn their love would surely bring, they fled deep into the forest. There they lived alone, shunning contact with goblins and humans alike.

			Meanwhile, shamed and heartbroken, Sahali’s parents went to the elder of their village, to plead for his help. They begged him to find and return their daughter. But the elder had other designs.

			Enraged at the thought of this strange and disgusting union, he sent a messenger to the wizard Zindown. The villagers had no idea where the couple was, but finding them in the forest was no challenge for a wizard.

			Zindown appeared at their forest home and his timing was tragic. He arrived one week before their first child was to be born. Seeing that Sahali was with child, Zindown issued a hideous curse.

			“You will pay for your deeds and you will pay well. You will not have a goblin child. You will not have a human child,” he roared. “No goblin blood will run in his veins.”

			Sahali and Girodan looked on in horror.

			“He will be a monster with the armor of an insect on the body of a man. All who see him will step back in horror. And in the eyes of all who witness his horrid appearance, he will feel the sting of this curse, every day of his life.”

			Sadly, upon his birth, the wizard’s terrible curse came true. Worried for their son, Girodan and Sahali moved even deeper into the woods. They named their son Serkano, which in the goblin language means “precious gift.”

			Whatever his appearance, Girodan and Sahali raised their son with great love and affection. When the boy asked his mother why he looked so different and if, in fact, he was ugly, his mother replied that he was the most handsome child of all. It was his parents, she explained, who had been made ugly by a spell. Not knowing anyone else, the young boy accepted this story.

			The boy’s appearance was cursed, but in other ways Serkano was blessed.

			When he was only twelve, he was attacked by a bear. He fought back, breaking the bear’s legs. But Serkano refused to kill the creature. Instead, he set its broken joints and brought food to help it heal. When the bear died, he was stricken with grief.

			Once, he helped his father build a new wall for their cabin. With only two or three strokes of an axe, he could fell a good-sized tree. But he soon grew bored with his axe and began pulling trees directly from the ground. Later, the family built a large house of stones because young Serkano could lift rocks from the hillsides and carry them to the site of their new home.

			As Serkano approached adulthood, he yearned to leave his forest home and see the world. Unaware of how others would view his appearance, he ignored his parents’ pleas and followed the long forest path to the nearest village.

			As he stepped into the street, he stopped short and gazed all about him. He had never seen so many houses. “There must be a hundred people living in this city! Maybe more,” he thought. He trembled in anticipation.

			He would speak with these goblins, make friends, share adventures. He turned to one of the goblins walking the streets. He waved and called out.

			“Hello, my friend.”

			A terrible scream filled the air.

			“Come back,” he pleaded. But the street emptied before him.

			A minute later, a stone struck his head and then another. But he did not run, just stood there shielding his face with his arms.

			“They will see that I mean no harm,” he thought.

			But a crowd formed facing him, shouting. In their hands, they held clubs and stones. Dogs barked and growled, circling the mob, eager to make noise but not to attack.

			Serkano turned and ran. The mob followed, always at a safe distance. Fearing to bring the mob to his parents’ home, he ran deep into the forest where no one could follow. When he was sure he had lost his pursuers, he returned to his home.

			The paths of the forest were covered with the footprints that only Serkano could make. Following those footprints, the mob had found his home. The house he had helped build was a pile of broken stones and ashes. His parents were dead. His strange but happy life was over.

			For the first time, a new emotion entered his heart. Hatred stirred inside him.

			He left the forest. Wearing a long cloak to hide his tail and a hood with holes for his eyes, he wandered the countryside. In this outfit, his frame towering above ordinary men, he drew notice and suspicion. But at least no one ran. At least no crowd formed to chase him from their town.

			In his disguise, he crossed the river into Sonnencrest. There, in a small village, a man asked him if he could fight. Serkano thought for a moment and said he could. The man directed him to Blumenbruch, where the Sonnencrest army was seeking recruits. But at the palace gate, he was asked to lift his hood. He was never even allowed inside.

			Deeply discouraged, Serkano left Blumenbruch, walking down the road that led to the forest. Late that night, he came upon a terrible crime. A band of thieves had attacked a wagon carrying a woman and six children. When Serkano arrived, they were beating her with clubs.

			Wielding a small log, the scorpion man made short work of these thieves, but one of them escaped carrying a three-year-old boy. Serkano hushed the woman and her other children. His hearing was keen and he alone could hear the faint sound of footsteps far away. Even at night, Serkano was a skilled tracker. Following the sounds, stepping silently and efficiently through the forest trails, Serkano overtook the criminal, who dropped the boy and ran.

			Serkano lifted the child into his arms and retraced his journey. As he and the boy passed through a clearing, the light of the moon shone across Serkano’s face. The boy screamed. Serkano spoke in a voice that was calm and reassuring.

			“My son,” he said, “fear not the face of a man, for it is his heart you must know. My name is Serkano and I have been afraid, just like you.”

			The softness of his voice and the kindness of his words calmed the boy, who soon hugged Serkano tightly around the neck.

			When Serkano returned to the wagon, he saw the boy’s father, who had ridden ahead before the attack. Seeing this monster carrying his son, he lifted his sword, but the boy cried out and the father held back. Serkano placed the boy on the ground and disappeared into the woods.

			“Who was that creature?” the father asked in amazement.

			“Scodo,” the small boy replied.

			Word of this “Scodo,” half monster, half hero, spread rapidly throughout Sonnencrest. Hearing this story, Hugga Hugga recalled the visit of the scorpion monster. He went to his commander and asked permission to find the creature and bring him back.

			Soon, Scodo, as he was now known, was a soldier of Sonnencrest and his deeds became legend. When a gang of twenty bandits entered the kingdom, Scodo slew half of them with his sword. The survivors climbed into a wagon to escape. But when Scodo grabbed the wheels from behind, the three horses could not move the wagon forward. He tipped the wagon to its side, dumping the thieves and their loot across the ground.

			When the goblins marched on Sonnencrest, they knew they would have to be prepared for the scorpion man. As Sonnencrest retreated from the forest, a special unit was assigned to cover him with nets. By the time he cut himself free, the battle was lost. No goblin dared take him hostage. So he simply walked away and he began a new life in the Hexenwald Forest.

			“What does he do in the forest?” asked Sesha, amazed at this sad story.

			Asterux replied, “He steals money and food and delivers them to the villages at night. He is too shy to allow himself to be seen. I am surprised he spoke to you at all.”

			“Well, he didn’t have much choice,” said Sesha with a smile. “And I am sure that this shyness of his is not beyond my cure.”
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			Out of the Forest
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			As her tenth year with Asterux came to an end, Sesha’s magic had grown. In the time since she had found the low whistle of her bird, she had learned magic tricks of all kinds, often to Asterux’s dismay.

			She changed the color of Asterux’s cat!

			She created a wind funnel that lifted Asterux’s only flower bush right out of the ground!

			And on one enchanted evening, with the full moon hanging over the clearing, she summoned the griesonauts to dance and snort outside Asterux’s window!

			These antics tested even Asterux’s patience. But while Sesha found merriment, she proved a hardworking student as well. She mastered difficult magic. She brought dried toads and insects to life. She set bushes aflame.

			Asterux grew proud of her accomplishments, but Sesha was never satisfied.

			“I want to know the greatest feats a wizard can master,” she told him. “I want to do them all!”

			Asterux laughed.

			“The greatest skills of the greatest wizards take a lifetime to master. Some are only available for evil. The magic of the good works in different ways.”

			“Tell me one I don’t know. Tell me an evil one!”

			Asterux thought for a moment.

			“Have I told you of the encirclement?”

			“No!” Sesha replied, almost shouting in her excitement.

			“Well in the encirclement, the wizard loses his form.”

			“Her form,” Sesha corrected.

			“In the encirclement, the wizard loses her form and becomes a mist, a little more than fog but a little less than rain. This mist encircles the victim.”

			A bright sparkle danced in Sesha’s eyes.

			“In the encirclement, the wizard can know everything her victim is thinking. Even more, the wizard can know everything her victim knows. She can listen to thoughts. She can search memories and even find things that the victim himself may not recall. It is a robbery—a robbery of any information the mind may contain.”

			“And the victim will never know?”

			“The victim will never know.”

			“And why can’t I do the encirclement?”

			“The evil magic is not available to you.”

			“And why not?” Sesha shot back.

			“Because your own magic arises from the goodness of your heart. What is the magic of evil? It is dark spells, grim creatures, and powers that grow the torments of humankind. To know these skills would plunder the goodness of your heart. All you have mastered would vanish in the blink of an eye.”

			“Well, okay,” replied Sesha, a little disappointed. “But back to this encirclement. How many evil wizards can do it?”

			“The encirclement requires so many years to master that I am not sure there is a wizard alive today who can still do it.”

			“And Zindown, the great goblin wizard you once described. Can he do the encirclement?”

			“Zindown is indeed a great wizard. But I think the encirclement is even beyond his skills.”

			“Not even Zindown!” thought Sesha. Then she was back at work.
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			One morning Asterux entered the main room of the cabin and was surprised to see Sesha on the floor, a book in her lap.

			“So, you are giving reading a try?” he asked.

			“I can read!” Sesha replied. “I just can’t see what I read.”

			“What do you mean?”

			“I know the letters and the sounds. I know the words. But when I look on the page, the letters and the words don’t stay still on the page.”

			Asterux thought for a moment. Then he spoke.

			“Let me try something. Stand back from the book.”

			Sesha did as she was told.

			Asterux closed his eyes and mumbled something she could not understand. The book popped off the floor. When it landed, it was bigger and thicker.

			“Try this,” Asterux said.

			Sesha opened the book. Gone were the curls and flourishes that adorned the letters. Now they were simpler and larger than before. Between the lines, there was more spacing. She read slowly and carefully—

			The wonder of the wonderlicks made wonky wonks in the western world.

			Sesha looked up with eyes wide.

			“Well?” asked the wizard.

			“They still move but they don’t bump together.” Sesha lowered her head and returned to the book. “I guess that can get me started.”

			“Keep at it,” said Asterux excitedly. “Sometimes, all success needs is a small assist.”

			[image: ***]

			A few days later, Sesha awoke. Outside, the birds welcomed the day with a cacophony of competing songs. The sunlight burst through the window and from the ceiling the koowik seemed to smile.

			Sesha bounced from her bed and entered the main room of the cabin. On the floor were three wooden boxes. Asterux sat at the table, his breakfast before him. Through the window she saw an old mule.

			“Going somewhere?” she asked in a cheerful voice.

			Asterux turned to Sesha. On his face was the same hopeful smile that greeted her when she first arrived at the cabin.

			“My dear, our time together is over. You have mastered many things.”

			“I’ve even learned to read!” Sesha announced proudly.

			“Indeed,” Asterux replied. “But now events larger than ourselves summon us both.”

			Sesha blinked. “We are leaving?”

			“You are leaving.”

			“Where will I go?”

			“I have packed things you will need. Outside is a mule. His name is Zauberyungi.”

			“Magic Boy!” Sesha cried, recalling the name’s meaning from an old tale.

			“You can ride him out of the forest to a town where you can buy a wagon and supplies. You will sell supplies from your wagon. But that will not be your main work.”

			“And what will be my work?”

			“I think you already know.” Asterux straightened up in his chair, looking directly at Sesha.

			For a long time, Sesha sat in her chair. Asterux’s words felt too large. Her magic felt suddenly small. But her ten years with Asterux had given her strength.

			“Well, Asterux, how do I start?”

			Asterux leaned across the table, a sly smile filled his face.

			“Sesha, my dear, for starters, you are going to transport a hero through this forest.”

		

	


	
		
			
Book Two

		

	


	
		
			• 15 •

			Darrow of Ael
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			Ten years of goblin rule had transformed the once happy kingdom of Sonnencrest. Homes were looted. Farmlands were burned. People disappeared, never to be seen again.

			There were no laws, no courts. Justice was limited to what one goblin might decide. Mere suspicion could bring terrible punishment. Fear ruled the kingdom.

			But fear was not the only hardship. Looting robbed farmers of money to buy seed. Fields lay bare. Shops closed their doors. Across the kingdom, dinner tables were empty.

			After ten years, the people of Sonnencrest barely bothered to complain, for the goblins had robbed them of more than earthly possessions. The goblins had taken their hope.

			But in deepest darkness, even a tiny light glows like a mighty star. And in the most unlikely of places, a small light emerged.

			At a far corner of the kingdom, a three-day walk below the forest where the goblins faced the archers in the trees, stood two mountains. They stood face-to-face, two sheer cliffs rising to the sky, staring at one another—almost touching but always apart. At the bottom of this slender gap ran a small stream. Beside the stream stood eight miserable cabins.

			The homes were constructed of stone and held together with mud and clay. In the winter, the wind seeped between the cracks, stealing heat from the fire. In the summer, when the rains came, water trickled through their roofs. No grass or bushes or flowering trees surrounded these homes because nothing could grow in the shade of the mountains. Inside these shadows lived twenty-seven inhabitants, half of them trolls, whose homes were the grim reward for their service to the goblin crown.

			This village was called Ael, although few in Sonnencrest knew its name. In this village lived a boy called Darrow. He was short, frail, and weighed so little he had to steady himself against a strong breeze. His plain brown hair was straight but tangled and never met a comb. Looking upon him, he was remarkable in only one way. When he walked, his head bobbed up and down in an odd rhythm because his left leg was two inches shorter than his right.

			The boy attended a school, if you could call it that. The teacher, Empherny Groompus, was the oldest man in the village. At eighty-three years of age, he could hardly read and write himself. But old Groompus owned the only three books in Ael and for that reason alone he was given the job. Few students took interest in these books, but young Darrow had learned them by heart. So, each day in class, rather than speaking himself, Groompus would turn to the boy and say, “Darrow, can you tell us a story?”

			From that moment, Darrow unleashed his beautiful voice and recited great stories of gallant knights, foolish kings, vanity, greed, and valor. His stories were embellished far beyond the content of the books themselves and his voice danced with passion, drama, and wonder.

			While Groompus remained awake, Darrow was the star pupil. But soon Groompus would waver. His eyelids would droop. His head would sag. Finally, his chin would hit the desk and the first snore would rattle the walls and strands of drool would drip from his lips.

			That was when Darrow’s true ordeal would begin.

			For with Groompus lost to slumber, the troll children rose from their chairs and began their cruel games. They would seize Darrow, tie his feet together, and hang him from the elderberry tree outside the schoolroom. Then they subjected Darrow to all kinds of schoolyard torture. They howled as they tickled Darrow with the tail of a live raccoon. They tried to stretch his shorter leg to see if they could make it equal to the other. Once, they even formed a triangle, tying poor Darrow in a ball and throwing him back and forth in an evil game. During all of these ordeals, Darrow made it a matter of pride never to cry out or show his pain.

			Darrow’s father urged him to leave school to work in the mines. His younger brother had already quit. But Darrow announced that he did not give in to bullies. “Better to fight and lose,” Darrow replied, “than to live in fear.”

			But when Darrow reached his sixteenth birthday, school was over and his work in the mines began.

			Deep in the mineshafts, his short leg struggled to gain traction on the slippery floor. His small frame staggered under the weight of a basket of ore. His clumsiness earned him beatings, and the beatings made him even weaker. Finally, Darrow was dismissed.

			One day, as Darrow sat at home reading old Groompus’ books yet again, his father shouted from outside.

			“Hoofbeats!”

			Darrow scrambled to his feet and ran from the house. At the edge of the village, he ducked behind a boulder and watched the road, for riders rarely meant anything good.

			A horse appeared, then four more. Atop these horses were green-skinned soldiers. One by one, they dismounted and entered homes. There was no gold or silver in Ael, of course. Any valuables that survived the first raid had long ago been sold off to buy food or clothing. One goblin emerged with a hammer, cursing his meager prize.

			But from another house a goblin pulled a goat, and clutching that goat was the old man, Groompus.

			“Please, this is Belameen, she is all I have,” old Groompus pleaded. And it was true that unlike the other goats, which were kept tethered in hidden places far from the village, Belameen lived inside the old teacher’s home.

			As Darrow watched from behind the rocks, the goblin secured a rope around Belameen’s neck, Groompus still clutching her with both arms. The soldier lifted a whip and struck the old man again and again. Groompus cried out in pain but would not let go.

			A second goblin lifted a stick and struck Groompus squarely on the head. The old man collapsed on the goat, one arm still holding on. The goblin struck a second time and a third.

			Darrow could bear no more.

			Emerging from behind the rocks, Darrow grabbed Groompus’ walking stick and swung with all his power, knocking the goblin to the ground. But the other drew a sword and slashed—Darrow barely sidestepped the blow. Two more goblins arrived. Darrow was clubbed unconscious. When the goblins were sure Darrow was dead, a soldier stuffed the hammer in his shirt and away they rode, leading Belameen by a rope.

			From their own hiding places, Darrow’s father and brother hurried to the scene. Surprised to find him still breathing, they carried him into the house. An old woman set his broken bones.

			As Darrow lay unconscious, he developed a fever that, to all around him, foretold a tragic end. But on the morning of the fourth day, his fever broke and his recovery began. As he lay healing in his bed, he seethed and considered the future with a new and different view.

			Soon he could climb to his feet. With crutches, he could move about the house. Then he needed only a walking stick. And when he could walk at least as well as he walked before, he went to his father to share his plans.

			Darrow stood, arms folded waiting to speak. Looking up, his father said, with some satisfaction, “I hope you have learned a lesson.”

			“I have,” Darrow announced. “The lesson is that I would rather stand, fight, and die than live under goblin rule.”

			“You are lucky not to be dead already,” his father answered.

			“I will fight them again.” Darrow spoke in a matter-of-fact tone.

			“Darrow, what have you been reading?” his father asked, sure that his son was carried away with some new and glorious tale.

			“Nothing, Father. I have just been thinking. All across Sonnencrest, the goblins are terrorizing our people. Someone has to act. And if no one else will do it, then that someone will be me.”

			The father was certain his son had lost his mind.

			“Look at yourself. You know nothing of fighting. You are small and lame. The goblins will snuff you like a candle whenever they choose.”

			“They have crushed me already,” Darrow replied, “but I still stand. I can find others. I can’t be the only one willing to fight. But someone has to take the first step.”

			Now his father was on his feet. He shouted that Darrow had lost his mind. He warned him to say nothing to his brother, Mempo, who was hiding outside, listening to every word. But even in the face of his father’s tirade, Darrow stood calm and firm. In the end, exhausted by the ordeal, deeply pained by the fate that awaited his son, the father decided to share his deepest secret in hopes that Darrow would grant him one request.

			“My son, as you know, your mother died when your brother was born. She was not from Ael. I have never told you this story.

			“She and her younger brother were the children of a noble family in a kingdom not far away, but what had been a happy childhood disappeared when they were kidnapped for a horrible task.”

			“What did she have to do?” Darrow asked.

			“There is a rare spider that lives in narrow crevices in some caves. Evil wizards prize the venom of the spider, for it is an essential ingredient in many of their potions. Children were kidnapped for their small hands and forced to reach into the crevices of the caves where these spiders lived. Your mother and uncle were among the children taken to the caves. When their hands became too large for this task, their captors disposed of them. One day, deep within the cave, your mother and her brother met a hermit who had rescued them. The hermit had led a terrible life, performing many cruel deeds. In his downfall, he found repentance and learned a strange magic that she said arose from forgiving others.

			“Your mother used her new powers to tell her father that they were alive and guide him to their hiding place. Her father sailed to Globenwald. He brought soldiers and engaged in a great battle with the wizard. In this battle, your mother used her powers to help her father, but at a crucial moment, her hatred of the wizard returned and her powers failed. Her father was killed. Your mother, now almost seventeen, fled with her brother, the goblin soldiers close on their trail.

			“Once the goblins saw them, the goblins fired arrows that struck your mother in several places. Wounded, she knew that she could no longer elude the goblins, so she pretended to be dead so her brother might escape. Before he left, she gave him a gift. I asked about this gift, but she never told me what it was.

			“I found her, a stranger, still alive at the side of the trail not far from Ael. I carried her to my home and after a long time she recovered. I never expected her to stay in Ael. After Mempo was born, as she lay on her deathbed, she made one request. She told me that one day you would leave Ael. When you did, I must send you to see her brother.

			“So before you go charging the goblins with swords and spears, do me one last favor. Find this uncle of yours. He is a wise man. Seek his advice. Ask for his help.”

			Darrow marveled at this story. He had no idea how to begin his quest. Maybe this uncle could indeed be helpful. So he turned to his father and spoke.

			“Of course I will go see him. But where does he live?”

			“He lives in a forest somewhere on the other side of the plains.”

			“And what is this forest?”

			“Hexenwald.”

			“And what is my uncle called?”

			“His name is Asterux.”
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			A Magical Journey
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			High in the mountains, the last gasp of winter struggled against the awakening spring. Small patches of snow lay far apart on the ground and the frozen dew painted the landscape with swaths of sparkling white.

			His great journey under way, Darrow hardly knew enough to be afraid. In his whole life, Darrow had ventured barely ten miles from Ael. He did not know the way to the forest or how to find this uncle of his once he was inside. He carried no sword and possessed no knowledge of the tactics of war. He was armed only with belief—a belief in the victory to come.

			Each step, awkward though it might have been, was infused with purpose. In every fiber of his body, he felt strength he had never known.

			On the second day of his journey, the path rose and he found himself standing before a cliff. Beneath him lay a great forest. To the right of the forest stretched a great plain. At first, this plain was speckled with woodlands, but toward the east the trees gradually thinned, giving way to what seemed an endless expanse of grass. The grass was still brown from the winter, and far, far away, it painted a perfectly straight line between land and sky.

			“It’s completely flat,” thought Darrow who had never seen land like this. “Perhaps this forest is Hexenwald.”

			To him, the tiny kingdom of Sonnencrest seemed vast and endless. He stepped back into the road, bounding ahead, eager to explore what lay below.

			The sun began to set and Darrow turned from the trail to find a place to sleep. At the side of the road, behind a tree, he found a pile of leaves. With his foot, he began leveling the pile. A voice cried out.

			“Can’t a man sleep in peace?”

			Darrow jumped back.

			From the leaves rose a head. The head was hairless and covered with splotches of dirt. One ear was gone and his small eyes squinted so tightly Darrow wondered how he could see. He stood up, his hands on his hips. He was a dwarf, heavyset, and even shorter than Darrow.

			“I am sorry, good sir,” Darrow responded. “I was only making a bed myself. You were completely covered by the leaves!”

			“You’d cover yourself, too, if the goblins were after you!”

			Darrow’s interest perked up. Perhaps this dwarf might join his band.

			“What are you wanted for?”

			“Tasting.”

			“Pardon? Is tasting a crime?” asked Darrow, wiping his mouth.

			“It’s a job, clunkhead. I tasted food for the goblin who ruled our village. He likes using dwarfs. Poisons work quicker in wee bodies.”

			“Were you poisoned?”

			“Not one bit. But that sorry spunkernick got sick, he did. And the blame was on me. I was lucky to escape with just the loss of one ear. That fish was delicious and healthy to boot, if you want my professional opinion.”

			“Another citizen wronged,” thought Darrow, seizing his chance.

			“Then perhaps you will join me. I am recruiting an army to fight the goblins.”

			For some time, the dwarf looked at Darrow, a boy, small, and with no weapon. He could summon no reply.

			“Well, if you won’t join me, then perhaps you will help me. I need to find the Hexenwald Forest. Is it far?”

			“What makes you interested in Hexenwald?” the dwarf asked, stepping back, his eyes narrowing.

			“I’m looking for a wise man.”

			“If he was so wise, he wouldn’t be in that forest. That forest is full of bat spiders. Have you ever seen a bat spider?” the dwarf asked.

			Darrow admitted he had not.

			“They have twelve legs and two tiny wings. They perch in the branches where they wait until their victim falls asleep. Then they leap. Those wings help them hover in the air so when they land, it’s so softly that the victim never wakes. Then they suck its blood. They roam in packs, and they can suck you dry in a firefly’s flash.”

			“Well, I will have to stay awake,” Darrow replied.

			“You can’t go there anyway. It is a six-day journey across the plains. And you can’t travel without the goblins’ permission.”

			“Do you have permission?” Darrow asked.

			“I do not. And I do not live on the plains.” With that, the dwarf grabbed his belongings and scurried away into the forest.
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			Two days later, not heeding the dwarf’s warning, Darrow was walking through the plains of Sonnencrest. The fears of the taster had not come to pass. No goblin had stopped him and for good reason. Who would fear a boy, small and lame, who walked alone with little more than the clothes on his back? But he had expected to meet his uncle by now. He had no more food and his stomach ached with hunger.

			He spied an old woman, moving slowly, with a heavy load on her back.

			“May I help you with your sack?” Darrow asked, hoping his assistance might lead to an offer of food.

			“I’ll take any help I can get,” the woman replied practically throwing her bag to the ground. Darrow leaned over to grab the sack. It was heavy, but with one heave, he was able to swing it across his shoulder. But almost as soon as the bag was on his back, Darrow jumped to the side, dropping his load.

			“It’s moving,” he exclaimed.

			“Of course it’s moving. It’s snakes, you idiot!”

			“Snakes!” Darrow was confused. “Why?”

			“Haven’t you heard?” the woman replied, with a tone of disgust. “The goblins love them. Snake soup. My boys catch them, and I sell them. It’s not much, but it’s a living.” She stared at him curiously. “Where have you been these last ten years?”

			Darrow once again positioned the wiggling sack on his back. “I live in the mountains.”

			“I guess there ain’t many snakes there. So where are you headed?”

			“Hexenwald.”

			“Well, snakes will be the least of your worries there. Have you ever heard of a griesonaut?”

			“Griesonaut?”

			“What mountains do you come from?”

			“The ones to the south.”

			“Well, you might want to learn some things they’re not teaching over there. These griesonauts look like lizards, ’cept they’re long as a man. They have fur and webbed feet. They hide in the bogs. But they travel to the edge of the forest to grab dogs, children, or even grown women. Then they carry them back to eat. People won’t live near that forest anymore. There’s no controlling those creatures.”

			She paused and looked Darrow up and down.

			“A runt like you would barely make them a good meal.”

			Darrow considered the griesonaut attack and the tactics he might use. Thinking of none, he spoke again.

			“Have you heard of a wise man named Asterux?”

			“He’s no wise man.”

			“How do you know?”

			“’Cause he’s a wizard.”

			“A wizard?”

			“He has powers. Good powers, so I heard. He must be dead.”

			“Why is that?”

			“If there was any magic for the good, do you think we’d all be catching snakes for them goblins?”

			Darrow stopped, absorbing this news. His uncle was a wizard, but he might be dead, and the forest was a very dangerous place. Well, no one said it was going to be easy.

			“Can you tell me how I can find him?”

			“No.”

			“Not even which part of the forest?”

			“No one knows.”

			Her tone was so sharp. For a long time, they walked without words, but Darrow was hungry for conversation.

			“What did you do before the goblins came? Did you always catch snakes?”

			“I don’t catch ’em. I just sell ’em. In the old days, I told fortunes.”

			“Will you tell mine?”

			“I don’t tell them anymore. They are all bad. Yours? You are traveling alone into the Hexenwald Forest with no weapon, looking for a wizard you will never find. You don’t need me to know your fortune.”

			Darrow smiled at this warning.

			“If things were so predictable, we wouldn’t need fortune-tellers, would we?”

			For the first time, the woman smiled.

			“Give me your hand.”

			Darrow set the snakes on the ground, gripping the bag with one hand. The woman did not look at his palm but wrapped his hand between both of her own and closed her eyes. For a long time she stood silent, then she opened her eyes. She was shaking.

			“What did you see?” asked Darrow earnestly.

			“Beware of the words of a loved one, for they mark the path of death.”

			Darrow gulped. “And what will be the outcome?”

			She grabbed the bag from Darrow’s hand and turned to walk away.

			“But what is my fortune?” Darrow called after her.

			“I told you. I do not tell fortunes anymore.”
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			It was the morning of his fifth day on the plains. He was half a day from Hexenwald. Darrow thought often of bat spiders and griesonauts, but a short life did not frighten him. A hero’s death was far better than life in Ael.

			What troubled Darrow was the work before him. He was heading to the forest to find this uncle of his and he did not know the way. Worse, his uncle might even be dead. With or without his uncle, he would need to recruit an army, yet he knew not a single person outside of Ael. He would need weapons, yet he had never held a sword in his hand.

			The road was almost empty. Occasionally, a villager walked by and a wagon or two passed, traveling to or from a farm.

			The faint sound of hoofbeats told Darrow a horseman was approaching. Darrow continued to walk, not bothering to look.

			The hoofbeats grew louder and soon a rider appeared, a goblin, dressed in a black coat with shining green trim, the uniform of the goblin cavalry. He rode past Darrow, hardly looking at the lame boy, but not long after he passed, the horse reeled and the rider looked back. At a slow canter, he approached Darrow.

			“Where is your permission, young man?” he inquired in a voice that was a bit too polite for a goblin.

			Darrow answered without hesitation. “I have none.”

			“Then why are you traveling?”

			“I am going to see my uncle. Why should I need permission to visit my uncle?”

			The soldier was amused.

			“Give me a reason why I should not arrest you or strike you down on the spot.”

			“There are many good reasons.”

			“Give me one.”

			“What is your reward for ruling this poor kingdom?”

			“Ha! There is no reward. In this wretched kingdom, there is nothing more to steal!”

			“You are right. It must be a misery to rule a people so sad and pathetic. But what if things changed? What if these people suddenly awoke, worked hard, and became more prosperous? Surely you must be weary of a kingdom in such total despair?”

			“Indeed,” said the goblin, enjoying Darrow’s words.

			“Well, then you should know that my uncle is a wise man who wants to advise me on how our people might lift themselves up and rebuild our country. He believes your reign might be changed for the better. Perhaps you should escort me to my uncle’s home.”

			“Well,” replied the soldier, laughing out loud. “That is quite a task indeed. And where does this uncle of yours live?”

			“In the forest.”

			The soldier’s just shook his head. “Well, I suppose you’ll be no threat to anyone for long.”

			With those words, the officer turned his horse and galloped away.
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			A few hours later, Darrow once again heard hoofbeats, these slower than the last. A band of goblins approached. It was not much of an outfit—two horsemen, a wagon, and several soldiers on foot. But when they reached Darrow, an officer stepped down from the wagon and again asked to see Darrow’s permission to travel.

			“I have none,” Darrow responded.

			This time the goblin asked no questions about Darrow’s plans.

			“Throw him in the cage.”

			Two goblins grabbed Darrow while another removed a small cage from the wagon. The cage, barely big enough to hold even Darrow, was made of sticks bound together with twine. At its base were two small wooden wheels. A goblin tied Darrow’s hands. Another opened the door of the cage while a third dumped Darrow inside. They tied the door shut and attached the cage to the back of the wagon.

			The soldiers gathered around to look at the prisoner.

			“Where are you taking me?” Darrow demanded.

			“To a place you’ll never leave,” answered one goblin to the laughter of his comrades.

			Inside the cage, Darrow struggled to free his hands, but the rope held tight. His body pressed against the sharp edges of the sticks that stabbed him as the cage jolted over each bump in the road. For the first time, Darrow felt afraid. Where were they headed? Would he be kept as a prisoner? Would they make him a slave? Worse, they might simply dump him in the bogs. If he died, who would ever know?

			As the cage bounced along the road, Darrow peered out and saw a dark row of trees that rose from the plain like a black wall. Not a shrub or even tall grasses broke up the thick barrier of trees. It was as if God had drawn a line across the earth and decreed grassland on one side and forest on the other.

			As the wagon entered the forest, the sun disappeared. The tree trunks were thick and closely spaced. Above them, branches spread out and overlapped in every direction. The road was no longer a road, only a trail, barely wide enough for the wagon. But what struck Darrow about the forest was the silence.

			On that afternoon, almost at sunset, the forest made no sound. The goblins themselves ceased speaking as if their words might awaken some demon or stir evil forces against them.

			Darrow pushed his back against the bars to test their strength, but they would not move. He tugged at the rope that tied his hands again, which caused the knots to pull tighter against his skin. In his mind, he searched for a strategy, but the best he could do was to resolve to run when they let him out of the cage.

			As the wagon moved deeper into the forest, the goblins lit torches. They moved with soft and careful steps, eyes and ears attuned to anything that might pounce from the shadows around them. Suddenly, Darrow heard a noise, a low whistle, pulsating and sinister.

			The goblins drew their swords. Like statues they waited, unwilling to offer a sound that might draw this unknown creature into their midst. The whistle grew louder, its rhythm haunting, and in the flickering torchlights, eyes met eyes looking for reassurance but finding none at all. For the first time, Darrow was thankful for his cage.

			“A spirit,” thought the captain, but he did not share his thought for fear that his men would turn and run. Then, as suddenly as it began, the sound was no more. There was no point venturing further. The captain gave orders to camp for the night.

			Whatever the noises or the creatures who made them, Darrow knew the forest was his only chance. It mattered little that his hands were bound. All he needed was an open door. Then he could flee with every bit of strength inside of him.

			An hour passed before a goblin walked back to Darrow’s cage. He held out a piece of stale biscuit and shoved it into Darrow’s mouth. Darrow pleaded to be let out. The goblin walked away, pretending not to hear.

			Night arrived and the forest grew blacker still. The silence of the afternoon gave way to a great cacophony of sounds, alien and strange. Unseen creatures competed with one another with their shrill and peculiar cries. The goblins huddled close together. Conversations were few. Before sleeping, they constructed a circle of small fires, each almost touching the next. When the circle burned brightly, they gathered inside.

			“Bat spiders,” thought Darrow. “The fires will keep the bat spiders away.” Nervously, he eyed the openings at the top of his cage.

			Sleep came to the goblins and their high-pitched snores blended with the cries of the forest to create a boisterous chorus of the evil.

			For Darrow, sleep was not possible. In any position he tried, he was pierced by the sticks that supported him. Tired but awake, nothing but black before his eyes, each moment lingered in a great expanse of time.

			“Mareeeokkkie, mareeokkkie, mariokeee!” The hideous shriek jolted Darrow. He heard claws scraping a tree within reach of his cage. Low and far away, a mournful call sounded: “Mockabee, mockabee, mockabee.”

			A deep desperation gripped Darrow’s being. He was so terrified that one sound went unnoticed. It was the beating of tiny wings, a faint hum that hung outside his cage. When he noticed it, he feared a giant insect might be preparing to attack. Straining his eyes in the faint light of the goblin fires, he could barely make out its outline. But there was no insect at the door of his cage.

			It was a tiny bird.

			Darrow waved his hands to scare it. But the bird paid him no mind. It hopped onto a stick on the door of the cage. For a moment it paused, looking left and right. Then, in an explosion of energy, the bird was hard at work, pecking, pulling, twisting, as if some special delicacy lay hidden below.

			Perplexed, Darrow strained to watch. What he saw was barely a shadow. But the shadow moved in rapid jerks, straining with all its small weight against some object on the cage. Darrow’s eyes focused hard.

			The bird was pulling at the rope.

			The rope was strong and thick and the bird was tiny. Fascinated, Darrow watched with increasing wonderment. Peck, pull, twist, pull, peck—bird continued for what seemed to be an hour.

			One of the goblins rose from his slumber and trudged to a nearby tree. Before returning to his blanket, he took a stick and stirred one of the fires. A few flames burst forth. In this flash of light, Darrow looked closely at the bird. It was yellow and barely the size of a chicken egg. The rope against which it struggled was almost gone.

			Darrow could not believe his eyes. He listened closely as the goblin stepped back to his bedding. When he was sure that no one was awake, he turned and leaned against the door. The rope snapped quietly. The little yellow bird rose into the air, where it fluttered for a moment and then darted away.

			Slowly, not wanting to make a sound, Darrow pushed open the door of the cage with his feet. A small creaking noise made Darrow freeze. He eased his feet to the ground, leaned forward, and emerged from his cell. For a moment he paused, looking for a path. Seeing nothing, he ran straight into the blackness of the forest.

			Not ten feet from the cage, he collided squarely with a tree. The encounter made a loud noise, and Darrow fell backwards, landing on his still-tied hands. But in an instant he was back on his feet, hurtling blindly ahead. Thorn bushes tore at his legs and feet. A branch struck his forehead, sending blood running down his face. His foot hit a rock and he hurtled forward, landing on the forest floor. But each time he fell, he lifted himself and raced forward again.

			When he had traveled what seemed a full hour, he stopped to listen. Nothing. He resumed his escape, this time more slowly, moving sideways so that his shoulder, and not his head, would strike against the trees. When he had traveled more distance still, he stopped and groped with his hands until he found a sharp rock. He rubbed the rock against the rope that bound his hands. His hands were free.

			With his fingers reaching in front of him, he could feel his way through the forest and he made better time. Now and then, he tripped or struck a tree or branch, but his steps gained purpose and he moved steadily ahead. He fell again. He lay still for a moment to catch his breath, and before he could stumble back to his feet, he was sound asleep.

			When he awoke, birds announced the morning and a dull gray light filtered through the treetops. There was no trail. He had not the slightest idea of where he was or where he should go. What he wanted most was water. He scanned the expanse of the forest and started again with no particular strategy or design. Stepping through brush and around trees and rocks, he made slow progress. After a while, he heard a trickling noise and followed the sound to a small brook. He drank frantically and ate the only food he could find—bitter onions that he pulled from the ground.

			Guessing that the brook might lead to a path, he began walking against the water’s flow. Eventually, he came to a primitive bridge that crossed the brook, linking two sides of a path. Darrow chose a direction at random and trudged forward down the road. He was tired and hungry and after a while, he stepped to the side of the path and slept again.

			When he awoke, two goblins stood above him, swords drawn. Once again, his hands were tied, this time in front. The soldiers marched him before them, jabbing him from behind, laughing at their pathetic captive.

			“Slave boy, thank us for saving your life!”

			“Anyone asleep in this forest is too stupid to be a slave.”

			“We’ll send him to gather mushrooms in the bogs. That takes no brain.”

			“The job of a lifetime! A week at best!”

			“Two days! This one is too lame to escape.”

			As the insults flowed, Darrow held his head high. He would not show fear before these soldiers. He would not lose hope.

			But suddenly one of the soldiers cried out.

			“He’s gone!”

			Darrow turned to look at his captors.

			Stunned, their eyes searched the path and the forest around them. But something was wrong. He was standing directly before them.

			One of the goblins ran by him down the trail.

			The other cried out, “I’ll check the forest,” and left the path, poking amongst the bushes with his sword.

			Darrow watched in wonderment until he looked down at his feet.

			They were gone.

			His feet. His legs. He could see nothing of his entire body.

			“I must be dead,” he thought. But dead or alive, he wanted to be as far from these goblins as possible. So down the path he ran. And after running for what seemed a long time, he stopped and sat on the trail, simply too exhausted to continue. He reached down to touch his leg. It was there. Frantically, his hands patted his body all around finding everything in its proper place, though he could see none of it at all.

			He decided that perhaps he was not dead at all. He looked down and saw his body shimmer back into visibility.

			In the distance, he heard a bell and the braying of a mule. He scrambled into the forest and ducked behind a bush. A wagon came into sight, painted with yellow birds and driven by a fat young woman with black hair and a large crooked nose. She turned to look in his direction. For the briefest moment, he thought she smiled.

			Then the wagon was gone.

			[image: ***]

			Darrow walked back onto the road, confused and frightened. He wondered if what he saw was true at all. Perhaps he had lost his mind. He walked ahead, not even bothering to untie the rope that still bound his hands. He had no idea where to go, but he knew he could not walk the road. So he turned into the forest and began stepping aimlessly through the thicket.

			Within minutes, he stepped into a small clearing and looked at the rope on his hands. Before he could untie himself, he heard a cry. At first, the cry was faint, but it grew in volume. He froze where he stood.

			Skreeeeeeeeeuhlskreeeuhlskreeuhlskreeuhlskreeuhlskreeuhlskreeuhl! Across the clearing, three animals appeared, wolf-like creatures with long legs and terrifying red eyes. Darrow knew something of wolves from the mountains. His only chance was to show no fear.

			[image: Darrow and Wolves]

		  The beasts charged toward him, snarling and screaming. Darrow turned and faced the beasts, his eyes soft and his face calm. He stood without defense, his hands bound, a strand of rope hanging to the ground. Though he trembled within, the wolves saw only a smile as if he were greeting loved ones returning home.

			Rapidly, the skriabeasts approached until they were within a few feet of their prey. But instead of leaping, they did something strange. They thrust their paws into the grass and slid to a stop. Darrow lifted his hands in an offering of friendship. While the other two looked on, the leader stepped forward and sniffed Darrow’s hand. Then he opened his mouth and licked Darrow’s fingers.

			Darrow exhaled. The creature took the rope in his mouth and tugged. Darrow pulled back. The creature looked at Darrow intently. He tugged again. This time, Darrow followed him down a narrow path that wound up a hill and continued deep into the forest. For five hours they walked. Darrow stepped into a clearing and saw a light.

			He looked around. He looked back at the light. It came from a cabin built with logs and mud. In the doorway, he could see the outlines of a short, round-faced man.

			The man’s face wore a great smile. He looked out at Darrow, who stood silent before him. In a soft and gentle voice, he spoke.

			“Welcome, nephew. I see you have found your way.”

			Darrow looked down at his hands. The rope was gone. His eyes searched for the skriabeasts. They were nowhere to be found.
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			Asterux’s Advice
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			Dazed by the events of the last day, Darrow stumbled into Asterux’s cabin. The wizard prepared a cup of broth and a dinner of greens and bread. Meanwhile, Darrow’s eyes explored Asterux’s cabin.

			Above his head was a green sphere that sprouted black leaves. Strange insects swirled around it. Across the room hung lightning bolts and a thirteen-legged lizard, its last leg bearing two curved claws that protruded from the front of its body. There were planets, some connected with mobiles, creating solar systems of rotating orbs. Across the room, in the corner, hung a collection of odd birds. One had a beak that forked at the end. Another had long legs, five times the length of its body, and a razor-sharp beak. He saw a black bird with three red eyes that could scan the horizon in any direction.

			Darrow turned to his uncle.

			“Are you a wizard?”

			Asterux laughed. “Where did you get such an idea?”

			“A woman, a fortune-teller, told me on the road.”

			“A fortune-teller will say anything. I know no magic you could not discover on your own.”

			“Good,” replied Darrow, eyeing his uncle cautiously. In his mind, he replayed his journey—the strange yellow bird, the wolflike creatures, and becoming invisible on the trail. But these thoughts did not linger. Within minutes, he was asleep in his chair.

			[image: ***]

			When Darrow awoke, Asterux was in his rocking chair, an open book in his lap. He looked over at Darrow with a patient smile.

			“What time is it?” Darrow asked.

			“It is afternoon.”

			Darrow’s face dropped. He had wasted the day!

			“I will leave tomorrow,” said Darrow.

			The wizard just smiled. “There is no hurry, my nephew. There is time enough for all plans.”

			“My plans are different,” Darrow replied sharply.

			“That I cannot understand,” replied Asterux. “Unless you would like to share them with me.”

			Eager to share his ideas with someone, Darrow began speaking so excitedly that his sentences tumbled out, one after another, in an almost senseless jumble.

			“It is time to fight back. Our battle will tell others that it is possible to resist. Someone has to begin. I will start small. I will find men. Our story will spread. We will hide in the forest and strike in small groups. The goblins won’t find us. We need swords. Men will find courage and join our struggle. One day, we will become strong enough to succeed.”

			Asterux smiled, greatly amused by his nephew’s ideas. Playfully, he asked, “And what do you know of fighting?”

			“Nothing,” Darrow answered honestly. “But I will learn.”

			“And where will you find weapons? How will you feed your men? And where will you find men who know the ways of war?”

			Darrow paused. “I am not sure.”

			Asterux said nothing, allowing Darrow to consider his words. Darrow collected his thoughts and spoke again.

			“Uncle, can I tell you about a dream I had?”

			“Of course.”

			“It happened three weeks ago. I could see everything clearly and the events felt almost as real as if I were wide awake.

			“The dream began with a scene I have witnessed many times before. The goblins were looting Ael and they set the roofs of two houses on fire. Soon all of the houses were burning. With flames raging around us, there was no room to stand between the stream and the cliffs, so we fled up the mountain and into the forest. But the fires from our village spread to the trees and followed us close behind.

			“Though we ran as fast as we could, we could barely stay ahead. We came to a clearing at the edge of a great cliff. With the fire in front of us and the cliff behind us, we had nowhere to go.”

			“And then what happened?” asked Asterux, his face filled with interest and concern.

			“A goblin ghost riding a horse appeared before us. His laughter rang loudly and he taunted us, his voice rising even above the noise of the fire.

			“‘Before you lies the fate of cowards,’ he howled, laughing even more loudly than before. I turned and looked at Groompus, the elder of our village. There were tears in his eyes.

			“‘The goblin is right,’ he said. ‘He is right.’”

			“And did the people of the village perish?” asked Asterux quietly.

			“At the moment that the fire reached our feet, I awoke. But I know the answer.”

			“And what is the answer?” asked Asterux.

			Darrow, calmer now, composed his reply.

			“The answer is that we create our own fate. Today, our first enemy is not goblins at all. Our enemy is ourselves.”

			“And how will you defeat that enemy?”

			For the first time, Darrow smiled. “By coming to the forest to meet my uncle and making a plan.”

			Asterux nodded, smiling as well. Before he could speak, his nephew continued.

			“Fear can be broken. It can be broken because courage, when demonstrated, will inspire other brave deeds. As that courage spreads, it becomes a powerful force that can defeat even the most powerful foe.”

			Asterux paused for a moment, impressed by the strong words and passion of his nephew. Then he asked, “Darrow, nephew of mine. You are not yet eighteen years old. One of your legs is shorter than the other. You have never lifted a sword in battle. You know nothing of war. Tell me, how can you succeed against the might of the great goblin army?”

			“I know what I am lacking. But, Uncle, I saw the fire at my feet and the cliff at my back. Show me another, older and wiser, ready to lead, and I will gladly follow. But I know no other so I ask you, ‘Why not me?’”

			Again, Asterux paused. He had no answer for Darrow. So he leaned forward and spoke to his young nephew with firmness and conviction.

			“You have come here for my advice,” Asterux stated. “And I will give you frank and honest words. You have no experience in war. You have no knowledge of fighting. You have no men behind you.”

			“Mempo is coming to join me.”

			“Mempo knows less than you. Forget Mempo. You need warriors.”

			“Where can I find them, Uncle? Tell me.”

			“They are chained to the dungeon walls in the palace at Blumenbruch.”

			“Then we must set them free.”

			“And how will you do that?”

			“Lend me your sword and I will walk to Blumenbruch and fight for their freedom.”

			With those remarks, Asterux pressed his lips together and shifted impatiently in his chair. “First, I do not have a sword.”

			Upon hearing these words, Darrow grimaced, his eyes lifting to the ceiling above.

			“My nephew,” the old man continued. “You will never succeed by running blindly into the fire. If you want to rescue these men, you need a plan.”

			“Then help me,” Darrow pleaded, looking directly into his uncle’s eyes. “Help me. Teach me. Join me.”

			“I will help you, but listen and listen well. In the palace dungeon in Blumenbruch are two great warriors, Hugarious and Timwee.”

			“Hugarious?” Darrow asked.

			“He is a Minotaur, also known as Hugga Hugga. In his day, he possessed great strength and wielded a giant axe. He can help you. I will go with you, and we will try to break them out.”

			“Then we will leave tomorrow,” stated Darrow.

			“No,” Asterux responded. “We will leave in three weeks.”

			[image: ***]

			Each day, the routine was the same. Darrow would arise from his bed with the sun and wait for Asterux. When Asterux had risen, Darrow would beg him to reconsider and leave that day.

			Asterux marveled at his nephew’s persistence. But each time, Asterux refused his request. And each day, when he was sure that his uncle would not budge, Darrow headed directly to the bookcase and began to read.

			He marveled that his uncle knew so much and could read these strange tongues. But there were also books he could read, great stories of magic, heroism, gallantry, and revenge.

			One day, while he was reading a tale of two wizards locked in a great contest, he looked at the ceiling and thought of the strange books. He thought again of his journey in the forest, which had been filled with magic and awe. Then he asked Asterux the question.

			“Did you use magic to bring me through the forest?” he asked.

			“Not at all. Not at all,” Asterux replied, as a look of exaggerated innocence spread across his face. “If magic brought you through Hexenwald, it was a magic other than my own.”
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			Cebular’s Ghost
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			The journey to Blumenbruch lasted eight days. As Asterux and Darrow walked the dusty road, they faced what seemed a wholly impossible task.

			The Kirstinnex dungeon was a formidable target. Many of the great warriors of Sonnencrest were locked inside. While they remained, reasoned the goblins, there could be no challenge to goblin rule. With each passing year, these warriors grew weaker and more withered with age. With each passing year, the goblin rule grew more secure.

			Beltar, the great goblin general, took no chances. The jail was guarded by twenty or more guards, all well armed. No detail was overlooked. No one but goblins and corpses ever left its walls.

			On the seventh day, as the two travelers finally approached Blumenbruch, Darrow asked Asterux the question that was tormenting his soul.

			“Uncle, we are getting close and you must tell me. We have no swords. No knife. No weapons of any kind. So how exactly are you and I going to break these prisoners out of jail?”

			But Asterux remained silent. Then, on their last day on the road, Asterux turned to Darrow and shared his plan.

			“There will not be twenty guards tonight. There may be only a few. For tonight, high in the heavens, a great spiritual event will take place. It is an event celebrated by all goblins everywhere. Tonight is the night of Cebular’s Crossing.”

			“And what is that?” Darrow asked.

			“In the night sky, at exactly this time of year, seven stars are arranged in a circle. That circle is known as Cebular’s Ghost. His story is sacred to the goblins.

			“According to goblin legend, there was once a time when all people lived together as humans in a paradise created by the gods. But one of those people left paradise to find adventure.”

			“Cebular?”

			“Exactly. Outside of this paradise, Cebular met many spirits that had been banished from paradise and longed for revenge. So when they met Cebular, they whispered false words to turn him against the gods.

			“One spirit told him that in the dark land, everyone lived forever. Only in paradise did people die. Another said that in the dark lands, people drank delicious wines and ate succulent foods that were plentiful beyond any possible consumption. And to prove his words, the spirit offered Cebular a magical brew that made his head dance and his body glow with delight.

			“‘These pleasures are forbidden in your land,’ the spirit explained, ‘because the gods are selfish and keep these wonders for themselves.’

			“Another spirit offered Cebular gold. ‘Great riches lie in the dark lands,’ he explained. ‘These riches are hidden by the gods to enjoy only for themselves.’

			“With these words, Cebular’s suspicions grew. He began to believe that where he lived was no paradise at all. Then one day, on one of his journeys into the dark lands, a strange ghostlike figure appeared before him. Cebular was frightened, but the figure lifted his hand to reassure Cebular. As Cebular trembled, the figure spoke. ‘Cebular, you are the chosen one and you must know. The gods have no power at all. They are only humans. They disguise themselves to steal the best joys of life from others. Return to your so-called paradise, Cebular. Return and tell the people the truth.’

			“Cebular brooded over the oracle’s message and wondered if it indeed might be true. When he encountered the gods, he silently measured them, asking himself if they were indeed mightier than he. Gradually, he became convinced he was their equal. Driven by this belief, he decided their rule was only a trick.

			“So one day, he decided to act.

			“In the spring of every year was a great festival. And on this particular occasion, Cebular was asked to sing the first song. He rose on the hillside and from his lips came a shocking verse:

			Oh, mortals present on these sands

			Great imposters rule our lands

			Their lies have cheated all I see

			These gods, they live deceitfully.

			If your powers be so great

			Strike me down and do not wait

			I stand here absent sword or shield

			Before false gods, I will not yield.

			“Well, you can imagine how the gods reacted. The ruler of the gods, Torin, rose to slay Cebular. But before he could reach for his sword, his hot-tempered brother, Tymobeer, cast a spell that turned Cebular’s skin green, gave him a bulbous head, and distorted his body to appear like those of goblins today.

			“But Tymobeer’s powers were ordinary and his spells often contained mistakes. His spell did more than change Cebular’s appearance. His spell also endowed Cebular with great courage, a fighting spirit, high intelligence, and other admirable qualities of goblins today.

			“So, in this form, Cebular escaped from paradise. He walked through the dark lands and made his home in a cave. There, he found others who had suffered at the hands of the gods. He fathered many children and founded a great tribe that conquered many lands. Throughout the dark lands, the goblins grew into a feared and powerful force.

			“When the gods learned of Cebular’s success, they grew angry. Their ruler called Tymobeer before him and issued a command.

			“‘You have created this mighty Cebular. Go now. Slay him. End his reign.’

			“Tymobeer thought long and hard about how he would put an end to the great goblin leader. He could have easily struck him with a plague or poison. But Tymobeer wanted the other gods to see that his magic was indeed great, so he planned to extinguish Cebular with a great display.

			“Mustering his most powerful magic, he summoned a great fireball from the sky. All of the gods looked up and smiled because they knew that surely this fireball would put an end to their foe. And indeed, as Cebular looked up and saw the great fiery globe descending upon him, he knew that death was at hand.”

			“But Cebular escaped, right?”

			“Oh, no. He perished, as surely as you or I would, if the gods hurled a fireball in our direction. But although the fireball did kill Cebular, it created an enormous explosion. The fireball broke into seven pieces that ascended into the sky, forming a circle of seven new stars. That circle became known to the goblins as Cebular’s Ghost. They believe that Cebular ascended to the heavens and watches over them each and every night. And fortified with these beliefs, the goblins became stronger still.”

			“Okay,” said Darrow. “But what does all this have to do with breaking warriors out of prison?”

			“Well, on the fourth day after the first full moon of September, when Cebular’s Ghost is highest in the sky, the entire goblin nation joins in a rapturous celebration called Cebular’s Crossing, which is unlike any holiday known to man. They drink a strange brew that places the goblins in a mysterious trance. Once in this trance, the goblins begin a great silent dance, where their bodies move, almost in unison, but without any music at all. After the silent dance, which can last for hours at a time, great feasting begins. After the feast, the goblins drink from an enormous kettle containing a mysterious mushroom brew that launches the goblins into raucous choruses of song.

			“So tonight, amidst this celebration, only a few goblins will be guarding the dungeon. And the rest will hardly notice us at all.”

			“But won’t we still need weapons?” Darrow asked.

			“Everything we need,” replied Asterux, “is located right between your ears.”

			And with those words, Asterux began to explain the plan.
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			Gong Farmer to the Rescue
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			That night, at the gate of the palace, a yellow wagon appeared. It was pulled by a single mule. No guards attended the gates, which stood open, allowing any goblin to enter and join the celebration. Amidst this chaos, Sesha’s wagon entered unnoticed.

			Across the palace yard, the goblin rituals unfolded before Sesha’s eyes. Here and there, a goblin moved in jerky motions, eyes closed, staggering about without purpose or direction. Others lay peering into the heavens, slapping their hands on the ground in a strange and unpredictable rhythm.

			Sesha gripped the reins, carefully steering to avoid contact with goblins who staggered randomly into the wagon’s path. She reached the stable, a structure of wood and straw that extended from the castle’s stone walls. Next to the stable stood a large iron door, the entrance to the Kirstinnex prison.

			“Whoa, Zauberyungi,” Sesha called to her mule. The wagon pulled to a stop.

			Sesha went to the back of the wagon and removed some balls. She walked out to an open space in front of the prison door. There she tossed the balls into the air, first two, then three, and finally four balls. A handful of goblins planted themselves on the ground, still twitching but spellbound by her juggling skills.

			Sesha added a fifth ball and as the balls followed one another across her hands, Sesha stepped back and put her hands on her hips while the balls continued their circle as the growing crowd of goblins looked on, aghast at this amazing display.

			More goblins staggered to the wagon, one of them wearing an iron helmet. While the balls continued to circle in the air, Sesha removed the goblin’s helmet and walked back to the wagon. She reached into a bag and scooped three handfuls of a lumpy gray powder into the helmet. Then she walked over to the balls, held out her hand, and the five balls fell to her hand balanced perfectly one on top of the other.

			The goblins cheered.

			Sesha took the helmet and shook it back and forth.

			A goblin lay on the ground. Sesha walked over, removed his shoe, and dropped it into the helmet. The goblin staggered to his feet and lurched toward Sesha to retrieve his shoe. Sesha sidestepped him and he fell to the ground. Helmet in hand, Sesha walked to the bewildered goblin, inviting him to reach inside. As he did, a great mass of lizards and frogs leaped from the helmet, frightening the poor goblin but sending his comrades into fits of uncontrollable laughter.

			Sesha looked back at the prison door. The peephole was open. She walked over to the door and knocked. The goblins, thinking she might take her show into the dungeon, launched another roar of laughter. The door opened—but only a crack.

			“Would you like to join us for the show?” Sesha asked.

			“Not possible,” replied the voice from inside. “Guard duty tonight.”

			“Well, perhaps I might serve you some apple cider,” suggested Sesha in a creaky voice.

			“Not allowed.”

			“But look at your friends, all staggering around full of brew. It is not really fair. My apple cider won’t make you dance, but it is tasty enough to reward your terrible duty on this special night.”

			“Wait.”

			The door closed and for a few moments, Sesha waited. It cracked open.

			“We are deserving, that’s for sure. Bring us a taste, but you must leave right away.” Sesha returned and pushed a pot of cider through the door. Then she rode her wagon back out through the gates.

			[image: ***]

			An hour later, Darrow and Asterux walked into the palace grounds. Midnight approached. The mushroom brew had been consumed and the air was filled with the raucous screeching of goblin songs. Some screeched alone, others in pairs or in groups of three or four, not always singing the same song but singing loudly and with barely a melody at all.

			The two humans moved swiftly through the chaos to the prison door. Asterux delivered three loud knocks. No reply. Another longer series of knocks. Still no reply. Finally, a voice.

			“Go away.”

			It was not the firm voice that had replied to Sesha but a slow voice, wavering in its tone.

			“But I cannot go away,” Asterux responded. “I am delivering a gift.”

			There was silence for a moment. Then a slurred voice: “Th-th-the general lives in the tower. This is the dungeon. No gifts come here.”

			“Ah, but you are wrong,” Asterux replied cheerfully. “This gift is for you, the dungeon guards. And if I leave this gift at your doorstep, it will surely run away.”

			Asterux thought he heard laughter inside.

			“Well, it is up to you. But someone is going to be very disappointed.”

			With that statement, the door opened. A goblin, older but with broad shoulders and strong arms, looked at Asterux suspiciously.

			“Who?”

			“Sadfar, the captain who commands the fort in Hexenwald. It is his gift to you.”

			“Well, I do know Sadfar. So where is this gift?”

			“Right here,” Asterux replied, pointing at Darrow, whose hands were bound. “What is it that every warden needs?”

			“A locksmith.”

			“No.”

			“A blacksmith.”

			“No.”

			The goblin giggled. The game was fun.

			“A housemaid!” Inside, the two other goblins laughed uproariously.

			“No, my good fellows. I bring you something better still.”

			The goblins stared at Asterux with rapt attention.

			“I am happy to present to you a gong farmer!”

			“A gong farmer!” The warden leaped from his chair. “Well, why didn’t you say so?”

			There was good reason for the warden’s delight. In the castle, there was no harder job to fill than the gong farmer.

			“He is a little addle-brained, but I think he will do,” Asterux added. “Won’t you, fellow?”

			At that, Darrow mumbled a few grunts and snorts, proving he had no language and few coherent thoughts.

			“Well, yes, indeed,” said the warden. “I can see he is fit for the task.”

			A gong farmer, of course, grows no crops at all. In most of the palaces of the world, the nobles who lived in the highest towers would empty their chamber pots through a hole in the wall. The contents fell to a cesspool below. The gong farmer’s job was to empty the cesspool and remove the contents from the castle grounds.

			But for the gong farmer of the warden, the job was still worse. The dungeon was located deep in the ground. And to accept the wretched waste of the prisoners, a deep pit had been dug that reached far below. To remove this waste, the gong farmer had to lower and raise a bucket. When his wheelbarrow was full, he carried his harvest across the open ground to an opening in the castle wall where it was dumped into the moat.

			Not only was the job unpleasant, it was unhealthy as well. Few gong farmers lived longer than a few months on the job.

			Asterux and Darrow were ushered inside and offered a seat. The two other guards sat slumped and wild-eyed in their chairs.

			“Perhaps you would like some cider. There is a bit left,” one of the guards giggled.

			“I think not,” replied Asterux. “I really must be on my way. But I must say the odor is terrible. I am sure Darrow here would be happy to begin work right away.”

			“Here, here,” shouted the other guard.

			“Well, lead the boy to his post!”

			The guard grumbled and gave the warden an angry look, but knew he had cast his own lot. So he untied Darrow’s hands and led him out the door.

			“And how is Captain Sadfar?” the warden asked thinking kindly of the old goblin at the fort.

			“Why, he is the same as ever, grumbling about his poor post. But you know, I think he likes it actually. No marching. No drilling. No generals to order him around.”

			“Ah yes, that is Sadfar indeed.”

			Asterux rose.

			“Although I would enjoy more conversation, I must be on my way. I still have hours of travel ahead. A funeral in the morning. A nephew dead of the shakes.”

			The warden eyed Asterux suspiciously. The shakes were caused by evil spirits and passed to relatives and others.

			“Well, yes, you should be on your way,” exclaimed the warden, now ushering Asterux to the door.

			Asterux opened the door and looked out to the wall facing the dungeon. On the wall, he could make out the short, fat outline of a girl. The girl bowed. Asterux nodded. Then she was gone.

			With that, Asterux turned to the warden and announced, “My good sir, your stable is on fire!”

			And indeed, as he spoke these words, smoke was rising from the stable and the cries of horses began to fill the air. The warden ran down the steps, followed by the remaining guard.

			Asterux ran to the well and drew a bucket, which he handed to the warden. The warden hurled the water at the fire. Asterux handed him another bucket, and the fire grew hotter. The warden wiped the sweat from his brow and removed his coat. Asterux handed him a third bucket. As the warden turned once again to douse the fire, Asterux lifted the warden’s coat and withdrew the keys. When the warden turned for another bucket, Asterux was gone.

			[image: ***]

			Inside the prison, Asterux turned the stolen key and pushed the door open. The hallways were dark. Feeling with his hands, he followed a wall until he came to two doors. He pushed at the first door. It moved and he walked into the room.

			He was startled by a frantic scuffling noise. Rats. He called out, “Hugga Hugga,” but there was no reply. He withdrew and found the other door.

			He fumbled with the keys, trying one of them in the keyhole. No luck. Another. Now there was shouting inside.

			On the fourth attempt, the key turned and the door opened. The midnight visit brought panic to the floor. Prisoners pushed back to the walls, afraid that beatings might ensue. In the firm clear voice of a human, Asterux called out, “I am here to find Hugarious and Timwee, warriors of Sonnencrest. Where are they?”

			A moment of silence followed. No human had ever walked freely into this prison. A voice called out, “I am Timwee. Over here.”

			Asterux worked his way across the room, stepping on and tripping over prisoners along the way. When he reached the voice, he fumbled with his keys to unlock Timwee’s irons. But before he could open the lock, another prisoner shouted, “Over here, I am Timwee.”

			Asterux found the key and unlocked the first prisoner, who began stepping across the room toward the door, not bothering to look back. Now, a chorus of voices shouted, all claiming to be Timwee. Asterux began unlocking one prisoner after another, but apparently none of them were Timwee. One and all, they fled.

			Asterux stopped. In a loud voice that could be barely heard above the pleading prisoners, he shouted, “Where is Timwee? Only Timwee has the key that can free us all.”

			Again, a chorus of voices offered the information. He turned to the nearest and yelled, “Where? Tell me where!”

			“The door. The door at the back of the room. It opens to a hall. At the end of the hall is another room. That’s where they keep Timwee.”

			Asterux unlocked the prisoner and stepped across the room. The prisoners grabbed at his legs and pleaded to be freed. But there was no time. He reached the back door and found the room.

			This time, he said nothing of rescues. Using his best goblin voice, he shouted, “I have come for Timwee. Where are you?”

			From the corner of the room, a whisper of a voice responded, “I am here. Bring this life to an end.”

			Asterux moved across the room, stepping more skillfully in the dark. He reached the sound and without a word unlocked the dwarf’s irons.

			Timwee looked up at the wizard, blinking in disbelief. What was a human doing in the dungeon?

			“Where is Hugarious?” Asterux asked.

			“You mean Hugga Hugga? I’ll show you.” The dwarf eased his body upward, balanced himself on feeble legs, and led Asterux to another room.

			Soon both prisoners stood before Asterux, blinking in awe.

			“Make not a sound. The kingdom has come to your rescue. Follow me.”

			With that, he hurled the keys to a prisoner who unlocked himself and passed them to another. One by one, the prisoners rose and headed up the stairs.

			Asterux led his warriors away from the stairs. They entered the latrine. The two prisoners blinked, confused. Asterux turned and pointed to a hole, the width of a medium tree.

			“Go through the hole.” The prisoners looked back; Timwee gulped.

			“There is a bucket on the other side. Grab it. It will lift you to the palace yard.”

			Without a second’s delay, the dwarf had leaped into the hole and slid down the stinking passageway, and then a splash sounded below. Hugga Hugga tried to follow, but his horns stretched wider than the hole.

			Hugga Hugga turned to Asterux with a frightened stare. Meanwhile, they heard screams as prisoners streamed into the yard.

			A cry rang out from the top of the dungeon stairs. The goblins had arrived.

			The old wizard’s eyes scanned the chamber. The walls were stone and the mortar was crumbling in between. He drew a knife and thrust it in a crack. He tugged on the stone and it began to move.

			Hugga Hugga grabbed at the stone and pulled it free. He motioned with his hands, for a Minotaur cannot speak, pointing at the stone and his horns.

			“On your back,” shouted Asterux, understanding instantly.

			The dull thud of batons striking bodies rang in the air—thuds followed by cries of pain.

			Asterux raised the stone high and brought it crashing down on the Minotaur’s horns. Hugga Hugga bellowed in response. Again, Asterux struck. In six strokes of the stone, Asterux had broken the horns on each side. Hugga Hugga leaped back into the hole. Still he was stuck. A guard entered the room and raised his club to strike Asterux. Asterux moved to the side. The club struck Hugga Hugga on the head. The blow was all he needed.

			The Minotaur slid bellowing down the chute.

			[image: ***]

			In the yard, under the shadow of the tower, Darrow stared into the black pit below. The stench was strong and Darrow was sure he would faint. As quietly as possible, he lowered a large bucket, attached to a rope. The rope was attached to a crank, which could be turned to lift the bucket back up. Darrow listened carefully. When the bucket struck the surface, he stopped.

			Darrow looked down and fell to his knees. Grasping the rope, he swung the bucket gingerly, as close as possible to where he believed the hole might be. Cinders rose in the air from the stable fire, lighting the yard. Now, he could see the hole. He clutched the rope with both hands, keeping enough tension so that neither warrior would fall into the terrible ooze below.

			The sky burned brighter still and cinders darted about like lunatic stars. Carefully, ever so carefully, he positioned the bucket and set the rope tight. He peered down into the hole and waited.

			Suddenly, a black ball shot out of the wall and into the muck. Timwee missed the bucket but managed to grab its side. Darrow reached for the crank and began to pull. Soon, Timwee was standing on the ground.

			“How do you like the smell of freedom?” Darrow asked.

			Timwee stuttered, “Just fine to me.”

			“Where is Hugga Hugga?”

			“I don’t know. He was right behind me.”

			Darrow peered into the pit. The sky was bright with embers. One of the embers fell into the pit. Suddenly, flames rose from the liquid below.

			It had been several minutes since Timwee had been lifted from the muck. Darrow looked nervously across the yard.

			“We should go.”

			”No, wait. He will find a way.”

			The rope tightened in his hands. The old Minotaur had caught the bucket. He was heavier than Timwee and almost pulled Darrow into the pit. The bucket fell into the muck. The ripple stirred the flames. Then the bucket itself was on fire. The Minotaur bellowed a low moaning cry.

			Together, Darrow and Timwee pulled at the crank. Slowly, too slowly, they lifted the bucket upward. Darrow looked down and there were flames on the rope. Another moan arose from the pit. The stubs of his broken horns burning with flame, Hugga Hugga reached toward the wall of the pit. There was a loud snap and the bucket fell into the depths below. The Minotaur hung by one hand that gripped the wall.

			Darrow and the dwarf grabbed both arms and lifted him out, then rolled him across the ground to put out the fire. As the Minotaur grimaced in pain, Darrow led him across the yard. They arrived at the small door that was the gong farmer’s exit.

			Darrow looked back at the palace. The ground was littered with garments and cups where the goblins had celebrated only hours before. A reflection caught his eye. He ran from the exit and retrieved a small sword.

			When he returned, they ran to the opening in the wall where the gong farmer dumps his cargo. Through the opening, across the moat, and the three lone soldiers of Sonnencrest disappeared into the night.
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			The Band of First Believers
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			Darrow looked at the sky, noticing the streaks of orange appearing in the east, then indicated a nearby wood. It wasn’t safe for the warriors to be on the road during the day, and they needed to find a place to rest.

			Neither Hugga Hugga nor Timwee had walked more than the length of a room in ten long years. But in the previous evening, they had traveled miles from the dungeon, through fields and woodlands, in an attempt to avoid the roads where goblin patrols traveled.

			Hugga Hugga wobbled ahead, his legs thin and stiff. His ribs showed through his chest and his back sagged under the weight of his enormous head, now adorned with a crown of stubs and splinters that had once been his horns.

			But it was the dwarf, Timwee, who had suffered most. In the night, he had fallen and broken a shoulder. Each step sent a sharp throbbing pain through his chest and down his arm.

			The party came to a small brook, and Timwee collapsed in the streambed, frantically scooping water into his mouth with one hand. For a long time, Hugga Hugga just sat on the bank, too tired even to relieve his thirst.

			“Wait here,” said Darrow. “We need a place to hide.”

			Darrow followed the brook upstream through the forest. Darrow stepped faster as the brook crossed open fields, but for the most part, the woodlands sheltered it from view of the road. He passed a few farmhouses but dared not approach. There was nowhere the goblins would not search. Anyone caught aiding a prisoner would surely face death.

			The sun rose higher and the birds burst into song. Darrow barely noticed. He stepped frantically, scanning the landscape for anywhere to hide.

			At the edge of a field, Darrow heard a voice. Fearing goblins, he moved behind a tree. He listened closely and realized that what he was hearing was not the sound of someone speaking but sobbing. He stepped out from behind the tree and could just see a small shed beyond the field.

			Darrow approached the shed with slow steps, his eyes darting in every direction. The sobs grew louder. The shed was small, as long as two men lying end to end and half as wide. The door was gone from the hinges, and it had no windows at all.

			Darrow eased his head into the doorway. Curled up in the corner was a cave troll. The size of the creature frightened Darrow, who jumped back. But the troll looked up at Darrow, sad-eyed and motionless. Darrow took a slow step inside.

			“Who are you?” Darrow asked.

			“Naark,” the troll answered, his voice thick and gravelly.

			“What are you doing here?”

			“I have nowhere to go.”

			“And where did you come from?”

			“The dungeon,” Naark answered, and continued his pitiful sobbing.

			Darrow quickly looked around the shed. It was a shed where a farmer had once stored corn, but it was a long time since it had been used. It was not much of a hiding place, but it would have to do.

			“Stop crying,” Darrow said gently. “Come with me.”

			The troll staggered to his feet and followed Darrow downstream. Hugga Hugga and Timwee were asleep. The cave troll let out a cry when he saw the two warriors, but Darrow assured him that they were friends. Naark lifted Timwee to his back and the four warriors headed to the shed.

			They spoke no words; within seconds of arriving, they were all asleep, piled up on one another in the tiny confines of their hiding place.
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			It was midafternoon when Timwee awoke. He opened his eyes, surprised by his surroundings and the bright light shining through the doorway. As he rose, he grimaced, gripping his shoulder, and remembering the ordeal. He became nervous. The others were sleeping, but he did not care. He shook Darrow. For the first time since leaving the dungeon, Timwee asked questions.

			“Who are you? Where are we going? Is the king alive?”

			“I am Darrow of Ael. I freed you because I need soldiers to drive the goblins from Sonnencrest. And the king is dead,” Darrow answered calmly.

			Hugga Hugga opened his eyes and, upon hearing these last words, blinked sadly. Naark snored.

			Timwee looked down at his shrunken body and across at Hugga Hugga, who looked no better than he. He looked at Darrow, a boy who walked with a limp but spoke so bravely.

			“Who sent you?”

			“I came on my own.”

			Hugga Hugga reached over and touched Timwee’s arm, giving him a stern look.

			“Have you fought before?”

			“Never.”

			Hugga Hugga and Timwee exchanged nervous glances.

			“Where is the army?” Timwee asked.

			“The army is us,” Darrow replied.

			Darrow looked at his bewildered comrades with fierce, determined eyes.

			“You need not tell me that the road ahead is hard. I am young. I walk with a limp and there are many who are stronger than I. But no strong warrior has stepped forward to lead our battle. If you want to save our kingdom, you’ll have to fight with me.”

			The warriors just stared.

			“Look, I just rescued two of the greatest warriors of Sonnencrest.”

			Timwee’s face took on a more respectful look, but he could think of nothing to say. He wanted to say he was old and weak and could no longer fight. But his pride would not allow it. His head sagged and he looked at the ground.

			Hugga Hugga touched Timwee gently and signaled with his hands. Timwee translated.

			“What has happened in the last ten years?”

			It had not occurred to Darrow that, being locked in the dungeon, they would know nothing of the outside world. So Darrow began by describing how the king and his family had been killed.

			Hugga Hugga signaled a question with his hands.

			“All of them?” Timwee interpreted.

			“All but the littlest princess. She escaped but has not been heard from since.”

			Hugga Hugga began to weep.

			With great passion, Darrow continued to tell, in long detail, how the goblins had killed the innocent, burned the countryside, and impoverished the kingdom.

			As Darrow described all that had happened, the two old warriors stirred. Now they were filled with anger. But Darrow was just beginning.

			A hundred times, he had considered what he might say to convince others to join his cause. Now, the first three recruits stood before him. His great passion poured forth as he pleaded his cause.

			“This tragedy facing our kingdom has little to do with hunger or poverty or cruelty or death. A far greater loss has overtaken our land. Where brave warriors once fought and wise men ruled, tyranny reigns. Our kingdom stands paralyzed by fear and despair.

			“The swords of four warriors can do little to the goblins. But our courage can awaken others. Each small victory will draw new volunteers to our cause. Our actions will rekindle powerful hopes. Those hopes can arouse our people and fuel the greater victories to come.

			“As we sit here now, there is little that recommends our chances for success. From your years in prison, you are so weak you can hardly walk. I am inexperienced, lame, young. But what we need is not the strength or the experience or the will to fight. That will come later.

			“What we need now is the courage to believe. That courage is the beginning. From that beginning we can, I know, inspire a great army more powerful than three goblin nations.”

			Naark just blinked, awakened by all this talk. But Timwee and Hugga Hugga looked at one another, amazed by Darrow’s words.

			For what must have been three or four minutes, Hugga Hugga made motions with his hands. When he finished, Timwee looked back at the Minotaur and nodded his agreement. Then he turned to Darrow.

			“We are weak. We have not fought in ten long years. But we are not defeated. Our hearts remain strong. Win or lose, live or die, we will stand with you in this quest.”

			“Then join me in a band of first believers—volunteers ready to risk their lives to free Sonnencrest.”

			Darrow raised his small sword.

			Timwee and Hugga Hugga exchanged uncomfortable glances. A strange pause filled the shed. Darrow was confused.

			Naark blurted out, “I have no sword.”

			Darrow realized his was the only weapon. He thought how his large words measured against this tiny force, broken in body and without arms. But he did not waver.

			“To launch our band, we must believe.”

			In a voice so loud and firm that the others feared he might alert goblin patrols, he shouted: “Hold out your swords!”

			So Timwee, Hugga Hugga, and Naark, without hesitation, held up imaginary swords and repeated after Darrow:

			To this small but mighty band

			I pledge my allegiance, my honor, and my life

			For a cause more noble and precious

			Than the soul of creature or man

			To break the chains of fear that enslave our people

			To ignite in our countrymen the flames of hope

			To inspire the courage of others

			To bring a new sunrise of peace, honor, and virtue to our nation

			For these things no price is too large, no sacrifice too great

			A band of first believers we shall be

			And through our deeds will our people be free.

			At the end of the pledge, Hugga Hugga was once again overcome with emotion. Timwee lifted his imaginary sword high into the air and cried, “So it shall be! So it shall be!”

			Satisfied, Darrow urged his warriors to rest once more. His first victory had been won.

			[image: ]
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			Zindown’s Mission
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			In the great room of the palace in Blumenbruch, fifty chairs surrounded a long table. King Malmut refused to sit. Beltar and the great wizard Zindown stood straight and still like statues before him.

			“The entire army drunk on rincinnar brew! The prison unguarded! Warriors escaped!”

			Beltar glanced at the door. Zindown smiled slyly.

			“And have we captured them all? We have not!” The goblin king asked and answered his own question, working himself into a tirade.

			Beltar leaned forward and spoke to the king.

			“Indeed, it was a cleverly conducted escape, Your Majesty. But only three remain at large.”

			“It’s been a week!” the king shouted, sweat rolling down his forehead.

			“Three prisoners can do nothing. One of them is a cave troll.”

			“But one of them is the Minotaur!”

			Zindown’s smile grew wider. He leaned forward, his long wrinkled neck lifting his head high above the king.

			“Ah, Beltar,” he sighed. “I know it must be stressful to have lost so many prisoners on your watch. Perhaps . . .”

			“Stay out of this!” snapped Beltar.

			“Yes, these soldiers are your concern alone. I have larger issues on my mind. Perhaps we ought to consider who is behind this trouble.”

			“Yes, yes,” the king was practically leaping with each word. “Who?”

			“As we know, the prisoners were headed for the forest. I think—”

			“I have sent thirty more soldiers to the forest,” Beltar interrupted. “It is all the fort will hold.”

			Zindown turned to Beltar, his eyes narrowing in a look so wicked that even Beltar shivered.

			“Oh, Beltar, can you not think beyond the pitiful tools of war? Is the truth not plain? There was no break-in at all.

			“No one was injured. Not a sword was lifted against a goblin guard. The warden was found five miles away, delirious, in a cow pasture. I suppose, Beltar, you would call that a military strike?”

			Beltar glowered at Zindown but held his tongue.

			“Send soldiers if you will, but I sense a more powerful hand at work. The king is right to be concerned. Perhaps, Beltar, you should show more respect for his wisdom.”

			“These three are nothing!” shouted Beltar.

			“Silence!” the king bellowed. Zindown continued.

			“Nothing? Perhaps. But these nothings will soon be in the forest beyond the reach of our military might. Perhaps this is no job for a general. Perhaps a visit to Hexenwald is what we need. There we will learn the true nature of the problem we face.”

			And with those words, Zindown lifted his black robe and swirled it above his head. A puff of smoke exploded into the air. When it drifted away, Zindown was gone.
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			Scodo’s Mission
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			Sesha and Scodo sat together inside her wagon. Around them lay scattered a sea of objects in no particular arrangement. Cooking utensils, small sacks, tiny bottles, magic ingredients, large boxes, pots, bedding, and all sorts of things customers in the nearby villages might buy. Scodo himself was wedged between a box of dried spiders and frogs and a bag of griesonaut teeth that poked at his side.

			It was Sesha who spoke the first words.

			“A young man named Darrow has broken into the Kirstinnex prison. He has freed Hugga Hugga and Timwee. They are coming to the forest. They will need your protection.”

			“I know those two warriors. I fought with them before the palace fell.”

			“They are not the warriors you know—not after ten years in Kirstinnex. They can’t protect Darrow. You must join them.”

			“If he freed them from Kirstinnex, he will hardly need my help. He must wield a mighty sword.”

			“He has never used a sword. He has no experience. Your sword is the one he needs.”

			“Why is this important?”

			“Because he is coming to save Sonnencrest.”

			Scodo blinked.

			“Above all, you must not allow the goblins to kill Darrow. I need you to go to Darrow and join his band today.”

			“No. I cannot. I will not.”

			“And why not?”

			“What would happen if I joined? Even if this Darrow accepted me, I would only hurt his cause. Who would march with a monster? Who is willing to look at my face day after day? I have lived this before, and I will not do it again.”

			Sesha frowned.

			“Then, if you won’t join him, trail him. Follow him. Don’t let him out of your sight.”

			“I don’t understand,” Scodo responded. “If he cannot fight and he has never used a sword, how can he possibly save the kingdom?”

			“There are plenty who can lift a sword. It is not swords that need lifting.”

			“What are you saying?”

			“Words, Scodo. Words are the first weapon. Swords alone are not enough. To defeat the goblins, we must lift hearts and hope and spirit.”

			“He had better talk fast, Sesha. Against the goblins, neither my sword nor your magic can protect this boy. You know that.”

			“Scodo, my dear Scodo,” Sesha responded. “Perhaps you are right. But trust me. Protect him and you may be surprised.”

			“I will do my best,” Scodo answered. “But only because you asked.”

			Sesha’s face broke into a smile. “Well, my dear Scodo, perhaps this Darrow will have a magic all his own.”
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			Quinderfill’s Cabin
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			After resting for several days in the shed, the small band of warriors were on the move again. The path through the forest slowed them down, so Darrow led them across open fields, far from the relative shelter of the trees. He led the way alongside Hugga Hugga; behind them, Naark carried Timwee on his back.

			Suddenly, the air filled with the sound of hoofbeats. Across the pasture rode two goblins, swiftly bearing down on the four. There was no hiding now. As the goblins closed in, Darrow could see their long curved swords gleaming in the sun. A screeching howl filled the air. Hearing the war cry, Darrow ran for the trees with Hugga Hugga close behind.

			Naark looked to Darrow for orders, but Darrow was already on the run. The troll paused, looking left and right, considering his next move. Then he did something that surprised even the goblins. He gently placed Timwee on the ground, and turning to face the riders, he waited.

			Looking back, Darrow saw Naark standing still, and wondered if the troll had given up. Perhaps he was sacrificing himself to allow Darrow to run free. But what of Timwee? Heartsick, Darrow counted two brothers as lost.

			The first rider was closing fast. He lifted his sword and screeched once more. Darrow stopped, staring as the horses, seemingly in slow motion, closed upon Naark. The rider rose high in his saddle and leaned toward his target. Calmly, Naark drew back his arm.

			As the horse arrived, the nine-foot troll launched his fist directly into the horse’s muzzle. So staggering was the blow that it almost stopped the animal cold. The horse screamed in pain, and the rider was flung into the air, crashing into the ground thirty feet beyond. He lay very still.

			The second rider, seeing the fate of his comrade, tried to rein in his panicked horse, but he lost control and flew out of his saddle, landing at Naark’s feet.

			Naark could have made short work of the two goblins. Instead, he grabbed them both, one in each hand, and lifted them from the earth. While they shook with fear, the troll carried the two soldiers across the field and into the trees where he tied them together with vines. He returned to the field, lifted Timwee on his back, and followed his comrades into the trees.
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			A day later, Darrow and his three companions entered Hexenwald Forest. Their destination was a cabin that once belonged to a friend of Asterux’s, an old hermit named Quinderfill. Quinderfill spent his life making medicines from a rare mushroom. Once a year, he would travel to the plains to sell his wares to many eager customers. One day, celebrating his good fortune in a tavern, he wandered into the street and lifted his hands as if to address the passersby. But when he opened his mouth, no sound came forth and he fell to the ground, dead.

			The old hermit’s demise launched a great commotion, as many believed that Quinderfill had amassed a small fortune. Upon his death, brave men and foolish adventurers entered the forest to find Quinderfill’s cabin and return with his treasure.

			Most became meals for bat spiders and griesonauts. Those who survived returned empty-handed, for the cabin was never found. But Darrow held a map, drawn by Asterux, with elaborate directions. The problem was that Darrow could barely understand a word.

			“What is a Mestular tree?” Darrow asked. Hugga Hugga and Timwee had never entered Hexenwald. Darrow did not know. Soon they were lost. Remembering his first trip through the forest, Darrow abandoned the road. Without a path, thorns tore at their legs. Timwee and Hugga Hugga trudged with steps that were painfully slow.

			The next day, they reached a brook. Hugga Hugga and Timwee collapsed and, after drinking, lay motionless on the ground. Naark curled up beside a tree. Darrow let them rest, but he knew they could not sleep long. The forest was too dangerous for them to remain exposed.

			He tried to rouse Hugga Hugga and Timwee, but they would not move. Timwee’s shoulder ached. Hugga Hugga was too tired to move. So Darrow turned to them and spoke: “Tell me about the day the archers fell like rain in the forest.”

			Timwee and Hugga Hugga looked up, stunned by the question.

			“Tell me,” Darrow repeated.

			“It was . . . awful,” Timwee whispered. “They all died.”

			Hugga Hugga looked away.

			“And the ambush outside the forest? And the march to Kirstinnex? How many died?”

			Hugga Hugga looked up, his face pained.

			“How many?”

			“Almost all we knew,” Timwee replied, his voice still no more than a whisper.

			“And who still lives? Who stands free of the dungeon? We are all that is left of the army of Sonnencrest,” Darrow said.

			“Every sacrifice. Every death. Every dream is bequeathed to us, to our small and pitiful band.

			“I know that your strength is spent—that you can barely lift your broken bodies from the ground. But if we lie here, we will die.

			“In our hands, in our hearts, and on our backs rests the one hope of a desperate and long-suffering kingdom. Rise up. Stand. Walk!”

			Standing in the shadows, not far from the creek, was Scodo. As Darrow’s words rang in his ears, he saw Timwee, Hugga Hugga, and Naark lift themselves from the ground.

			“Indeed,” thought Scodo, “perhaps there is a magic in this young boy’s words.”
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			Ambush at Frenngravel Creek
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			Whoooowhip! Whoooowhip! Whoooowhip!

			The snake owl cried from a nearby tree. And when a dozen species followed, their voices formed a dark overture that spoke of events to come.

			Three weeks ago, Darrow and his band had arrived at Quinderfill’s cabin. And on this morning, they sat on the dirt floor to consider the enormous challenge ahead.

			Three weeks of rest, food, and exercise had made new men of Hugga Hugga and Timwee. Timwee’s shoulder had almost healed. Hugga Hugga now walked with firm, steady steps. Naark was as strong as ever and aided the group by taking on all the heavy tasks around the cabin. In the meantime, Darrow had made daily hikes to the edge of the forest to plan their first attack. Now he explained his plan.

			“Each day, about an hour before sundown, a goblin wagon enters the forest bringing supplies to the fort. The same driver, the same guard at his side. Both are armed with swords. Sometimes, there is a passenger or two but mostly just the driver and a guard.”

			Hugga Hugga motioned with his hands and Timwee interpreted.

			“What about the patrols? How often do the horsemen or foot soldiers go by?”

			“Usually once or twice a day, mostly in the mornings. But these soldiers do not travel with the wagon.”

			Hugga Hugga and Timwee nodded. Naark still eyed the window, giving the conversation not the slightest thought.

			“Is there a hiding place near the road?” Timwee asked.

			“Near the bridge that crosses over Frenngravel Creek. We’ll have cover about a hundred feet away.”

			Hugga Hugga spoke frantically with his hands. “Can we block the bridge? Are there logs?”

			“Better. There are large stones in the creek.”

			“So we block the road with stones and charge when the wagon stops,” Timwee surmised. “Hugga Hugga will take the driver. I can take the guard. Darrow, you and Naark empty the wagon.”

			“No,” said Darrow firmly. “I will take the driver.”

			The two old warriors exchanged nervous glances.

			“But the driver . . .” Timwee began.

			“I have been practicing for two weeks,” Darrow interrupted. “A sword is just a piece of metal. I will take the driver.”
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			The afternoon shadows stretched along the ground. It had rained early in the day and the water in the creek flowed high under the bridge. Darrow looked down the road. They were late. Perhaps the wagon had already passed.

			Darrow inspected the road. “No fresh tracks. Let’s move!”

			Hugga Hugga was the first into the creek, lifting a small boulder and carrying it to the road. The rocks were heavy and only Naark was strong enough to lift a large one from the ground. The others carried smaller rocks and rolled them up the high banks. Darrow looked nervously down the road.

			Suddenly, Naark shouted, “The supply wagon!”

			The four warriors raced to their hiding place.

			From behind the bushes, Darrow looked out at the road. Their stack of stones barely covered one side. So pitiful was the pile that the driver noticed nothing at all. The single guard slept in his seat.

			A loud battle cry rang in the air.

			Darrow turned to see Naark charging from the woods, far too early, waving a wooden club.

			The driver’s reflexes were quick. In a split second, he cracked a strong whip over his horses and charged the bridge. When he spotted the stones ahead, he veered hard to avoid them, and came careening back onto the road. Unfortunately, his wheel struck the pile and the left side of the wagon rose in the air, landed on its side, and went skidding across the bridge. The contents spilled out directly into Frenngravel Creek. The panicked horses strained against their harnesses, unable to move the wagon. Seeing the group charge from the woods, the guard bolted for the woods. Hugga Hugga gave chase. Darrow approached the driver, holding the fellowship’s only sword. The driver did not run.

			The driver was a small man, no taller than Darrow, but with a broad back and strong arms. His face was marked with scars and crevices that spoke of experience in battle. Facing Darrow, he drew his sword and waved it with a confident flourish.

			Darrow did not wait; he lunged forward, swinging his weapon in a broad looping stroke that missed its target and sent Darrow stumbling to the ground. He looked up. The goblin stood above him, grinning widely, his sword falling like a hammer toward Darrow’s head. Darrow rolled to the side with less than a second to spare.

			Springing to his feet, Darrow faced his foe. Both swung their swords, but Darrow’s stroke was weaker. Helplessly, he watched his sword fly from his hands.

			Again, the driver smiled and reared back to strike the finishing blow. Darrow was backed against the wagon with nowhere to move. Barely a minute into his first battle, he faced death a second time. The goblin turned to bring the sword with full force against his target. Darrow closed his eyes.

			But before the weapon could make contact, the goblin’s head jolted forward and his body went limp. The sword fell wide of his mark, dropping from the driver’s hands.

			Darrow looked down. The goblin lay motionless at his feet. His skull was crushed like an eggshell; a rock as large as the goblin’s own head lay to the side. Darrow looked up to see Naark, his fist in the air, issuing a cry of triumph. Once again, Naark’s powerful right arm had saved the day.

			Darrow looked at Timwee, who was standing waist-deep in the middle of the creek, trying to salvage something from the wagonload. He looked up at Darrow.

			“One knife. An axe. A short sword.”

			Hugga Hugga returned from across the field, frantically waving his hands. Far behind him, Darrow saw a party of ten goblins on horseback.

			“Run!” he cried as he grabbed the driver’s sword and fled. The four of them scrambled through the forest through brush and briars where they knew no horse could follow. After an hour, they stopped to listen. There was no sound of pursuit.

		

	


	
		
			• 25 •

			The Goblins Strike Back
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			The water gurgled softly in the stream. At either side, the four warriors made not a sound. For four hours, they had moved through the forest, putting distance between themselves and any goblins that might be in pursuit.

			Now, night had fallen. Sure that they were safe, they lay exhausted in odd poses across the ground.

			The stream was an hour’s walk from Quinderfill’s cabin, at least in the daytime. In the darkness, their return would be a blind man’s journey of groping for landmarks they could not see. Bedding down for the night was out of the question. Nearby lay the wretched bogs from which the griesonauts roamed, and no corner of the forest was safe from bat spiders and their silent strikes.

			Darrow looked in the direction of the cabin. Above the stream was a clearing, lit bright by a full moon in a cloudless night. Fortune had smiled on his band. Maybe the journey back would not be so bad.

		  [image: ***]

    Darrow rose and dusted his pants while his band lay motionless on the ground. A noise broke the silence.

			Dogs.

			It began with one bark, not far away, but others followed and within seconds the howling, snarling, and yelping of bloodhounds came ringing through the trees.

			“Up! Up! The goblins are closing in!” Darrow implored in a voice strong but soft, fearing that shouting might alert the dogs to their position. But sleep masks all danger and Darrow was forced to shake his comrades one by one to get them on their feet. And when they finally stood, the barks and howls ringing in their ears, Darrow pointed to the clearing where a fallen tree offered the only defensible barrier.

			Frantically, they charged across the clearing. As they approached the tree, they could hear the dogs, quieter now, sure in their pursuit, running close behind. As they reached the barricade, they turned to greet their foe. A dozen dogs entered the clearing and the sight of the men launched a new eruption of their wretched noise.

			“Get ready,” Darrow shouted, lifting his sword.

			But just as the hounds approached, Naark issued a blood-curdling cry. For a moment, the dogs froze in their tracks. Suddenly, the troll lumbered forward to face the dogs, clutching a log as long as he was tall.

			The first wave of hounds leaped upward, biting at Naark. He swung his makeshift club, filling the air with flying, screaming dogs. The others reeled and scattered to a safe distance.

			A pair of dogs stepped forward, feigning attack. Naark swung his log. They scurried back. Three more dogs circled to the back, nipping at his heels.

			“Get back here,” Darrow screamed. But his order was too late. Naark was surrounded.

			From behind, a sharp cracking noise filled the air and Darrow turned to see Hugga Hugga pounding his axe against a large tree.

			“What are you doing?” he cried, but the Minotaur continued his axe strokes against the tree.

			Meanwhile, Naark wheeled and swung at the dogs behind him. At the other side, dogs charged his back. He turned in a circle, shaking his log. As he turned, more dogs attacked. Naark’s eyes widened. His hands shook. His swings became bigger, more desperate. Sensing their victory, the beasts grew increasingly bold.

			Darrow rose to come to Naark’s rescue, but Timwee pulled him back, shaking his head.

			As the first few goblins appeared in the clearing, Hugga Hugga scrambled back to the barrier, but for Naark there was no return. He charged forward, dogs now hanging from his sides. He lifted his mighty club and swung with all the great power of his body. A great screech arose as the goblin stepped back. Now Naark’s opponents were too many. Dogs and goblins charged at once. Darrow turned from the scene, unable to watch. When he looked again, Naark was dead.
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		  Darrow turned to his side to discover that Hugga Hugga was once again gone. Then he heard the axe strike one more time.

			A sharp cracking noise rang through the clearing. A giant pine was falling, right into the mob of goblins and dogs. The goblins scattered, but for some it was too late. When ten thousand pounds of pine tree struck the earth, seven goblins were crushed beneath it.

			Now the dogs leaped onto the barrier. Timwee and Hugga slew two of them with sword and axe. Again, the dogs retreated.

			Darrow counted. Seven. Eight. Ten. And then two more. There were still twelve goblins that he could see.

			Darrow considered his situation. There was no hope of victory. What mattered now was how he would die. And he was determined that, in his final moments, he would take as many goblins as possible with him.

			Realizing their victory was certain, the goblins took their time to regroup. An officer signaled with his hands, directing the remaining soldiers to the edge of the fallen tree. Clumsily, they stepped through the branches to form a line.

			The officer raised his sword and shouted the order. The twelve goblins bolted forward, swords held high, screeching their battle cry.

			Darrow tightened his grip, his body tense, eager for the attack.

			At the barrier, Darrow attacked, but a goblin blocked his stroke. Again he swung, but this time he lost his balance and found himself on the ground. He cursed himself with the worst words he knew, lying on his back, unable, even at his death, to damage his foe.

			Meanwhile, Hugga Hugga, holding the axe, took a broad swing at the first wave of goblins. Darrow looked up at Timwee dodging weapons from every side.

			Fire in his eyes, one goblin lifted his long, curved scimitar high into the air, prepared to claim Darrow as his prize. But just as the goblin sword quivered above him, ready to fall, another sword appeared, slashing across the air and cutting the sword and the hand that gripped it from the goblin’s arm. Darrow looked up. What he saw made him shudder. It was a face so hideous that he covered his eyes.

			Towering above the goblin line stood a monster with the large shoulders and arms of a man but covered with a hard outer shell. Half man, half scorpion, this creature fought like no creature Darrow had ever imagined. Simultaneously swinging his gigantic sword and his darting tail, the scorpion man cut down three goblins at the edge of the line.

			The goblins wanted none of this battle. At the monster’s first appearance, one cried out, “Scorpion man!” and the others turned to run. Even the dogs fled. Soon the only sound that remained was the crash of panicked feet against the forest floor.

			Timwee cried out, “Scodo!”

			Hugga Hugga opened his arms to embrace him, and Timwee leaped forward, offering his hand. But Scodo gave only a nod of recognition and slipped quickly back in to the forest. But just as he left the clearing, he stopped and turned again to face the three surviving warriors.

			“Bless you, my friends,” Scodo said softly.

			Then he was gone.

			“Who was that?” Darrow asked, bewildered.

			Timwee answered, “The finest warrior Sonnencrest has ever known.”

			Then the three warriors, heartbroken and weary, buried their friend Naark and hiked back to Quinderfill’s cabin.
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			The Magic Sword of Darrow
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			Hopeless.”

			Sesha folded her arms and pressed her lips together, shaking her head at Scodo’s bleak assessment.

			“He is brave. He speaks with beautiful words. But what does that matter? He’ll be dead in a week.”

			Scodo turned his head, not wanting to see the disappointment in Sesha’s face.

			“He will get better,” Sesha shot back.

			“He is small. He can’t lift a sword. He walks with a limp.”

			Sesha winced at each word. Then she asked, “And the others?”

			“The cave troll is dead. The remaining two were once great fighters, but they are old.”

			A long silence filled the wagon.

			Sesha lifted her chin, a sparkle in her eye. “Then somehow we must make a fighter of our man Darrow.”

			“He would need a sword as light as a feather,” answered Scodo, almost laughing in despair.

			A long silence followed. Then Sesha, eyes twinkling once more, looked up at Scodo. “Scodo, my friend, you are a genius!”

			Scodo looked back, confused. Sesha stood up, her smile now a look of determination.

			“I must go now. But there is one thing you must do. You must spread the word of Darrow’s great victory over the goblins.”

			“Victory?” Scodo asked.

			“Yes, victory. The goblins retreated. Darrow won. Is that not correct?”

			Scodo stared back, wordless.

			“I can help Darrow fight. That will be my job. But there is something much more important. The people need hope, and they need a hero. This Darrow may not be much, but he is all we have.”

			“Well, that much is true.”

			“Scodo, I need you to write down a message about Darrow’s victory over the goblins. You must carry this message to every village on the plains. We must spread the word of Darrow’s great victory.

			“The people must know. They must have something to believe in!”

			He looked back at Sesha and sighed. “Okay. I will deliver the messages. I just hope when they learn of their hero that their hero will still be alive.”
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			It had not rained in many days and, as the wagon came to a halt, the air filled with a fine dust that lingered in the air. The old mule, Zauberyungi, coughed and wheezed.

			Sesha climbed down and stepped into the road. For a few minutes, she looked down from the mountain to the valley below, remembering the beautiful view she had enjoyed as a child. Then, with slow steps, she walked toward the door. When she reached it, she hesitated again. Mustering her courage, she knocked.

			From the other side, the blacksmith and famous pot-maker, Thor, peered through a hole and saw the gypsy girl. She had bought pots from him to sell in the villages. Recognizing her, he opened the door and invited her inside.

			“Ah, Sesha, so good to see you today. You must need some new pots. Have they been selling in the villages?” he asked.

			“I’ve sold a few,” Sesha replied.

			“And how was your journey? May I give you a cup of water or a piece of bread?”

			“I have brought you some bread.” Sesha handed him a small parcel containing a fresh loaf filled with raisins.

			“What beautiful bread!” Thor exclaimed, surprised at so fine a gift. “But at least you could enjoy something to quench the thirst.”

			“A drink of water would be nice.”

			Thor ladled water into a wooden cup from a bucket next to his table. They both sat down.

			“I have a number of small pots,” Thor began. “But if you’re wanting something bigger . . .”

			“Thank you, sir,” Sesha replied, “but I have not come for a pot.”

			Thor looked a bit surprised. “Then how can I help you?”

			“I need a sword.”

			No one had asked Thor for a sword in at least thirty years. He thought of his wife, who died by a weapon shaped by his very own hands.

			“I am a pot-maker, young miss,” he answered politely. “You must go elsewhere to find a sword.”

			Sesha sat silent for a time, struggling to find her words. Her silence made Thor uncomfortable.

			“And why might you need a sword?” Thor asked, mostly to move the conversation.

			“It is not for me. It is for a friend.”

			“A sword is a sword, young lady. It can bring no good, if you ask my opinion.”

			“But the sword I need will be too light for any man. Really, it is a toy, hardly a weapon at all. My friend is barely more than a boy. What harm could it do in his hands?”

			“There are swordsmiths aplenty throughout the kingdom who will be happy to make you a sword.”

			“No, it must be done by you. It must be forged in the hottest fire. Here, I brought special materials for the sword.” Sesha held out two small sacks of powder.

			Thor crossed his arms, his face stern. What did this gypsy girl know about his fire?

			“You’d best get going, young lady,” he replied, struggling to remain polite. “Please take this business elsewhere.”

			Sesha’s face fell. She reached into her dress and retrieved a sack of coins.

			“Please, I can pay you well for this task.”

			These words insulted Thor.

			“No amount of money will make a sword-maker out of me. My work fills the stomachs of children—not the hands of murderers and thieves.”

			Sesha tried to reply, but the old blacksmith was waving her away.

			“Out. Get out.”

			Sesha retreated from the cabin.

			“Out. Out!” Thor was shouting now, pointing toward her wagon.

			Still facing Thor, her eyes searching for the slightest softness, she stepped backwards toward the wagon.

			Thor stood in his doorway with his arms folded, his expression unchanged.

			She reached the driver’s seat. She looked back at Thor with pleading eyes. Thor did not move.

			She wanted to cry out to him. She wanted to hug his neck and tell him that she was really the princess. She wanted to say that this sword was more important to her and their kingdom than anything else in the world. But she could not betray her secret.

			She grasped the reins and looked at the old mule, but her hands would not move. She braced herself, refusing to cry. All the while, Thor stood silently, staring at her.

			Then she had an idea. She reached back into her wagon and pulled from the canopy one of the tiny yellow birds. She climbed down. In slow, timid steps, she approached Thor once again, her body shaking with emotion, her hand outstretched, offering him the tiny bird.

			Thor knitted his brow, unsure of the meaning of her approach. Sesha moved closer, each step filled with the fear of failing in the great mission that rested upon her shoulders alone. She stood directly before the old blacksmith. She dropped to one knee.

			But before she could lift her hands to offer her gift, Moakie appeared, bouncing excitedly around the corner of the cabin, almost knocking Sesha to the ground.

			“Moakie, Moakie, Moakie!” Sesha cried, hugging the dragon’s neck just as in days past. Moakie’s teeth were black and old, but it did not stop her smile. She bounded in circles around Sesha, nuzzling her with her nose. Sesha moved back and forth, stroking the dragon with her hands.

			Thor knitted his heavy brow. How did this gypsy girl who sold pots in the villages know Moakie? And when Moakie had calmed down, Sesha dropped to her knee and offered the yellow bird to the old blacksmith.

			“I bring you a gift from Princess Babette.”

			Thor stammered, “How do you know the princess?”

			Sesha could not lie to the man who saved her life. So she simply hung her head in silence.

			For a moment, Thor considered her words. What if this girl knew Babette? What if Babette needed help?

			“It doesn’t matter. I will not make this sword.” With those words, Thor stepped inside his cabin and shut the door.
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			The next morning, Thor rose and drew water from his well. After washing his face, he went to the shed to wake Moakie. Moakie was sound asleep and snoring even louder than usual. Thor leaned over and gave his dragon a gentle shake.

			On the floor lay a brush, its bristles worn and stained black.

			Moakie snorted and shivered and then lifted her head. When she saw Thor, she broke into a smile and in the soft morning light, her smile sparkled in a way Thor had not seen in ten long years. Every tooth was gleaming white.

			Next to Moakie lay two bags of magic powder and instructions for mixing the powder and making the sword.

			Thor looked out the window and softly spoke.

			“Yes, my princess, you will have your sword.”
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			The Unlikeliest Hero
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			In a small clearing, Darrow lifted his hand, shading his eyes against the light. It was morning and the sun had just risen above the trees. Gauging its direction, he placed the sun at his back, and marched to the west, the direction out of the forest and onto the plain.

			Nearby was a goblin fort. It was a small structure of logs and a few stone buildings. Normally, it held only twenty or so soldiers. But these soldiers were on high alert. Each and every one patrolled the forest, searching for the thieves who attacked the wagon at Frenngravel Creek.

			So Darrow avoided the roads and trudged through the underbrush, setting his direction as best he could.

			Two weeks had passed since Naark had fallen. Alone in the forest, three warriors could do little to save a kingdom. He needed volunteers.

			His target was the small hamlet of Siegenhoffen, which was near the forest’s edge. It was where goat farmers came to trade and buy supplies. Barely fifty people called it home. Most were old. He had chosen the village because it was small and no goblin soldiers were stationed there. After a long discussion with Hugga Hugga and Timwee, Darrow selected it as the place to start.

			To convince these men, Darrow would need optimism and belief. But today, as Darrow trudged through the forest, he was almost overcome with gloom.

			The vision of Naark falling to the dogs played again and again in Darrow’s mind. What was Naark’s reward for courage? Only the appearance of the scorpion man had saved Darrow from an equal fate.

			The goblin army was at least five thousand strong. They were three. In Siegenhoffen, he would be lucky to find two volunteers. And who might those volunteers be? Who would follow him, hardly even a grown man, small, lame, and too weak to lift his own sword?
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			A day later, Darrow stepped out of the forest and into the plain. His clothes were torn and ragged. Across his arms and legs were cuts and scratches where the briars had torn at his skin. But these injuries were barely visible beneath the dust and dirt that covered his skin.

			In the distance, he could see Siegenhoffen. It was a collection of small huts that seemed to have dropped onto the plain in no pattern or form. Barely rising above the town was the steeple of the church, too big for the village but built when the goats were plentiful and the price was high.

			For many months, he had imagined this moment when he would pour forth his vision of a free kingdom. But now, facing this tiny village, he stood doubtful and exhausted.

			He thought back to the day that the goblin beat old man Groompus. Some of the anger that began his journey returned and from this anger he found resolve. He lifted his head and walked into the village.
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			The afternoon sun beat down on the dusty street. The villagers mostly remained in their houses, small one-room structures with walls of stacked sod and roofs of straw. Many appeared empty. There was the stone church and a couple of wooden buildings. Seeing a man carrying a box, Darrow spoke.

			“Good sir, I have traveled far to this village. I would like to speak with your elder.”

			The man, old but with large arms and strong, thick legs, might have been the elder himself, but he did not answer right away. He took a step back, placed his box on the ground, and eyed Darrow from head to toe.

			“And who might you be?” he finally asked.

			“I am Darrow of Ael. I have urgent business.”

			The old man’s eyes widened. Nervously, he looked around the street.

			“And from where have you traveled?”

			“From Hexenwald.”

			The old man gave a nod and held up his hand as if to say wait. He walked briskly down the street, leaning into windows and doors along the way. People entered the street, watching Darrow from afar.

			The onlookers gathered and moved closer toward Darrow, taking their measure of this ragged, filthy boy. Darrow wondered if visitors were so rare.

			The old man returned, this time not walking but running. Behind him, a gray-haired man, tall and stooped over, struggled to keep pace. The two of them stood before Darrow. The crowd hovered close.

			The tall, gray man was the first to speak.

			“Who are you and what is your business?”

			Darrow looked around and realized that the entire village was standing in the street.

			“I am Darrow of Ael.” He paused for a moment not sure where to start. Then he said it.

			“I have come to enlist the citizens of Siegenhoffen in a great crusade to free Sonnencrest.”

			A murmur spread through the crowd.

			The elder lifted a piece of paper. “Are you the one who attacked the goblins at Frenngravel Creek? Are you the so-called hero who defeated the goblins in the forest?”

			Darrow was dumbfounded. The crowd now pressed tight. Every ear awaited his response. For once, words escaped him. All he could summon was a single word.

			“Yes.”

			“Will you please walk to the door of that house and back?”

			Puzzled, Darrow did as he was asked, bobbing with his usual gait along the way. The two men whispered to one another, nodding and noting that indeed he walked with a limp.

			“Then this is you?” He handed Darrow the paper. His hands shaking, Darrow struggled to read the paper. The crowd pushed at him from all sides. What he read he could barely believe.

			Our Battle for Freedom Has Begun

			To the Citizens of Sonnencrest: From the tiny village of Ael, a hero named Darrow has emerged. Although he is lame and walks with a limp, he is a mighty warrior who has already defeated the goblins three times. First, he broke into the Kirstinnex dungeon to free Sonnencrest’s bravest warriors. Four of them ambushed a goblin supply wagon and escaped with a supply of weapons. When the goblins followed them into the Hexenwald Forest, they defeated an entire army of men and dogs alike. The battle is known as the Battle of Naark’s Hill, named for the courageous cave troll who gave his life that day. Now, brave men from every corner of Sonnencrest are pouring into the Hexenwald Forest to join Darrow’s army and help bring an end to goblin rule. There is new hope in our land. Please make copies of this message and carry them to every neighboring village.

			“We received this two days ago,” the elder stated. He raised his hands, trying to calm the onlookers. Turning again to Darrow, he said, “Speak to us. Can this really be true?”

			Darrow paused, wondering if perhaps he might correct some of the details, but this was no time for small points. He lifted his head and spoke.

			“It is true. We have engaged the goblins in a battle to free Sonnencrest. I am here to tell the citizens of Siegenhoffen that we can and will succeed.”

			There was some applause but mostly murmurs.

			“My fellow citizens of Sonnencrest,” he began. The crowd fell silent.

			“Ten long years of tyranny have left our people broken and in despair. The goblins have robbed our homes, our businesses, and our churches. But they have taken something far more precious still.

			“During these years, they have taken from our people the hope that we can change our future. They have stolen the courage we need to stand against the oppressors and drive them from our land.

			“Today, in the forest, brave warriors are preparing for battle. In the forest lies a goblin fort housing no more than twenty soldiers. With volunteers, we can take this fort and drive the goblins from the forest.

			“With a victory in the forest, we can march onto the plains and assemble a great army. That army will face the goblins in battle and force them from our land.

			“I know, as you do, that the goblins are a formidable foe. Their soldiers number two thousand or more. But our greatest enemy is not the goblins at all. Our greatest enemy is the fear and despair that occupies our hearts.

			“To lead this quest, I left the village of Ael, far to the west and so tiny that, to us, Siegenhoffen would appear a great city. But from small beginnings, great deeds can grow. Today, in the tiny hamlet of Siegenhoffen, a great journey begins. It is a journey of the heart. It begins with the belief that submission to an evil master is no life at all and that death in the battle for freedom is the highest honor any one of us could possibly obtain.

			“And it begins with the belief that we can find our courage, the belief that we can face our foe, and the belief that we can assemble an army and march from the forest to slay our oppressors and restore freedom, honor, and dignity to our kingdom.”

			As Darrow spoke, the crowd forgot his dirty rags. As they listened to his words, he seemed no longer small but a figure of size and power. Instead of remembering that he was lame, they imagined a great march, the march against the goblin army that this man somehow knew he could defeat. When he was finished, there were few doubters. A great cheer erupted from the crowd.

			Only a handful of young men lived in the hamlet of Siegenhoffen, but when Darrow returned to the forest, six of them followed him.
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			Volunteers for Sonnencrest
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			Six volunteers,” thought Darrow. His band had tripled in size. But when Darrow arrived at Quinderfill’s cabin, he encountered another surprise. While searching for food in the woods, Timwee had come across four volunteers who had entered the forest to join Darrow’s army. A fifth had actually wandered to the site of the cabin. One of the men had traveled from the town of Stiffledorf, nearly three days’ journey away.

			“All Sonnencrest hails Darrow,” he said solemnly, looking straight at Darrow.

			Darrow looked around. His band was now fourteen strong.

			Among the new recruits was a soldier for hire, Kaylin, who had worked in the armies of three different kings. A tall man who told many tales and knew many jokes, he delighted the campfire that evening with stories of hunting for kriezzels, exotic weasels that could imitate a human voice and confuse their pursuers in the woods. He was a talented swordsman, and Darrow assigned him to teach the men the skills of the blade.

			Another of the new recruits was a dwarf named Cedrick, who had made his living writing songs, at least until goblin rule began. Under the goblins, singing and dancing hardly befitted the public mood. So Cedrick took work cleaning chimneys, which gave him a terrible cough and nearly destroyed his fine voice. That afternoon, he played his mandolin and sang with the remnants of his old tenor, much to the delight of the men. Because Cedrick had traveled the kingdom in the days of old, performing in villages of every kind, he knew the land and the people, and Darrow drew on his knowledge.

			There was Aisling, a girl of only sixteen who arrived with a sling and a bag of stones. Her father was an archer who lost his life when the giant Cyclops rampaged through the Pfimincil Forest. She was an only child, whose mother begged her to stay at home. But she had had a dream in which her father told her that she must go to the forest, find Darrow, and fight for the kingdom.

			Then there was Kilgo, a locksmith who traveled from the city of Kelsner’s Plain. Kilgo was an amateur magician who entertained the fellowship with a grand show.

			Timwee had slain two wild boars. And when the meat was cooked and everyone had eaten all they could, Darrow spoke.

			“Gather round, my friends, and welcome to our band. Look around you. Our army is but a handful of men, most without experience in battle. But the smaller our band, the larger each of you stands in achieving the mission before us. You are the first whisper of a cry we will raise across our kingdom. You are the first flame in a great fire that will drive the goblins from our land.

			“Tomorrow more volunteers will arrive. And one day, when we watch the goblins flee before us, all will remember the first warriors gathered here tonight.”

			That night, with men sprawled around the cabin, Darrow lay inside, considering the events of the day. The admiration of these new recruits had lifted his spirits. But he feared he was unworthy. He had spoken great words and was hailed as the greatest warrior in all Sonnencrest. The revolt he had imagined in his dreams was finally beginning. But what would these people think of him when they saw him perform in battle? Just how many more battles, he wondered, might he survive?
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			When the sun was up, Darrow sent Timwee and Hugga Hugga back to the woods to search for volunteers who might be lost. They returned at noon with another seven men.

			After a day of training and drilling, Darrow called his soldiers together. Eagerly, all gathered round the fire. With the weapons they had recovered from the battle at Naark’s Hill, Darrow had a good sword for every soldier and he passed a weapon to each.

			“Raise your swords,” he cried in a voice loud and clear.

			Twenty-one swords lifted, each reflecting the flames, sending dancing lights against the walls of the forest.

			“Repeat my words: To this small but mighty band.”

			And twenty-one voices cried out his words.

			“I pledge my allegiance, my honor, and my life.”

			And with each line, their voices roared back, each time louder still.

			To this small but mighty band

			I pledge my allegiance, my honor, and my life

			For a cause more noble and precious

			Than the soul of creature or man

			To sever the chains of fear that enslave our people

			To ignite in my countrymen the flames of hope

			To inspire the courage of others

			To bring a new sunrise of peace, honor, and virtue to our nation

			For these things, no price is too large, no sacrifice too great

			A fellowship of believers we shall be

			And through our deeds will our people be free.

			With these last words, the swords did not fall but remained high, quivering at the vast array of stars in this clear summer night. Into this heavy silence, Darrow spoke again.

			“Tomorrow evening, my brothers and sisters, we will attack after sunset. We will strike the fort and drive the goblins from this forest.”

			With those words, all of the pain and suffering of ten years of cruelty, oppression, and crimes, all the broken hearts of all of the families of all of the land of Sonnencrest came together, no longer as heartache and despair, but as a great and powerful yearning for promise and hope.

			And this time, the sound surely shook the walls of the goblin fort many miles away.
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			Sesha waited in her wagon. She had sounded a whistle, a high-pitched whistle that only Scodo could hear. After a time, when Scodo appeared between the trees, running and panting heavily, she clapped her hands and smiled.

			“What news do you bring, my mighty Scodo?”

			Scodo was silent for a moment, catching his breath.

			“The news is all good. Darrow has returned from Siegenhoffen with six volunteers.”

			“Six! Why there are not six good men in that pitiful little sodpile.”

			“There are none now. They are at Quinderfill’s cabin.”

			“And who else is there?”

			“More and more every day. The messages are working. Men from all over the kingdom are heading for the forest.”

			Sesha smiled quietly.

			“You have done your part well, my friend. Now we will learn what my magic may inspire.”
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			To the Fort!

			[image: sword]

			Darrow awoke an hour before sunrise. He threw back his bedding and looked around the yard, now cluttered with cloaks and blankets and snoring men. The excitement of the previous day had faded into the reality before him. Today, he would lead his army into battle.

			These new recruits knew only his legend. They praised him. They worshiped him. They had left their homes to risk their lives and follow him to war.

			But they had never seen Darrow fight.

			He wrapped his feet in cloth and reached down for his sword. His hand gripped the handle and the weapon practically lifted itself into the air. Darrow looked down at the weapon. It was not his sword.

			The metal of this new weapon glowed bright silver, as though newly forged. The handle fit his hand perfectly. But this new sword was not his. He inspected its markings, but it bore no name. Darrow smiled.

			As he gripped this weapon, a warm glow passed through his body. His hand squeezed more tightly and he felt new strength in his shoulders and arms. He thought about the battle to come and no thought of failure entered his mind. He imagined dueling the goblins, his metal clashing against their own.

			He raised the sword high above his head. It did not feel like a real weapon—it was too light. Surely, it would shatter on contact. But he liked the way this weapon made him feel.

			He walked to the edge of the woods. He swung at a small tree and the sword cut deep into the wood—another stroke and the tree fell. He swung it again and again, each time with more power and confidence.

			The first glow of sunrise appeared in the sky. In this better light, he held the sword across the palms of both hands. On the handle, in the metal, was a tiny marking—a figure. A bird. A tiny bird painted yellow. He had seen that bird before but could not remember where. Something told him that this sword with the bird would bring him luck and this he knew to be absolute truth.

			Darrow placed the sword in his scabbard and began to walk the camp, brimming with optimism, eager for the day’s events. He talked with each of the new arrivals. He asked about their skills, their experience, and from where they had traveled.

			He wanted to know how each man had heard of their battles in the forest. They told him that all Sonnencrest was alive with the stories of Darrow’s army and his courage in battle. And to each of these reports, Darrow responded with a confident smile.

			[image: Darrow with sword]
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			Not long after waking, Darrow sent Timwee and four others to forage for food. Now they had more than twenty mouths to feed; by midmorning, seven more men had arrived. Two were from Ael, his brother, Mempo, and a friend who had lived in a cabin next to Darrow’s.

			“Mempo,” Darrow shouted, embracing his brother tightly. “How did you know?”

			“Your fame has even reached Ael!” Mempo stepped back and looked up and down at his brother. “Everyone is very proud. Even the crippled man, Felbester, tried to join us. Look, here, we have brought gifts.”

			The friend ran a few feet back to retrieve two large bundles. Nervously, fingers fumbling, he struggled against the knots.

			“These bundles are a great load for so long a journey. Surely, you did not carry them by yourselves?” Darrow asked, nodding toward the other man from Ael.

			The friend, now standing straight with his head held high, responded, “They were heavy indeed, but we could not disappoint our village.”

			When the bundles were opened, goods of all sorts spilled out onto the ground. They included bread loaves, some baked with real wheat and blueberries, a delicacy Darrow had never seen in Ael. There were blankets and warm socks, a few shirts made from wool, even a leather belt ornately engraved with the words Darrow of Ael.

			In these bundles were valuables beyond any means of the poor and feeble families of Ael. Darrow made a short speech praising his village. And, after a heartfelt thanks, he asked about his father. The men told him that Darrow’s dad praised his son’s wisdom every single day.

			[image: ***]

			Away in the forest, Timwee, Kilgo, and three other volunteers were scouring the forest for wild boar.

			“Here’s how it works,” Timwee explained.

			“One of us goes ahead looking for the boar. Step lightly and be as quiet as possible. You will hear them before you see them. They dig for roots and they make loud grunts. The idea is to walk around them and chase them back to the rest of us.

			“So, who has the best ears?”

			No one answered.

			“You,” said Timwee, pointing at Kilgo the locksmith. “That way. Step lightly and make no noise. Chase the boar back towards us.”

			Kilgo glanced ahead nervously, but after some hesitation, he moved cautiously across the underbrush of the forest. He turned back to Timwee.

			“How do I chase it back?”

			“Make a lot of noise. Call it some names! When we hear you yelling, we will charge and kill the boar.”

			So off Kilgo went, stepping lightly across the grass, vines, and bushes that filled the forest floor. After each three or four steps, Kilgo would stop and listen.

			After about twenty minutes, Kilgo heard a sound. He froze, tuning his ears to the noise. It was not exactly a grunt. More like a slobbering noise. Slowly, carefully, Kilgo stepped ahead.

			Now the noise was louder. It was a strange snorting sound. “Could this be the boar?” wondered Kilgo, a city dweller who had barely seen a pig.

			Now he circled the sound. The snorting was loud and it was a good thing, Kilgo thought, because there was no way this boar would hear Kilgo above his own noise. Through the brush, he saw the beast for the first time. Its snout was as long as two bread loaves and it walked low to the ground with short legs and webbed feet. There was no curly tail. Instead, its tail was as long as the rest of its body, thick, furry, and tapering to a point at the end.

			“These forest pigs are quite different,” thought Kilgo. He leaped toward the animal, shouting the most terrible insult he could conceive.

			“Out, out, you putrid, dwarf-legged excuse for a pig! The entire swine family retches at your disgusting appearance!”

			The animal looked back with an air of disgust, but the sight of this man hurling himself forward, arms and legs flailing and making a terrible racket, told him this was not the place to be. Away it ran.

			Its feet were fast and it flowed low like a snake across the forest floor. Kilgo followed, insults and all.

			Kilgo saw the bushes move and Timwee’s head rise up. A look of terror flashed across this face.

			“A griesonaut! Run for your lives!”

			Timwee and the three men scampered through the forest. Kilgo, still behind the griesonaut, ran the opposite way. Hoping to keep the creature at a distance, he continued screaming as he ran.

			Unfortunately, his cries alerted a goblin patrol. Ten minutes later, they picked up Kilgo and took him to the fort.
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			Inside Quinderfill’s cabin sat a small group of men. On the previous day, Hugga Hugga had visited the goblin fort. Now he reported his plan. As he signed words with his hands, Darrow interpreted to the group.

			“We are small in number and the men are untrained. But we have swords for most. There are only twenty goblins at the fort. Here is what we propose.

			“We will assemble our men to the west, hidden among the trees. To the other side, we will send Kaylin and Timwee.

			“The wall surrounding the fort is made of timbers and these timbers are old. They will burn without trouble. Timwee and Kaylin will set fire to the wall. When I see the smoke, I will put my axe to a great pine that overlooks the east wall. When the tree falls, it will open a hole in the wall and spread the fire. At the moment the timber hits, our soldiers will rush to the opening. Hopefully, in all this confusion, we can force them from the fort. The best soldiers are on the plains and not at the fort.”

			The door of the cabin burst open. Timwee was breathing heavily. He reported that Kilgo was lost.

			“We cannot delay to look for one man,” Darrow replied, though it pained him to lose a soldier before the battle had even started. “We will lose many more before this struggle is over.”

			Timwee nodded as Darrow continued.

			“There is one more thing to consider,” Darrow added. “If any goblin soldier escapes, word will reach the goblins in three days. They will send an army. We need time to prepare. If no goblin escapes, we might have a week.”

			“Let’s place five men at the gate to block an escape,” Timwee suggested.

			“Five at the gate is five less to attack,” Kaylin reminded.

			“We can’t afford escape. Five at the gate.” With those words, Darrow ended the meeting and the men began preparations for the march.
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			At the fort, the goblins dragged poor Kilgo inside. Inside his shirt, they found the paper announcing Darrow’s great victories in the forest.

			One goblin stood on a chair and read the words aloud.

			“From the tiny village of Ael, a hero named Darrow has emerged. He is a mighty warrior . . .”

			Howls of laughter exploded all around. These goblins had seen Darrow fight. “And has already defeated the goblins three times.”

			“In his dreams!” shouted one goblin to the laughter and applause of the others. And when the goblins had finished reading the paper, they shoved Kilgo into his cell.

			In a fort, deep in the forest, entertainments of any kind are treasured, so the goblins gathered round Kilgo’s cell. They mocked him with jokes about Darrow. They asked why the scorpion man did not come to save Kilgo as well. And to great laughter, they asked Kilgo when the day would come that Darrow would actually kill his first goblin.

			Meanwhile, Kilgo was in a state of unrest. He had heard there were twenty soldiers at the fort. Instead, there were almost fifty packed tightly inside the walls. He knew Darrow would be attacking soon. Outnumbered and untrained, there was no way they could succeed. Somehow, some way, he must send a signal to delay the attack.

			He eyes searched the cell. Its walls were wooden logs and the roof was made of straw. Perhaps that was a way out—through the roof. Still, the goblins crowded at his cell. He pretended to fall asleep. But even a sleeping prisoner proved great fun for the goblins, who shouted taunts and poked him with sticks.
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			While Kilgo agonized in jail, Darrow and his men were on the march. Shortly before sundown, they arrived at the fort. Behind trees and bushes, they took their places looking down on the wall.

			In the dim light remaining, Darrow could see the entrance to the fort. There were comings and goings at the gate, but Darrow wasn’t worried. Night would arrive soon and the fort would grow quiet.

			Kaylin and Timwee stepped through the forest to position themselves on the other side of the fort. When the moon rose above the tree line, they would move to the wall and set it aflame.

			On the ground, Darrow’s men fidgeted and turned with restless movements. Few had held a sword and only a handful had tasted battle. As Darrow waited, he heard a rumble in the sky. He looked upward, noticing the clouds that had gathered. In an instant, rain burst forth, drenching the fort.

			Darrow cursed to himself. There would be no fire tonight.
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			Inside the jail, Kilgo searched for a strategy to distract his captors. A goblin appeared with brown scales pasted across his face. “See,” one cried, “we have a scorpion man of our own! And we have the magic to make one hundred more!”

			But Kilgo hardly noticed the laughter that followed. “Magic!” thought Kilgo. His mind went to work. Within seconds, he had a plan.

			Slowly and with great drama, Kilgo stood up and turned to face the goblins. His face somber, impervious to their taunts, he gave a great bow. The goblins looked at one another, unsure what to think.

			Kilgo held up one open hand so that the goblins could see his empty palm. Then he held up both open hands together. He lifted his right hand into the air a little above his head and paused for effect. Then he reached into his ear and pulled out a small coin. The goblins laughed. Kilgo gave another deep bow.

			Kilgo removed his shirt, rolled it into a small ball, and put it in the pocket of his pants. Once again, he held open his hands for all eyes to inspect. Once again, he lifted his hands to the sky. Then he reached into his mouth and pulled from it the sleeve of his shirt, then the body of the shirt and, finally, the other sleeve. This time, the goblins laughed and gave Kilgo even louder applause.

			Kilgo bowed again deeply, and when he was again erect, in perfect pantomime, he held up three fingers as if to say three minutes. He took a chair and moved it to the center of the cell. He gave the goblins a knowing smile. In anticipation, they responded with small applause. He threw the sleeve of his shirt over the rafter that crossed the roof of the cell. Standing on his tiptoes, he tied one sleeve of his shirt to the rafter and the other round his neck. Tugging tightly on the knot, he turned to face the goblins. With his feet, he teasingly wiggled the chair.

			The goblins were awed. Was this man truly going to jump from the chair without hanging himself? Kilgo held up two fingers and turned his back. Frantically, his hands out of view, he removed flint, metal, and tinder from his pocket and began firmly striking flint against metal. Sparks flew, but nothing caught. More strikes, more sparks, and finally a spark took and an orange circle appeared in the tinder. Carefully, Kilgo exhaled against the orange. It grew. A flame appeared. He lifted the flame to his shirt and the shirt caught fire. The goblins stepped back in awe. Kilgo ripped the shirt from his neck and hurled it upward against the straw above. Before any goblin understood what was happening, the roof burst into flames.
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			The moon was already above the tree line. It was past time to move. But Darrow could not give the order. He wondered if this whole plan was a terrible mistake.

			He eyed the dozen or so men looking at him from either side. He signaled Hugga Hugga to take his position by the tree. He lifted himself from the ground and gripped his weapon.

			Then he saw it. From within the fort, a billow of smoke arose. The smoke was soon followed by a flame. Through cracks in between the timbers, he saw a flurry of bodies moving in every direction without order at all.

			He signaled Hugga Hugga, who buried his axe in a towering tree. The crack of metal against wood sounded again and again. With a pop, a tremble, and a soft whistle, the tree fell through the air toward the fort. When it struck, it crashed through the wall and across the roof of the jail. The flames rose into the tree.

			The twenty of Darrow’s men gave a mighty cry. At the opening, a few goblins met their advance. But soon another thirty joined their defense.

			The goblin swords struck hard and men began to fall. Outnumbered and outskilled, some ran after seeing their brothers fall. And seeing their comrades in flight, others did the same. But just when the battle seemed lost, one volunteer turned back to look.

			At the hole in the wall, Darrow stood alone. His bright sword glistened in the flames, flashing here, thrusting there, in a dazzling display of swordsmanship. One after another, the goblins fell. For each one fallen, another stepped to the fore, and the new ones fell as well. Silhouetted in the flames, Darrow appeared a supernatural force, unafraid, untiring, and unstoppable.

			Hugga Hugga and Timwee looked up in awe. What had transformed their once-feeble leader? A cry rang out.

			“Look to the wall, to the wall. The mighty Darrow is holding fast!”

			Heads turned. Feet stilled. “All hail Darrow!” one recruit cried. “To his side,” cried another. A surge of emotion swept the men, who grabbed fleeing comrades and rushed back to attack.

			Soon, the entire force stood at Darrow’s side, fighting with newfound courage and confidence they lacked before. The goblins fell back. Darrow’s men poured inside.

			The gate burst open and goblins poured out into the forest. No soldiers blocked their path. In the excitement of the battle, these untrained recruits had rushed to the line of battle, leaving the gate unguarded.

			Desperately, Darrow gave chase with a small band of soldiers. But the darkness shielded the goblins from sight. They listened for sounds, but the noise of the forest covered the goblins’ escape.

			Meanwhile, the light from the fire guided volunteers through the forest. When the battle began, Darrow had just twenty men. Seven were lost. But by the end, another forty men and three women had joined his troops. Too excited to sleep, his army celebrated until daybreak. Cedrick, the bard, composed a song to celebrate their great victory.

			Deep in the darkest forest,

			He found the goblin lair

			When smoke commenced the battle

			They never had a prayer

			His sword was quick and mighty

			His bravery tried and true

			He helped us find the courage

			To see our victory through.

			In Hexenwald the forest

			The goblins are no more

			The great and mighty Darrow

			Has shown them all the door!

			Again and again, the song rang out through the trees. When the first light of day appeared in the sky, they congratulated themselves once again and began the work of the day. They buried their dead beneath a tower erected with stones from the fort. Then they picked up the wounded and began a tired but triumphant march back to Quinderfill’s cabin.
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			At the cabin, thirty more had found his band. The new ones were hungry. Many had spent days in the forest, lost and frightened. Not all of their companions had made it to the camp.

			Darrow had little to offer, but he ordered his men to give up their remaining pieces of boar. Despite their hardships, these new men were inspired by the news of the victory. And when they met Darrow, they marveled at how this small, youthful figure, walking with a limp, could have driven the mighty goblins from the forest of Hexenwald.

			As Darrow was making his rounds, Timwee came with terrible news. Kilgo, the locksmith, had been badly burned when the tree fell upon the jail. The men had constructed a stretcher to carry him back to the cabin. They had wrapped his body and called him a hero. But his injuries were too great. By the time they reached the cabin, Kilgo was dead.

			Darrow called together the men and gave a beautiful speech praising the locksmith. He ordered that Kilgo be buried beneath the apple tree behind the cabin. It was a place where Quinderfill surely spent his days enjoying the view of the forest. Three volunteers began digging the hole. An hour later, one of them ran to Darrow, urging him to the gravesite.

			Resting five feet deep in the ground was an old chest, barely longer than a loaf of bread but deep and tall. It was made of wood with metal hinges, and the wood was beginning to rot. Darrow jumped into the hole to inspect the contents. There was no lock. With a knife, he pried open the lid and what he saw made him stand up in wonder.

			A great pile of treasure spilled out onto the damp soil. Gold and silver coins, gems, and even a fine silver dagger. Quinderfill’s treasure had been found.

			Darrow knew right away what this money could mean. He had his men bring the chest into the cabin, and then he called together Hugga Hugga, Timwee, and Mempo. “Our prayers have been answered,” Darrow exclaimed, his whole face glowing with the blessing that had fallen into his lap.

			“We need swords, but swords cost money. Now we have a fortune. Our men can be armed!”

			But Timwee asked the one question that Darrow had yet to consider.

			“Where can we buy them? Someone might sell us one or two, perhaps even five swords. But no one has the hundred swords we need. The goblins control every town.”

			“There must be swords somewhere!” Darrow exclaimed, pounding his fist against the table. “Someone must have swords!”

			Mempo suggested that they might travel to Pfisterstellen, the small kingdom that lay on the other side of the forest. But no one knew the way.

			“What about the road through the desert?” Timwee asked. But Kaylin explained that the road had been closed since the goblins took Sonnencrest and it was probably not passable.

			Hugga Hugga signaled his thoughts. “This treasure has no value for us,” he said. “To get our swords, we will have to take them from the enemy on the field of battle.”

			Darrow was alarmed. “We can’t leave the forest without weapons. In three days, the goblin king will know about the fort. An army will be on its way. Against trained soldiers with real weapons and real armor, we will have no chance.”

			Hugga Hugga once again spoke.

			“What chance do we have in the forest? We are out of food. There are no weapons here. Our volunteers are dying. Leaving is our only chance.”

			All were silent, considering their grim prospects. It was Darrow who finally spoke.

			“Hugga Hugga is right,” he said, choosing his words slowly. “Time is precious. Tomorrow, we break camp and leave the forest. On the plain, our volunteers can find us. The villages can provide food. Our chance is a small one, but if we don’t move fast, there will be no chance at all.”

			The three others looked at one another, wondering at Darrow’s bold decision. A loud cry arose from the camp. Fifty men had just entered the yard. They carried food and wine sent from the villages on the plains. When they heard that the goblin fort had fallen, they cheered and hugged one another, some with tears in their eyes.

			Looking away from this scene, Darrow turned to Timwee, Hugga Hugga, and Mempo.

			“Believe,” he told them. “Nothing is possible unless we believe.”

			3

			That night, Darrow peppered Timwee and Hugga Hugga with questions about the goblin army. Timwee explained their tactics.

			“They are well armored with helmets and breastplates. When they attack, they do so in one line with their shields locked together in a great metal wall.”

			“How can you break the wall without swords?”

			“You can’t break the wall even with swords. We must surprise them. Against the formation, no army can succeed.”

			That night, Darrow considered this advice. How do you surprise an army on an open field? The plains offered no cover at all. How can you break a wall of iron with wooden spears? Darrow had no answers. He tossed and turned, unable to sleep for the longest time.
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			When Darrow awoke, the sun was well into the sky. The cabin was empty. The eight or ten men who had slept there had already risen. Panicked, Darrow jumped out of bed and pulled on his shirt. There was so much to do. How could his men have allowed him to sleep so long?

			He moved for the door. But before he left the cabin, he stopped and turned back to look at his bedside. The chest? Quinderfill’s chest?

			It was gone.

			He called out to Timwee and Mempo to see if someone had put it away. But neither knew anything of the chest. Frantically, he searched the camp, questioning the men, almost accusingly, but no one admitted any knowledge of where the chest might be. Darrow wondered if thieving men might have entered his camp. Timwee came to calm him.

			“The chest is of no use to us. Forget it,” he said.

			Darrow knew he was right. So he assembled the men and spoke.

			“We have won a victory, but larger ones await. There are no more goblins in the forest. We must march to the plains where we can find more warriors. We will arm ourselves in the villages. And when we meet the goblins on the plains, we will avenge all they have done to our kingdom. We will defeat them in battle. We will drive them from our land. And we will bring ten long years of unspeakable tyranny to a just and lasting end.”

			The soldiers were packed tightly together in the small clearing and Darrow’s words made their spirits soars. Twenty of them returned to the fort to search the ashes for swords. The rest began their march from the forest. As their first steps struck the ground, Darrow hoped against hope that somehow his words would ring true.
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			Report from the Forest
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			The soldier stared at his feet, unwilling to look into the eyes of the monarch before him. His clothes were discolored with the mud of the forest and the dust of the road.

			“Well?” shouted the king. “Tell me again!”

			The soldier cleared his throat but did not lift his head. The great general Beltar and Bekkendoth, the king’s advisor, looked on.

			“H-h-h-his sword. It was his sword. I never saw such a sword so quick. He was just a little guy, but no one could take him. All fell before his blade.”

			“You did not fall!” the king cried. “You ran.”

			“There was no hope,” the soldier whispered.

			The king turned to Beltar. “One man! Really a boy, not a man!”

			“These were not our best soldiers, Your Majesty.”

			The king barely heard his words.

			“Fifty soldiers killed or fleeing like mice before a kitten. My fort in ashes and you tell me I have not a single soldier who can take out a lame boy from some place no one even knows!”

			Beltar did not speak.

			The king turned to the soldier. “Take him to the dungeon, I say. And drop him in the coward’s cell.”

			Bekkendoth whispered something to the guard as he carried the soldier away.

			The king walked to the window. Dark splotches of sweat appeared on his robe. Beltar spoke.

			“Your Majesty, Darrow has only thirty men. If they leave the forest, we can crush them in a matter of days.”

			“And if they don’t?”

			“They will starve.”

			“Where is Zindown? Maybe he can fix this problem.”

			Bekkendoth answered. “He has left Globenwald. I believe he is in the forest now.”

			The king stood silent, seething. A small puddle of sweat collected at his feet.

			“We have already taken action, Your Highness,” Beltar continued. “I have sent word by horseback to move five hundred men toward the forest.”

			“I would recommend more,” Bekkendoth suggested. “After all, there are two thousand you can send.”

			“Two thousand to snuff out thirty peasants? You must be mad.” Beltar gave Bekkendoth an angry glare.

			“He is a hero now. Others will join him. Why not be safe?”

			“He can find a thousand for all I care. How will they fight? With pitchforks and hammers?”

			The king looked at Beltar. “Are you leading this army?”

			“No, they are already marching toward Hexenwald. I will ride to Blumenbruch tomorrow. He has no army. He is a one-legged rabbit. We will bring him to Blumenbruch alive.”

			“Alive? What then? What then?” the king sputtered, lifting his arms and splattering the walls with droplets of sweat.

			“We will cut off his head. And when we do, Your Majesty, you will be sitting in the very first row.”
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			Out of the Forest

			[image: trees]

			The trails of the forest echoed with footsteps. Darrow’s army was four hundred strong now, and though hardly any had seen battle, they stepped boldly and without the slightest concern for dangers that lay ahead. In their own minds, they were warriors, lifted far above the common conditions of ordinary life. They were lifted by their belief in a larger cause, men and women who knew without a doubt that they held the great and precious power to transform the future and write history with their very own hands. These were days to which every person aspires but only a few have the privilege to live. These were the days they would treasure until age and death lifted them from the earth.

			As the first among them stepped out of the forest and into the sunshine of the plain, he cried out and four hundred more joined together in the song composed by Cedrick on the trails of Hexenwald Forest.

			All hail the mighty Darrow

			All hail his growing fame.

			The goblin nation shudders

			To hear his mighty name.

			Four warriors in the forest

			A fellowship began.

			They faced a goblin army

			And the goblin army ran.

			Thirty in the forest

			Besieged a fortress strong.

			They slew the goblin forces

			And righted what was wrong.

			All hail the mighty Darrow,

			All hail his growing fame.

			The goblin nation shudders

			To hear his mighty name.

			Freedom for our kingdom

			Justice for our land

			For victory we shall battle

			’Til none of us still stand.

			For ten long years we’ve waited

			We’ve suffered hard and long

			But tomorrow will be different

			When we sing our victory song.

			All hail the mighty Darrow,

			All hail his growing fame.

			The goblin nation shudders

			To hear his mighty name.

			But while his army forged ahead, drunk with visions of their victory to come, Darrow was a tormented man.

			He had his soldiers, four hundred, with more arriving every day. But they were untrained, unruly, and barely armed. Even after ransacking the goblin fort, they held less than a hundred swords and no armor. Their weapons were knives, hammers, pitchforks, axes, wooden clubs, and crooked spears.

			Hope. Belief. Optimism. These words had brought him a multitude. But to win his victory, he needed weapons and he needed them fast.

			His army surged forward, in high spirits, joined on all sides by new recruits eager to follow his every command. But Darrow’s mood was dark. He would soon meet the goblin army—not a paltry force of fifty lesser soldiers assigned to the forest duty that better soldiers refused. Darrow would face an army numbering hundreds at least, maybe a thousand or more. The soldiers? Not an unruly band of raw volunteers but warriors, well trained and battle hardened. Every one would wear armor. In every hand would be a fine sword. And behind their line of hardened shields would stand Beltar, the greatest general of their time.

			Outside the forest, there was a great plain with nowhere to hide. Could he tell his men that he had summoned them to disaster? Had his brashness and daring only sentenced his nation to still more decades of tyranny? He had no answers. He had no choices. In a week, maybe days, he would face the goblin line. When he did, he could only hope that courage would be stronger than iron.
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			Duel in the Desert
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			The whip whistled through the air as Sesha shouted, “Faster, Zauberyungi, faster.” The mule hardly noticed the whip. It was the urgency in Sesha’s voice that pushed him ahead.

			The wagon jolted onward in fits and starts. Ahead and behind lay a broken road that crossed a vast, lonely desert. To either side were barren mountains. At odd spots, a scrubby tree broke this landscape of rocks, sand, and starving brown grass.

			The road itself was narrow and dotted with craters and fallen rocks. Whole sections had been washed away in some long-ago storm. The road led to Pfisterstellen, a tiny kingdom that bordered Sonnencrest on the eastern side. Fearing the goblins, Pfisterstellen had closed its borders long ago. The road was no longer used.

			Across this landscape no houses stood. There were no people or animals. The only sign of life was a small wagon pulled by one mule. The wagon was headed to a small cove on the sea. There, Sesha and Scodo hoped to find Telsinore the pirate, who they hoped would sell them swords.

			“How many do you think he will have?” Sesha asked earnestly.

			“I don’t know,” replied Scodo, answering the question for the third time. “A pirate like Telsinore keeps lots of swords. We can only carry two hundred in this wagon.”

			“Will this treasure be enough?”

			“If he does not kill us and steal it, it will.”

			Sesha and Scodo were silent for a long time. In the wagon lay Quinderfill’s treasure. Two hundred swords would not arm Darrow’s entire army. But two hundred soldiers with swords might give Darrow a chance. Time was short. They needed to reach the cove and return in three days. It would take a miracle to succeed.
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			As Sesha and Scodo drove through the desert, a fine mist surrounded the wagon. It was a strange mist, floating above them, not quite rain but more than a cloud. It extended three or four wagon lengths in all directions. To Scodo, it seemed strange, but Sesha barely noticed at all.

			Sesha should have known better. Having studied ten years at Asterux’s side, she knew the spells of the great wizards. And this mist was the greatest of all magics, the encirclement.

			In the encirclement, the wizard loses all human form and becomes an encircling cloud. The spell has no physical effect, other than the dampness that the victim may feel. But what is taken from those encircled is far more precious than any physical possession. Because the encirclement is a robbery of the mind—a theft of the knowledge, memories, and even secrets its victim cannot recall.

			The maker of this spell was Zindown. And so, at that moment, unknown to Sesha or Scodo, their most powerful enemy knew everything.

			Even before the encirclement, the evil wizard’s spies had told him much. Zindown knew they were carrying Quinderfill’s treasure. He knew they were traveling across the desert to meet the evil pirate Telsinore. He knew that they would offer Telsinore the treasure to buy his swords. He knew those swords would be used to arm Darrow’s army.

			But now he knew even more. Now he knew that Sesha was not Sesha at all, but the escaped Princess Babette. He knew that Babette had learned magic at the side of the great wizard Asterux. And he knew that Babette had used her powers to give Darrow a magic sword.

			This knowledge alarmed Zindown.

			Darrow was marching from the forest with hundreds of men. At every step, new volunteers were flocking to his cause. In a few days, Darrow might lead a thousand men.

			The first wave of the goblin army was marching to meet him. Darrow might have more men, but his men had no weapons. If Sesha and Scodo delivered the swords, Darrow might somehow succeed.

			But these were mere possibilities. The job of a wizard is to shape events. And Zindown was determined to write the outcome of this battle with his very own hand.

			He had reason to be confident. Against Sesha and Scodo, Zindown had an ally even greater than his magic alone—time. The goblin army would meet Darrow in three days. Even without obstacles, the task facing Sesha was difficult indeed. And obstacles were exactly what Zindown had in mind.

			[image: ***]

			Sesha and Scodo leaned into the wagon, pushing it with all their might. A dry streambed, two feet deep, crossed the road. Once, twice, three times they shoved. On the third try, the front of the wagon lifted, Zauberyungi jolted forward, and the wagon fell with a loud plop onto the road.

			Sesha and Scodo hardly noticed that the fog was lifting. A slight breeze nudged at the wagon from behind, moving the mist ahead and into the sky. The air ahead began to swirl. Sesha looked up at the whirlwind and wondered if bad weather lay ahead.

			She did not wonder long.

			In an instant, the breeze reversed itself and menacing clouds collected in the sky. At first, the wind was easy, even soft, but the air slowly gained speed. The breeze became a gale. Sesha grabbed the wheel of the wagon to hold her balance. Scodo’s hood blew back and he lifted his arm to block the stinging sand.

			Against this wind, Zauberyungi leaned hard, his hooves struggling to grip the road. But the winds reached a mad rage, hurling sand and rocks against the wagon. Sesha’s feet lifted from the ground as she gripped the side of the wagon. Frightened, she looked beseechingly at Scodo. Stronger and heavier, Scodo was making small steps forward.

			“Zauberyungi! Zauberyungi!” she called out. “You must help him, Scodo!”

			Slowly, carefully, the scorpion man moved forward until he had almost reached the old mule. Zauberyungi slipped, falling to his knees in a backwards slide that sent the wagon into reverse.

			The jolt broke Sesha’s grip, but she managed to grab the back of the wagon. Had her hand missed its target, she surely would have been blown like a fallen leaf across the autumn sky.

			Meanwhile, Scodo had edged forward yet another two feet. He turned his body sideways to the wind and planted his tail hard in the soil. With both hands, he pulled his sword from its scabbard and raised his arms high. He tottered and shook, struggling to hold his position. But he regained his balance and with a mighty force, he plunged the sword deep into the ground. Scodo wrapped his large arm around the mule’s neck. With one foot steadied against the sword, he lifted Zauberyungi to his feet and held him in place.

			Sesha clung desperately, five fingers away from being lost to the sky. Behind the wagon, the wind was at its worst. It blew down both sides and around the back of the wagon, creating an unpredictable swirl that from time to time lifted and shook her body. But amidst the raging storm, Sesha’s mind was hard at work.

			With a great burst of strength, she pulled her body into the wagon. There, she turned, her face again to the wind, feet pressed hard against the back of the wagon. She lifted two fists into the air, her hands closed tightly, every knuckle white. Her eyes were closed as well, not against the wind or the sand but against everything around her. Her body tight, her mind entranced, she began a low whistle.

			The sound had a strange and penetrating melody. It was not quite a tune but a string of notes, barely twenty seconds long.

			When these notes reached Scodo’s ears, he turned and looked, shocked at the eerie tune that seemed to have entered from a world far beyond.

			A small whirlwind appeared, just in front of Zauberyungi. The whirlwind began spinning sand in a circle, and the circle began to grow.

			Amazed, Scodo stepped back. Now the whirlwind was larger. It was expanding, exploding in size, by the second. Then he realized what was happening. As the raging winds struck the whirlwind, their power was drawn into its vortex. Its swirl expanded until it became so large and powerful that Scodo feared it would consume him and Zauberyungi and Sesha.

			Horrified, Scodo stood tensed, bracing for the worst. But as Sesha’s circular storm expanded across the plain, an amazing thing happened. Just like a hurricane, a center of calm opened up inside. The eye of this storm moved back and surrounded the three travelers. Suddenly, there was no wind at all. Outside, in every direction they looked, the new storm blew round and round. But inside, at the center, tranquility reigned. Scodo looked back at Sesha.

			“Unhitch Zauberyungi,” she cried out, firmly and confidently. Scodo hesitated, but Sesha shouted again and he scrambled to obey.

			Just as Zauberyungi was released and moved to the side, the eye of the storm passed by and the wind welled up again, this time from behind. The storm was moving. Now the wind was blowing at their backs. Unprepared for this new surge, Scodo and Zauberyungi were swept into the air. There was no way to stop. As they dropped to the ground, they did their best to recover their feet and run with the storm. The old mule and the scorpion man bounced across the ground and back into the air until, finally, they lay on the ground, the air still and the storm behind them.

			Meanwhile, the wagon, freed of Zauberyungi and Scodo, was thrust down the road at a fantastic rate, Sesha gripping the seat as the wagon bounced and rolled far from the road and across the sandy plain. When the wind finally passed and the wagon stopped, Sesha looked back at Scodo and the mule, a good distance behind.

			She waved with both arms, trying to get their attention as they looked at one another, dazed by the dramatic events. “Quit your dallying,” she teased. “The pirates are waiting!”
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			Back on the road, Scodo turned to Sesha with a look of wonderment. “Do you understand what happened?” he asked.

			Sesha looked down, not sure what to say.

			“You must understand that the wind may not have been a storm,” she began, carefully choosing her words. “There are windstorms in the desert but not like that one. I suspect it was the work of a wizard.”

			“A wizard? How can you know?” Again, with patience and calm, Scodo waited as Sesha considered her words.

			“Only a great wizard can move the skies into a raging force. There are only two wizards who could have done this, and one of them is on our side. I believe our journey is being opposed by Zindown.”

			A chill raced through Scodo’s body. Zindown was a legend, both for his evil and his power. He asked the question at the front of his mind.

			“But what was that noise? And why did the wind suddenly change?”

			Sesha was quiet for a long time, but Scodo waited.

			“That was me.”

			“You?”

			“Yes,” replied Sesha, reluctant to say more.

			“Where did you learn this magic?”

			“As you know, I grew up in the forest with Asterux. He is a great wizard, even more powerful than Zindown.”

			“So you have powers as well.”

			“Not like a true wizard. I studied only ten years. Zindown may be two hundred years old and his power grows with every year.”

			Then Sesha told Scodo the story of how she had learned at Asterux’s side. She told him about finding forgiveness and the moonflower and how she used the whistle of her little yellow bird to bring the magic alive.

			Scodo looked at Sesha, entranced by her story.

			“There is magic for both good and evil. Asterux taught me that the evil power is always easier to find and easier to use. Evil requires only temptation and weakness. But to draw on the magic of good requires more, much more.

			“There is a great force of good inside every creature. But as we go through life, that power is corrupted and diminished by all we see and experience. When a truly good person of pure heart can tap the power inside, and when that person can grow and nourish the magic over time, he will possess powers far greater than those that arise from evil.”

			Scodo just shook his head, skeptically. “This is not the world I know. How long did it all take?”

			“Seven years.”

			“Seven years!” Scodo replied, surprised and with new respect. “And after that?”

			“After that day, the magic came faster. Each day, Asterux would give me a new task and I would search for a new word, or rather a new whistle, that would summon the magic. I opened bottles, lit fires, and put animals to sleep. Once,” she said with a sly smile, “I made Darrow disappear in the forest.”

			“I bet he loved that!” Scodo laughed.

			“Asterux was a wonderful teacher. He is a loving man and his deep goodness is beyond any measure. But after ten years, he sent me on my way.”

			“Why?” Scodo asked.

			“It was time.”

			Hearing these words, Scodo knew in his wisdom that the answer was not for him to know. He turned back to the problem at hand.

			“So you think the wind came from Zindown. Will he be back?”

			Sesha looked up into the sky. Her eyes showed strength but also resignation to the trials that lay ahead. “He will be back.”

			“Do you have the power to fight him again?”

			“Zindown is a great wizard. But he may underestimate me. Sometimes small tricks can undo great schemes. We shall know soon enough. He will not give up with one battle.”

			The wagon continued across the desert, stopping here and there to pass through a gully or dodge a hole in the road. Sesha looked ahead. A great black shadow had fallen on the land ahead. The shadow seemed to move, not forward or backward, but from within, quivering and wriggling.

			Zauberyungi snorted loudly, his feet taking on an uneasy gait. Scodo, aware of the strange shadow, looked at Sesha. Sesha said nothing.

			Zauberyungi stopped altogether. “On, Zauberyungi,” Sesha cried. The old mule began to move again but with uneasy steps, stopping every few seconds before pulling up again.

			Sesha cracked the whip above his head. This time, Zauberyungi stopped, stamping the ground. Scodo dismounted to inspect the problem. His eyes searched the mule’s body. Then he brushed Zauberyungi’s leg and stamped the ground.

			“Just a spider,” he shouted back.

			The wagon moved again, but Zauberyungi stopped once more, stamping one hoof against the road. One hoof joined another and Sesha looked on in horror as Zauberyungi began a strange dance, his four feet beating out a frantic rhythm. Scodo jumped from the wagon and ran to his side.

			This time, he brushed his own legs. He jumped back, brushing off his arms.

			“Spiders!” he cried. “There are spiders everywhere!”

			The wagon stood near the top of a small rise in the plain. From this place, Sesha could see no spiders. But at the top of the rise, the dark shadow appeared again, moving slowly toward them.

			Zauberyungi whinnied, bouncing about as if he were standing on a burning stove. Scodo began to flail at the ground with his sword, moving from side to side, circling, shaking his legs one at a time.

			A vast ocean of spiders approached. “Curse you, Zindown,” Sesha muttered under her breath, and for a moment she thought she heard an evil laugh across the plain.

			Turning back, she dove desperately into the wagon, throwing bags and boxes this way and that.

			Now Scodo had joined in Zauberyungi’s terrible dance, writhing with each painful bite. Worse, the darkest part of the shadow was now only a few feet away, a terrible black mass bubbling like a churning brook.

			A sharp pain shot up Sesha’s arm and she cried out. She looked down to see a spider, hardly bigger than a mite. But now spiders were in the wagon and more were pouring in. Two more bites shot through her body. She cringed and rolled to her side.

			Then she saw it.

			Wedged between the canvas and the side of the wagon was a box. On its side were the words dried lizards and frogs. Frantically, she grabbed the box and ripped it open. With the spiders crawling up her back, she hurled its contents into the air and delivered a soft whistle that rolled across the valley and echoed against the low cliffs at either side.

			Nothing happened.

			Distraught, Sesha looked at the front of the wagon. Zauberyungi’s eyes were ablaze. He let forth a terrible moan. The great shadow lapped at his feet.

			Sesha struggled to compose her thoughts. With all of the concentration she could muster, she wiped Zauberyungi and Scodo and spiders from her mind until all that was left were the deepest and purest feelings that dwelt in her soul. She remembered the goodness. She forgave the goblin swordsman who killed her family. She gave her father forgiveness and love. Once again, a low, soft, melodious whistle departed her lips and lingered in the air.

			Suddenly, the ground and the wagon exploded with thousands of lizards and frogs. Mouths opened. Tongues flashed. The great feast had begun. In a few moments, they had devoured the spiders surrounding the wagon and surged forward to meet the advancing shadow.

			Zauberyungi, his skin cleared of spiders, backed up the wagon a few feet and Scodo retreated to his side.

			“Get in the wagon!” Sesha screamed.

			When Scodo was at her side, she said quietly, “There are not enough of them.”

			As Scodo looked about, the battle raged in near silence. But Sesha’s words were true, for while her army of lizards and frogs greedily devoured the spiders, the spiders were ten thousand times their number, and they were coming fast. Sesha pulled at the reins and backed up Zauberyungi again.

			“Zauberyungi,” she called, “run like the wind.” She cracked a strong whip in the air over Zauberyungi’s head. Sensing no other course of action, the old mule bolted forward and launched the wagon into the dark shadow ahead.

			For a few moments, Zauberyungi strained at the load and his start was slow. With speed, the clopping hooves and spinning wheels might escape the spiders’ bite. But Zauberyungi’s pace was no gallop, just a jittery, jumpy walk. The spiders climbed his legs once again.

			Sesha felt the wagon tilt forward slightly and saw that they had reached the top of the rise. Before them lay a long sloping descent. As Zauberyungi tap-danced ahead, gravity took charge. The wagon lurched forward, striking the old mule from behind. Bumped by the wagon, his load relieved, Zauberyungi bolted ahead in a mad dash to stay ahead of the wagon.

			By the bottom of the rise, the shadow had passed.

			They continued on another mile until they came to a small brook. Scodo unhitched Zauberyungi, who waded in the water while Sesha rubbed a special potion over his wounded legs. There they rested for perhaps an hour. With no time to lose, they forged ahead once more.

			Back in the wagon, Scodo comforted Sesha, who was shaken by what had taken place.

			“You have dueled with the greatest of wizards and prevailed.”

			“Zindown is not finished,” Sesha responded, her voice breaking, holding back tears.

			“Perhaps, but you won this time. Now that you believe you can beat him, you will be even stronger.”

			“I am not sure I believe that,” Sesha answered.

			“Then find it inside yourself,” Scodo answered. And after a moment’s pause, he added, “I believe in you.”

			At once, Sesha felt stronger.
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			The Black Wand
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			It is written that victory will come to the strong. Indeed, there are few advantages more formidable than power and might. Where might meets might, the strongest must surely prevail. But strength is only one weapon. Cunning, invention, and surprise are others. And in the face of the unexpected blow, even the mightiest can tumble.

			Against the great Zindown, Sesha had twice succeeded. But the wizard was far from finished. In the grim landscape of her journey, a land abandoned by all human form, Sesha faced her greatest test yet.

			[image: ***]

			As the wagon ambled down the road, Sesha, comforted by Scodo’s words, looked ahead with new hope. Perhaps Zindown had abandoned the fight. Perhaps they might yet deliver to Darrow the swords that he needed. Perhaps victory—an ultimate victory against the goblins—was really possible.

			She turned and looked at her friend Scodo. His hood had fallen from his head. His face, covered with a dark shell, looked straight ahead.

			“Scodo,” she asked, “what if Darrow wins? What if he drives the goblins from the kingdom? What will you do then?”

			Scodo looked back at Sesha. The question made him thoughtful. After a long pause, he replied, “I will go back to the forest.”

			The answer hurt Sesha. She admired Scodo, and the thought of him living out his life alone in the forest made her sad.

			“But if Darrow wins,” she replied, “you will be a hero. People will celebrate your deeds. You can be accepted for the first time.”

			Scodo replied, calmly and without the slightest bitterness, “I will never be accepted. The way I look will frighten the bravest men.”

			“Well, I am not frightened one bit,” said Sesha.

			“Then perhaps you are the bravest of them all.”

			They both laughed and continued in silence, but a few minutes later Sesha spoke once more.

			“What if magic could change you? What if you could look like any other man? Then what would you do?”

			Scodo was silent for a long time.

			“I don’t believe in magic such as that. But what would I do if I could appear in a way that would allow me to walk into a room and be accepted for who I am?”

			“Yes.”

			“And Darrow won and the goblins were driven from this land?”

			“Yes,” Sesha answered.

			“I would put away my weapons and never fight again.”

			Sesha was deeply moved but could not find words to respond. For another few minutes, they traveled in silence. Then Scodo turned to Sesha, his eyes filled with the greatest sadness she had ever seen.

			“Most of all,” he added, “I would try to purge the hatred from my heart.”

			And with Scodo’s words, Sesha wished, more than anything she had ever wished in her life, that Darrow would win and that somehow, some way, she could find the power to heal her friend.
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			A sharp clap of thunder echoed across the desert. In the sky, dark clouds gathered together and blocked the sun. Scodo, walking at the side of the wagon, looked up at Sesha. Her hands tightened against the reins and she sat straight in the wagon seat. Warily, her eyes searched the sky. Her search did not last long.

			From these clouds, a terrible figure appeared. His body was human in form, but his skin was dark, ashen, and covered with raging flames. Above his flaming countenance rose two black wings that waved slowly in the air.

			Scodo reached for a rock and hurled it at the figure. But just as the rock reached its target, the figure disappeared. Suddenly, it reappeared higher in the sky. A thunderous laugh shook the earth.

			Scodo grabbed another rock and hurled it straight at his target. But again, as the rock arrived, the figure was gone, reappearing higher still, this time far from the range of even Scodo’s mighty arm.

			Sesha shot Scodo a scolding glance. “Calm. Stay calm,” she said.

			High in the sky, red eyes gleaming, yellow teeth reflecting the light of the fire, the monster looked down at Sesha and Scodo.

			He lifted a flaming hand that held a black wand. He lifted the wand high above his head and for a moment it did not move. Then, in one swoop, he waved the wand across his chest. In the air appeared six tiny vampire bats, which began to descend toward the wagon.

			Again, he swung his wand and six more bats appeared. Again and again and again, he waved the wand until the sky was black with bats and Sesha and Scodo could see the monster no more. Lower and lower, the bats descended, not in a straight line but pendulously, like feathers falling downward through a windless sky.

			Scodo looked at Sesha, but she needed no words. Her eyes focused, her lips pursed together in a thin line, her eyes scoured the sky.

			“I need to find the monster. I need a clear path!” she shouted, not even looking at Scodo but knowing he awaited her words.

			Scodo ran from the wagon, hoping to distract the bats and spread them out. Indeed, some of the bats changed direction, descending now toward Scodo. Still, as Sesha gazed upward, she could not see past the great expanse of fluttering black wings.

			Now the bats were upon them. Sesha swatted the air, knocking the first one away. The monster gave a great laugh. He turned toward Scodo and hurled a lightning bolt that exploded at his feet. A small, gnarled tree trunk burst into flames.
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		  Scodo grasped the flaming tree and lifted it from the sandy soil. He waved its flames at the descending bats and a few retreated. Scodo gripped the roots and began spinning his body faster and faster until, in one great, powerful stroke, he hurled the burning tree across the sky scattering the bats in every direction. For the briefest moment, the sky opened. Sesha looked up and stared at the fiery figure above.

			This time, Sesha’s face showed no fear, struggle, or pain. Her eyes were bright and focused, undaunted by the terrible demon above. She tightened her fists and pulled them down, elbows bent. On her mouth appeared the faintest beginning of a smile. She began a low whistle, this time vibrating and repetitive.

			The sound of Sesha’s whistle only amused the monster. And indeed, the creature did not explode, disappear, or fall straight to the earth. No, what happened was at first not noticed by the monster at all. Its great black wings began to diminish in size. At first, these smaller wings carried the monster just as before. But gradually, the wings grew smaller still. And as they did, the monster flapped harder, struggling to remain in the air.

			Soon the shrinking wings could no longer hold the monster in the air. The monster fell, slowly at first, but with increasing speed, until it crashed into the ground in an explosion of fire, ash, dust, and sand. The impact was frightful and the bats, one and all, fled for places far, far away.

			For what seemed like an eternity, Sesha and Scodo stared at the smoking pile. The smoke disappeared, and from the rubble, Zindown arose. His tall frame seemed to tower above the landscape. His face was twisted in anger, but he was otherwise unscathed. His black robe was shiny and spotless, and his gray hair fell in wavy curls down the back of his robe. The old wizard looked straight at Sesha.

			“Asterux had taught you well, Princess. Today, the victory is yours. Savor it if you will. For in the end, fate will never grant your wishes.

			“No mule-driven wagon can cross this desert and be back in less than three days. No lame boy, even armed with three thousand swords, can defeat the army of Globenwald.

			“And your masquerade, Princess, will continue no more. Because no daughter of Henry X can hide from the goblin king’s army.”

			Then Zindown extended both arms in the direction of the wagon and his body shook. The landscape began to move and Sesha felt the world spin around her with increasing speed. In an instant, there was a flash of light.

			Sesha looked down at her body. Her skin was pale. Her toes were long and slender. Her hair was somewhere between red and blonde.

			Zindown was gone. All that remained was a cloud of smoke that drifted slowly, slowly across the plain.
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			Kelofel
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			The afternoon sun shone into their faces and a speck on the horizon blurred as if surrounded by fog.

			Darrow raised his hand to shield his eyes. The speck should be Kelofel, the first town his army would encounter.

			What waited in Kelofel, Darrow could not know. Goblins were stationed there, a handful who kept the peace. These were no match for Darrow’s growing band, but perhaps reinforcements had arrived. Perhaps a battle lay ahead.

			Closer, Darrow could see a steeple that rose above the town, but no other building stood more than one floor from the ground. A few hundred people called Kelofel home. They were traders and shopkeepers who mostly sold to the nearby farmers and bought their crops in return.

			Darrow looked ahead, shielding his eyes against the afternoon sun, searching for signs of trouble. He could make out shapes, wagons and walkers descending on the town. What was the meaning? He could not know.

			His followers struck up their song and great voices filled the sky, but Darrow turned and ordered silence. An ambush might await. The company quieted. All eyes watched the village. The only sounds were the footsteps of soldiers, more than five hundred of them, and the rustling of their garments.

			Horsemen emerged, a band of five galloping furiously in their direction. Darrow halted his army. Those with swords drew them from their belts. As the riders grew closer, Darrow could make out their shapes. These were not goblins. They were men and they were waving frantically.

			Down the long line of marching men and women, the volunteers eyed one another. Then, from the village came a sound.

			Church bells.

			The first ring was solitary and followed by another, but the rings came faster. These were not rings to mark the time of day or a sad event. These rings were furious and exuberant. The men exchanged curious glances, unsure of the meaning of the sounds.

			The horsemen pulled to a stop. A short man of perhaps forty-five years old with a hard face and a short beard dropped from his saddle. The man’s eyes searched among the soldiers, looking for a warrior with a polished shield, fine boots, or even clean clothes.

			Not finding such a warrior, he looked at the boy before him and said, “I have an important message. Can you take me to Darrow?”

			“I am Darrow.”

			For a moment, the man was surprised to see this small figure dressed in rags. But he dropped to his knee and made a great bow.

			“My name is Haidus and I come from Kelofel to welcome the mighty Darrow, who has freed our village from goblin rule.”

			As they heard these words, the volunteers began whispering to those behind them that the goblins had abandoned Kelofel. Before the news was halfway down the line, a great cheer arose and the soldiers, one and all, knew that Kelofel was theirs.

			Haidus offered Darrow his horse. But Darrow refused and asked him to lead his horse and walk with him to the village. The long line began to move again as Darrow peppered Haidus with questions about his enemy and when their army might arrive.

			There were only seven goblins in Kelofel. Upon hearing that the fort had fallen, they had fled.

			“There are rumors,” Haidus added, his face growing dark and worried. “They say a great goblin army is marching across the plain to meet you.”

			But Darrow paid the rumor no mind. The goblin command in Blumenbruch would only now be learning about the fort. Once they knew, they would send soldiers. He had time. Probably two full days.

			Soon they were a short distance from the village. The streets were filled with people and Darrow wondered how a village this small might have so active a market. As they drew closer, children sprinted from the village cheering and jumping up and down like a hundred bouncing balls. They were followed by women and girls and a few men, who carried loaves of bread, pieces of cheese, and even slices of dried meat.

			As they came into the village, Haidus again urged Darrow to take his horse and Darrow, having never ridden a horse, declined. But Haidus persisted, explaining that the people must know which of the men was the great Darrow and that, if he alone was on horseback, they would know. So, reluctantly, Darrow climbed into the saddle.

			When his horse stepped onto the village street, it was not only the few hundred citizens of Kelofel who had turned out to cheer his army but a thousand or more who had gathered from all parts of the plain. They stood on the rooftops. They sat in the windows. Parents lifted small children to their shoulders to get a glimpse of the leader who sent the goblins running across the plain.

			A thunderous cheer erupted through the village. They hailed Darrow’s soldiers as great heroes, though barely thirty of them had ever seen battle at all. They reached to touch their garments and hurled flowers in their path.

			But most of all, they pressed one another for a chance to touch the great hero or even his borrowed horse. Darrow looked stunned, unbelieving, as if he had entered a strange dream. But it was no dream at all, for with each step, the cheering grew louder still.

			When they reached the square before the church, another great cheer sounded from the crowd. There was music with a drum and some instruments with strings, but no one could hear the notes. Darrow’s horse was taken to a platform where leading citizens stood. They dressed shabbily, but these were the best that they had. When the crowd had quieted, a woman climbed to the platform and placed a necklace of flowers around Darrow’s neck.

			Haidus raised his hands to silence the crowd. On behalf of Kelofel, he spoke.

			“For more than a decade, the goblins have ruled our village. For ten long years, our people have suffered at their hands. But today the goblins are gone, chased to the west by a great leader and the brave soldiers who have joined his cause. All hail the mighty Darrow! All hail a free Kelofel!”

			Another great cheer arose from the crowd. They called for Darrow to speak and their hero did not disappoint.

			“I thank you, Haidus, for your kind words, and I thank the people of Kelofel and so many who have traveled so far to greet us and offer encouragement for the battle ahead. Our fight for freedom, however, is only beginning.

			“Within days, we will face a large goblin army on the plains. These will be veteran soldiers, experienced, trained, and armed. Our challenge is to meet this army and defeat it. Our challenge is as large as a mountain whose snowcaps surge into the sky. But there are no choices. High as it stands, formidable as it may be, we will find a way to the top.

			“We need food. We need shoes. We need bows and arrows. Most of all, we need swords. And today I ask all of you to give us whatever you can to help us in the great cause that we share together.

			“Finally, I ask something most important of all. For too many years, throughout our kingdom, our spirits have been crushed by tyrants and our hopes have withered from fear. But today it is time to put those fears aside. Today, it is time to imagine a free Sonnencrest. Today, it is time to find our courage, to believe in our strength, and to forge a new future in our land.

			“If you are able, join us. If you have food or weapons, supply us. But whoever you are and whatever you can do, most of all, believe in us. Believe in yourselves. And believe in Sonnencrest and the great nation we can build together.”

			When Darrow finished, the villagers cheered until their voices were hoarse. That night, every oven baked bread. Every household sharpened knives and made weapons. In the morning, they delivered cakes, daggers, clubs, and ordinary poles they had sharpened themselves.

			But in the great stack of goods donated to Darrow, there were only twelve real swords.
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			Scodo’s Mighty Struggle
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			Babette, Scodo, and Zauberyungi continued across the plain. For a long time, Scodo walked by the side of the wagon, not looking at the princess at all.

			“So you were never Sesha,” Scodo murmured, as though he had lost a friend.

			“Oh, Scodo, I am the same person, I really am. Asterux made me Sesha to protect me from the goblins. If they had found the princess, I would have been dead.”

			Scodo eyed Babette nervously. The ugly Sesha had made him less uneasy.

			Babette pulled the wagon to a stop and climbed to the ground.

			“Don’t be afraid, Scodo.” But Scodo stepped back.

			“How can a beautiful princess be friends with a monster like me?”

			Sesha looked at Scodo for a long time. Then she spoke. “Scodo, for your friendship, I would gladly be the ugliest woman on earth. And I would do this because you are the most beautiful man I know.”

			Then she put her arms around the scorpion man and held him for a long, long time.

			[image: ***]

			For hours, Scodo and Babette rode across the desert in silence. Then Scodo asked, “Will he be back?”

			“I doubt it. But who can say? For all I know, he might be a tick on Zauberyungi’s behind.”

			Scodo laughed. “Don’t be so sure. I doubt he’s so anxious to tangle with you again.”

			“I don’t scare Zindown. My magic could never hurt a wizard like him.”

			“You certainly hurt his pride.”

			Babette smiled. “That couldn’t be hard.”

			“I have a question,” Scodo continued. “That was Zindown himself in the sky with the wand, right?”

			“That’s right.”

			“If he is a wizard, he could disappear and reappear somewhere else. It would seem he could use this power to dodge your spell.”

			“Not exactly. A wizard does not really disappear. What Zindown did was move faster than you can see.”

			“I don’t understand.”

			“In that particular magic, there is a system. The wizard lays out a pattern of points. He uses his power to move from one point to the next. It happens so fast that it seems he is disappearing. But really, he is only moving from one point to the next.”

			“Can you do the same thing?”

			“I can’t. I can barely get this mule across the desert.”

			For a while they continued without words. Then Scodo asked, “Can you teach me magic?”

			Babette looked up, a little surprised at the request. “It would take too long.”

			“Can I try something simple?”

			Babette paused for a moment, looking down at the reins. “It’s not possible to learn magic here in the desert. It requires so much concentration. The wagon is bumping and rattling. Zauberyungi makes noise. There are too many distractions.”

			“I can try.”

			“Really, it couldn’t work.”

			“Please.”

			For a long time, Babette simply stared at the desert ahead, lost in thought. Then she spoke.

			“For this to work, you have to block out all your senses: your sight, your hearing, everything. You must retreat completely inside your own mind. That would be really difficult here.”

			“Let me try.”

			“Well, let’s try just the first step. But just the first step. Here it is. Consider those people who have showed you kindness and love. Just think about them. Feel their kindness. Feel their love. These things give each of us power.

			“As you do, go through your entire life. Remember everything. Grasp for every kindness, every good deed, every act of love both large and small. And when you bring these events to life, they will grow a goodness and power you can feel inside. Hold onto that power. Feel it. Grow it.”

			So Scodo began. With little effort, he blocked out all his senses. Such were his powers of concentration that he was soon separated from all his surroundings. Deep into his memories, he traveled.

			His first thoughts were of his parents. He thought of his times as a child alone with his mother and father, in the forest. He remembered carrying stones to build his parents’ house. He remembered walking the woods with his father. He remembered the sweet song of his mother lulling him to sleep and the word vianu, which meant love and understanding. These thoughts stirred him with warmth and made him feel strong.

			He thought of Hugga Hugga, who had accepted him as a soldier and a friend. He thought of the soldiers of Sonnencrest, many of whom had treated him with respect. He clung to these memories and they aroused warm feelings.

			His mind returned to his mother. He recalled the moment when he asked her why he was different and if he was indeed as ugly as he seemed. And he remembered that his mother told him that it was she who was a monster and how he was the most beautiful creature of all.

			He thought about when Sesha found him in the forest, her friendship, and the kindnesses she had shown him.

			He began to weep. Inside, he felt a power stirring in his heart. And that power felt good and right and he knew that that was what he needed to grow.

			But as he searched for memories of kind acts, he could go no further. Scodo had known the goodness of others so seldom in his life. So he lifted his head and asked, “Now what?”

			“It takes much longer than that, Scodo,” Babette snapped.

			“My memories of goodness are few. But the ones I hold are strong. Let me try the next step.”

			Babette did not believe that Scodo could be ready for the next step. After all, this step had taken her years. But she was too tired to argue.

			“Think of all those people who have dealt you insults, mocked you, or committed small wrongs. Understand them. Love them. As you do, your power will grow.”

			Scodo thought of soldiers who had mocked him. He thought of ordinary people who covered their faces before him. He remembered a woman who lifted his cloak to show his tail and called him the devil. These memories were a multitude.

			One by one, he looked into the faces of those who had brought him torment and shame. He looked into their eyes and struggled to understand them. What he witnessed made him shudder, for he did not see evil at all. Instead, he saw hurt and injury and pain. He saw disappointments, humiliations, and tragedies that dwelt deep inside his tormenters—each and every one. These experiences made them small and robbed their hearts of kindness, compassion, and love. Almost instantly, Scodo’s great mind understood that the wrongs against him were not of his own making. They arose in his tormentors from their own injuries to their own souls.

			When Scodo considered these things, he was overcome by a deep sadness that stirred him deep inside. He trembled and he shook. He felt compassion for those he remembered and understood that perhaps their afflictions were even greater than his own. His understanding grew to affection. His affection grew to love. Warm, positive, wonderful feelings filled him and a mighty spirit arose inside. As it grew, he felt a joy so great and so vibrant that for a moment he was frightened by its force.

			These feelings were too new and too strong. But he was nothing if not brave and he clung to this power and would not let it go. Separated from all sensory contact, he lingered in this condition for a long time. Empowered by these feelings, he forgave all of them, that great and enormous multitude that had mocked him and ridiculed him throughout his life. He forgave them all. Every single one.

			Scodo looked up again. “I have forgiven them.”

			Babette could not believe these words, but she knew that they were the right ones. More importantly, she could feel a warmth—a powerful, radiant warmth—flowing outward from Scodo’s being. She sensed an enormous power that was almost frightening in its force. And she knew, without a single conscious thought, that she was witness to a miracle so rare and special that centuries might pass before it ever happened again.

			Now she understood that inside of Scodo dwelt a powerful force of goodness and magic far more profound than her own. She suspected that Scodo’s untapped powers were perhaps as great or greater than those of Asterux himself. This time, without doubts or skepticism, she spoke in a stern, commanding voice.

			“Think of those who have done you the most terrible wrongs. Confront them. Understand them. Forgive them. And your power will grow.”

			Without a moment’s hesitation, Scodo’s mind descended once more deep into his past. Soon, he faced the terrible mob that had chased him from the goblin village, that had hunted him with torches and dogs. This was the mob that murdered his parents and destroyed the house he had built with his own hands. For many years, he had been unable to face this memory and now he trembled before it.

			Suddenly, he became deeply fearful and longed to turn back. But against those fears, his new power gave him strength. For the first time, he looked directly into the faces of the mob and a deeply felt bitterness rose up inside him. Understanding? Compassion? Love? These feelings were far from his reach, but he would not turn back. He peered into their eyes, gleaming with hatred and cruelty of the most vicious kind. He looked into their hearts and wondered what they must contain.

			What Scodo saw made him tremble and shake.

			Babette looked at her friend and she became alarmed. His hands made fists so tight that Babette feared he might break his own fingers. His body shook so violently that she touched him on the shoulder to offer him calm. But nothing in this world could intrude upon the journey that Scodo had begun.

			Hours passed, as the wagon traveled slowly ahead. Babette feared for her friend and decided that somehow she must awaken Scodo from his ordeal. She dreaded that she had unleashed some terrible force so strong that it might destroy him. She feared that he might never awaken. But slowly, his trembling subsided. After a while, his body, remarkably, returned to complete calm.

			In her seat next to Scodo, Babette could feel a presence so strong and powerful that it surely stilled trees and calmed creatures miles away. The great power that flowed from Scodo was as real and tangible as the earth beneath them and the raindrops from the sky. She marveled at the strength her friend surely possessed and wondered if he might become the greatest wizard ever known and sow the magic of goodness, justice, and right all across the world.

			For a very long time, Scodo remained in his position, his head lowered, his hands holding the seat, with an appearance of total calm. Then, slowly, Scodo lifted his head, opened his eyes, and spoke these remarkable words.

			“I have forgiven them.”

			Babette was awestruck, but she feared the next step. Already, Scodo had done what had taken her years. Could any being endure something beyond what Scodo had experienced that day? But she also knew that the magic was indeed within Scodo’s reach. And if Scodo could find the magic, he could not only perform good and wondrous deeds; he might well transform an evil world.

			For a few moments, she wavered, unable to decide. Scodo looked at her, not with impatience but with understanding and hope. Without a single word, his expression told her that he placed himself completely in her hands—trusting her, without a single doubt, to do what was right. So Babette turned to Scodo, her decision made. With fire in her eyes and a powerful force flowing through her own body, she shouted words that echoed off the cliffs and ricocheted high into the evening sky.

			“Search for the one person who has handed you the greatest evil. Search for the one person who has done you the most grievous wrong. Search for the one to whom you owe the greatest and most terrible revenge. Find him! Understand him! Love him! Forgive him!”

			Scodo lowered his head and thought. There were many in his life who had done him wrong. But who was worse than the others? He did not know. Harder and harder he thought, reviewing his life and all of the terrible characters it contained. But there was nothing.

			Babette, sensing Scodo’s struggle, offered firm instructions: “Don’t reach for him. He will come to you. Let him come. Let him come.”

			Returning to his struggle, Scodo first searched for his power. But this time, his mind was jolted as if by some outside force. In his mind, he was suddenly spinning through space, falling and turning, faster and faster, until without the slightest warning, he was still. And when the falling stopped, his entire span of life raced before him. Hundreds, perhaps thousands, of events flashed by in a few seconds. But he saw each episode with great clarity, in great detail, and with an understanding he had never before known.

			When his life had passed, the events began to spin one into another. He saw faces of people and goblins and Minotaurs that did not belong together. They appeared in settings that were entirely wrong. He became deeply confused, and now, instead of goodness and courage, he was overcome by anxiety and fear. For a few short minutes, this great whirlwind of distorted and false memories raged through his mind. Again, he began to shake—this time not with the power of good but with the fear of evil. Inside his mind, the torments of his life grew suddenly large and his heart was racked with terrible pain. All of the awful ghosts of his awful past swirled and raged in a panorama so frightful that he feared he might never depart with his sanity intact.

			Then it stopped.

			When it stopped, he saw the forest where his parents lived and where his childhood was spent. Standing in the forest, looking directly into his eyes, stood Zindown.

			Scodo was perplexed. He had not the slightest understanding of why Zindown might appear. But the second he saw the image, he knew that it was Zindown who had somehow, some way, dealt him his most grievous and terrible wrong. Scodo wondered if perhaps Zindown planned to hurt him in the future, for while Zindown was evil and had opposed him and Babette in the desert, Scodo knew of no other way that Zindown had committed acts against him. But as he considered Zindown, a new feeling arose inside him.

			It was the feeling of hate.

			Desperately, Scodo fought back with all his new power. He returned to the memories of his parents. He looked into the face of his loving mother, and in her expression he found strength. He thought of Hugga Hugga and Babette and the friendship they had given him and his strength continued to grow. He looked into the souls of those who taunted him and those who were horrified by his very presence and he understood them, loved them, and forgave them once again. And finally, he forgave even the goblin mob and they, too, felt his love. As he retraced each step, slowly, and with all the power inside him, his goodness and his power began to grow. A great, wondrous glow filled his body and surged through his fingertips and toes. With this new power, he felt as if he had soared into the air, breaking even the grip of gravity that binds us to the earth. Now he was stronger and his power raged. He turned toward the image of Zindown again, armed with the most powerful forces the human spirit can create. He considered Zindown for his wrongs and thought of the evil deeds he carried with him every day. He wondered at the terrible burden.

			As he searched for compassion, his body trembled mightily with all of the great power he had summoned. But that power was not enough. He could not understand. He could not forgive. He could not love. His spirit staggered backward, reeling in defeat.

			But Scodo had stood at the edge. He had reached for the power and it lay only a little beyond his grasp. One person stood between him and the magic. And Scodo would not be denied. Once again, he put Zindown away and went back to his power. He retraced his memories. He nurtured his goodness. Once more, he felt love for his enemies and forgiveness for their actions, this time more deeply and profoundly than before.

			When he had brought his power to its greatest level yet, stronger than he could have imagined, he brought this power once again back to Zindown. He faced the image of the wizard anew. And a great struggle raged inside of him.

			Babette was once again alarmed. Scodo’s body shook so violently that the wagon began to wobble. The wobbling grew and the wagon rocked so hard that Zauberyungi brayed in fear. This time, Scodo did not calm. He shook and trembled as he gripped the wagon with his mighty hands.

			Babette feared that she had pushed him too far. On and on, the shaking continued and Babette became afraid that Scodo might never return from the horrific struggle that raged within.

			Then, in an instant, he was still. For a long time, he did not move.

			Now Babette was hopeful. Perhaps he had conquered his demon. Perhaps this great being that sat beside her would perform wondrous magic that very night. Waiting with eagerness, anticipation, respect, and love, she stared at Scodo.

			Scodo lifted his head, and as tears dropped from the motionless eyes on his dark face, he turned to Babette.

			“I have failed.”

			Babette comforted Scodo, who was dazed by all he had been through. She told him he had great power. She told him he would do great deeds that could change the world. She urged him to find patience because he had been blessed with a beautiful gift, greater even than that of Asterux himself. Her words soothed his battered spirit. But for a long time he could not move or speak.

			As she whispered encouragements into his ear, she wondered what terrible demon lay inside of him that could resist the awesome power of goodness that Scodo held within.
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			Kelsner’s Plain
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			The road was dry and the morning dew had long since burned away. As Darrow looked to the rear, the line of soldiers stretched into the horizon. Their footsteps raised a dust cloud that obscured the end of the line. Darrow no longer greeted each new recruit. They were too many. He wondered how many walked in the line. It must be at least six hundred.

			Ahead, Darrow could see a town, bigger than Kelofel, with stone houses, some three stories tall. The town was Pfesthammer and before Darrow had approached the city limits, his soldiers were greeted by well-wishers who lined the road to cheer his success. When he entered the town, the streets were as packed as before. This time, the town had already gathered food and weapons, which they presented with great ceremony in the town square.

			When he finished his speech, he inspected the weapons. There were pitchforks, more hammers, and many knives. But when he had sifted through the pile, he turned to Timwee with an expression of despair. No words were needed to convey the terrible news.

			In this vast pile of weapons, there were only eighteen swords.

			As soon as he was able, Darrow asked to meet with the blacksmiths. “Our hope lies in your hands,” he began. “We need swords, as many as you can make and as fast as you can make them.”

			“But we know nothing of swords,” one of the smiths responded.

			“It is time you learned,” Darrow snapped heatedly. “We are all responsible for allowing the goblins to rule unchecked.”

			By early afternoon, the men were marching again. Darrow pushed his men hard, desperate to cover ground. They were almost a day’s march from Kelsner’s Plain, where Darrow expected to spend the night. But the hardships of the march were hardly noticed at all.

			The cheers of their countrymen rang in their ears. The hopes of their kingdom soared in their hearts. Alive, eager, and certain of victory, Darrow’s ragtag band practically floated across the plain.

			[image: ***]

			The sky was dark as Darrow’s company approached Kelsner’s Plain, a city that was home to ten thousand people, almost fifty miles from the forest. As they rounded a turn in the road and the city came into view, a man on horseback galloped to meet Darrow. This time, there was no welcome. This man brought a warning.

			The goblin army was marching. They would arrive at Kelsner’s Plain tomorrow night.

			The messenger was unsure of their number. There were reports from many people. Some said a few hundred, others counted as many as a thousand. But whatever their number, they would soon stand before them on the field of battle.

			At the edge of the city, Darrow was met by the committee of town leaders.

			“You have one day to prepare. Tell us how we can help.”

			“Bring me every carpenter in the city,” Darrow replied. “Tell them to prepare to work tonight and all day tomorrow.”

			One of the men scurried away to meet Darrow’s request.

			As they walked the streets, Darrow marveled at the shops. He had never seen a city of any kind. One shop contained bowls and cups and pitchers, all made of glass.

			“People drink from these containers?” Darrow asked.

			The mayor struggled to suppress a smile.

			“They do. In fact, Kelsner’s Plain has more glass blowers than even Blumenbruch. These drinking cups are in every house.”

			They arrived at the mayor’s home. A small crowd stood outside and cheered Darrow’s approach. But there would be no speeches tonight. For weeks, Darrow had considered this battle. His speeches would slay no goblins.

			Inside, city leaders answered Darrow’s questions about the whereabouts of the goblins, the size of their force, and the landscape beyond the city. When his questions were answered, he told the leaders what he needed. “We will need volunteers to work behind our lines.” Heads nodded. “We will need contributions from every household in the city.” Heads nodded. Darrow issued his instructions in great detail.

			In the next room, Timwee, Hugga Hugga, Kaylin, and Mempo waited. Darrow entered and gave orders. All soldiers would assemble west of town at sunrise. They had one day to prepare and they would need every minute. And when all was clear, Darrow lifted his sword to repeat the pledge of their band. Around the table, every sword rose to meet Darrow’s. But before he could speak, a messenger burst into the room.

			A wagon had arrived from Kelofel. It contained twenty swords.
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			The Temptation of Evil
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			Not a single star broke the blackness of the night, only a quarter moon. It hung just above the horizon and its reflection cast a long white line across the water.

			Thirty-five hours earlier, Scodo and Babette had begun their journey. Now, long after midnight, they stood at the pirate’s cove. To reach Darrow in time, they would have to make the return trip in barely more than a day.

			The ground was soft and wet and covered with high grass. They scanned the darkness to locate a ship. They could just make out a dock in the distance. As they approached it, they saw the shape of a ship against the sky.

			The deck was littered with snoring, unwashed, unshaven men. Some lay in hammocks. Others sprawled about the deck in all manner of bodily contortions. Scodo looked at Babette. Babette shrugged. What were their choices?

			They stepped quietly onto the boat and looked about. Where was Telsinore? Suddenly, a voice boomed in the darkness.

			“Who dares trespass on the Trap Door?”

			Startled, Babette turned to see the dark shadow of a large man lifting himself from the deck. Knives and clubs hung from his belt. He pulled a sword.

			“I’ve run many a man through for less than this,” he said with a hint of pride. “Though you are obviously no man.”

			The sleeping bodies began to stir.

			“We came to see Telsinore,” Babette shot back. “We have business to discuss.”

			“Aye, and what business does a lady have? Perhaps you’re an old friend of the Cap’n, come here to reacquaint?”

			At the sound of a woman’s voice, several men lifted their heads and began to blink.

			“Only to do business,” Scodo repeated. “We’ve brought treasure. A lot of it.”

			At that, the pirate grabbed a rope and sounded a bell. Twelve men stood about the deck, staring at the strange pair.

			“You’d best stand back with your hands on your head.”

			One pirate charged Scodo, but Scodo grabbed him by the shirt and threw him from the boat. The pirates drew their swords. Scodo drew his as well and took a step forward. The pirates stepped back.

			Then a voice rang out behind him.

			“I wouldn’t try that if I were you. Not if you want this pretty lady to keep her head.”

			Scodo turned. A pirate was holding Babette by the hair with a knife at her throat.

			“Put her down,” shouted Scodo.

			“No, you drop your sword. One wrong move and the missus will be looking for her head.”

			The pirates snickered meanly. Scodo dropped his sword. In a moment, his hands, arms, legs, and feet were tied with ropes. Then his neck was chained to the mast. Babette was tied, gagged, and carried below.

			“Remove his hood,” cried the pirate who had been thrown overboard. By now, torches lit the deck. A pirate grabbed the point of Scodo’s mask and pulled.

			The reflections of the torchlight danced on the dark shell of Scodo’s face. His tiny round insect eyes glowed still and red. A gasp spread across the boat.

			“We’ve caught ourselves a monster,” said the large pirate, speaking softly and with respect. In the light, Scodo could see this pirate for the first time.

			A long scar ran up the side of his neck and behind his ear. He was bald on top and the wide scar made a trail of hairless skin connecting the top of his head with his neck below.

			“And it’s a monster we’d best dispose of,” said another. “He could have evil powers!”

			“Well, if he’s so evil,” replied the scar-faced pirate, “perhaps he should join our band.”

			A great laugh erupted from the men.

			But one pirate spoke out. “I heard of this scorpion man. Be careful of him. He’s killed thirty men in a single fight, so they say. These chains mightn’t be enough.”

			The pirates exchanged glances. One or two took a cautious step backward. Meanwhile, Scodo’s keen mind was thinking fast.

			“Where is Telsinore?” he asked.

			“What is it to you, scorpion man?” the pirate shot back.

			“Our business cannot wait,” Scodo replied. “By morning, the possibility of great treasure will be lost.”

			“Your business days are finished, scorpion man. You can have your say at sunrise. Be glad of it. They’ll be your last words.”

			But Scodo continued. “Kill me if you will, my friend. But when Telsinore learns of the treasure he has lost, you’ll surely be lying at my side at the bottom of this bay.”

			The pirate eyed Scodo suspiciously. “What are you talking about?” the pirate asked.

			“I am talking about wagon after wagon of precious treasures. All of the treasures from a thousand homes and castles across Sonnencrest—the stolen loot of ten years of goblin rule. By the morning, that chance will be gone.”

			The pirate narrowed his eyes. “I’ll not be tricked by nonsense. Still your tongue or I’ll pull off your scales with a blacksmith’s tongs.”

			“Threaten me if you will,” Scodo replied, “but kill me and my fate will surely be your own.”

			“You don’t scare me, scorpion man,” the pirate replied. He sat down on the deck, preparing to sleep. For a moment, he stared out to sea. He turned to look at Scodo, grimacing at the sight. Then he rose to his feet, jumped to the dock, and scampered back toward land.

			A few minutes later, he returned with Telsinore.

			Telsinore was not a happy man. “Who dares disturb me?” he roared. The other pirate held up a torch. When Telsinore saw Scodo, he stepped back, covering his eyes in disgust. He collected himself, looked upon his captive, and spoke with grim impatience.

			“Tell me your business.”

			“I need swords,” replied Scodo calmly. “I have brought a handsome treasure to pay for it.”

			“If your treasure is in that wagon, it is already ours. Why should I give you swords for something I already own?”

			“This is true. You can kill the girl and me and the treasure is yours. But if you do, you will miss a treasure a hundred times its size.”

			Telsinore raised an eyebrow but leaned closer to hear more.

			“There is great rebellion in the land of Sonnencrest, led by a warrior named Darrow. He has driven the goblins from Hexenwald. Every day, a hundred new men arrive to join his army. But to fight the goblins, he needs swords.”

			At the mention of the goblins, Telsinore spat on the deck. “So this Darrow might kill a few goblins and I wouldn’t complain. But suppose you tell me why that means treasure for me?”

			“If Darrow wins, the goblins will flee. They will be forced to cross the channel to Globenwald. And when they do, they will carry with them gold and silver stolen over the last ten years.

			“Think of it! Soldiers on horseback, their saddlebags stuffed with jewels and gold. The tax collectors and officials will carry boxes of coin. And, in one or two wagons, there will be the greatest treasure of all: chests and chests of treasure, collected in the palace, which belong to King Malmut himself.”

			“If, if, if!” Telsinore shot back, trying not to appear intrigued. “All of this is based on if. Sonnencrest will never defeat the goblins. They are a race of whimpering puppies!”

			“Perhaps you are right,” Scodo said, “although Darrow has already won great battles. But may I ask a question?”

			“Go ahead.”

			“Are you a gambling man?”

			“I am indeed.”

			“Well, tell me then. What would be your answer if someone offered you a chance at a great treasure? And imagine that this treasure was greater than any you have touched in a lifetime of work.”

			Telsinore thought, imagining such great treasure. Excitedly, he began pulling his beard.

			Scodo continued. “Perhaps your chance was small—maybe only one chance in ten. But what if the price for this chance was small as well? What if, to have a chance at this treasure, all you would have to pay would be two hundred swords? Would you not pay the swords?”

			For the first time, a smile crossed Telsinore’s face. “I understand your logic, scorpion man. But why should I believe your tale? How do I know this Darrow even exists at all?”

			“Perhaps he doesn’t,” replied Scodo. “But what if the chances are only one in twenty that he exists and can drive the goblins away? If it never happens, what have you lost? Two hundred swords? But what if he does exist? What if the lady and I crossed the desert and boarded your ship for a reason? What if Darrow succeeds? If my words are true, you have the treasures of a whole nation waiting to be robbed.”

			Scodo could see the glimmer in Telsinore’s eye.

			“You speak with sly logic, scorpion man.”

			“I speak with your logic, Telsinore.”

			Telsinore laughed out loud. This monster was amusing.

			“Two hundred swords are too many. I will give you one hundred and fifty,” the old pirate bellowed with gusto.

			“I need two hundred,” Scodo shot back.

			“Then we keep the girl,” Telsinore replied.

			“One hundred and fifty and I take the girl.”

			Telsinore paused for a moment. In his mind, he recalled those dreadful goblins stealing his emeralds on the river. And the very thought made him tremble. He pictured the chaos of fleeing goblins. He imagined wagons loaded with treasure arriving at the channel. Then he pictured his own sword stained with blood and an enormous pile of riches stacked at his side.

			These were pleasures too rich to resist.

			He looked down at Scodo.

			“Scorpion man, you have yourself a deal!”

			He turned to the pirate holding the torch. “Untie the prisoners,” he ordered.

			Scodo and Babette led Telsinore back to the wagon. Telsinore inspected the chest, but his mind was on the channel.

			“This Darrow,” he asked. “When will he face the goblins?”

			“In barely more than a day, we believe,” said Scodo.

			“You’ll never make it,” the pirate replied.

			“We have to make it,” said Babette, still angry and refusing even to look at Telsinore.

			Telsinore shrugged and turned to his men. “Get the swords, a hundred fifty of them,” he ordered. The men scurried back to the shed next to the dock. Telsinore paused, thinking of the goblins.

			“Make it two hundred,” he shouted, “and hurry. These people have no time to waste!”

			In four short trips, the wagon was full of weapons. While they loaded, Telsinore paced back and forth. When the wagon was ready, Babette gripped Zauberyungi’s bridle, prepared to begin the journey back. But Telsinore told her to wait.

			He turned to his men.

			“Bring the axe.”

			A minute later, two pirates returned, carrying an enormous battle-axe. The shaft of this axe was as long as the wagon itself. The two-sided blade was as tall as three hands and twice as wide. Across the blade were beautiful engravings of dragons and knights in battle. The metal shaft was decorated with a flowering vine that wrapped round and round from the handle to the blade.

			“This should bring you luck and a few more dead goblins,” Telsinore beamed. “Go! Go! Darrow is waiting!”
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			Back in the desert, neither Babette nor Scodo rode the wagon. To lighten the load, they walked, Babette at Zauberyungi’s side, rubbing his shoulders and whispering encouraging words. When the road rose, Scodo stood at the back of the wagon, pushing it forward.

			Soon after the sun broke over the horizon behind them, Zauberyungi stopped and would walk no more. Babette and Scodo had not slept in more than a day. They lay down to rest.

			When they awoke, the sun was high in the sky. By Scodo’s reckoning, they had slept almost three hours—two more than they intended. Desperately, they rose and pushed forward again with new urgency.

			The return trip moved more quickly. Where water had eroded the road, Scodo now knew how to flatten the sand so the wagon could travel more easily across it. Using their old wheel tracks, the wagon passed more easily through the gullies and back into the road. No wizard threw obstacles before them. By sunset, they had reached the rise in the plain where the spiders had swarmed. Many miles remained, but their progress gave them hope.
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			Night had fallen, but still Scodo and Babette pushed on.

			By Scodo’s calculations, the goblins would arrive at Kelsner’s Plain in the morning. They were seven or eight hours away. With luck, they would just make it.

			From the front of the wagon, Zauberyungi unleashed a long moan and began to stagger. Babette rushed to his side, feeding him grass dusted with strange potions. At first, her magic lifted his spirits, but it gradually lost effect. Hovering at his side, Babette whispered, nudged, stroked, and urged him on. But as they approached a stream, they had to stop once more. Zauberyungi could not take another step.

			“Give him an hour,” Babette said, and soon all three were again asleep.

			When the time had passed, Scodo was awake, shaking Babette and beseeching Zauberyungi to rise again. But Zauberyungi would not budge. Babette knelt at the old mule’s side and whispered gently into his ear. But even Babette’s sweetest words could not move the mule.

			Now, Babette was pleading with Zauberyungi, who looked back with aching eyes. Frantically, Babette pulled grass from the stream’s bank, offering it to the mule. Zauberyungi lifted his head to take the grass but fell back once more.

			Babette knelt again beside the mule, pleading. Zauberyungi lifted his head, trying to roll to his feet, but his body sagged to the earth.

			Scodo and Babette looked at one another, wondering if their journey had come to an end.

			“We need your magic!” Scodo cried to Babette. “Find it. Bring Zauberyungi to his feet.”

			Babette looked back at Scodo without expression. “I have no magic for Zauberyungi,” she said.

			Scodo was on his feet, stomping angrily in the sand.

			“Where is Asterux? If he is such a great wizard, why is he not here to help? The force of evil can visit us three times. But not once does the great and mighty Asterux bother to help! Call him!”

			“It is not necessary to call him,” Babette replied. “He will know.”

			“He can’t know. If he knew, he would be here!”

			“Don’t be angry. There are things you don’t understand.”

			“What things?”

			“A wizard for the good possesses great powers. It is important never to use those powers as long as any person can find it within himself to succeed. The power of good must always make room for what lies in each of us.”

			Scodo sat in the sand, his face in his hands, shaking his head in disbelief. They were at the end. Zauberyungi lay motionless on the ground.

			For ten, maybe twenty minutes, Scodo and Babette did not speak. Babette looked, unmoving, at the sky. Scodo stared at the ground below.

			Scodo rose to his feet. Without hesitation or delay, he walked over to the old mule. For a moment, he looked down at Zauberyungi, wondering if perhaps he was dead. Then he leaned down and placed his arms around Zauberyungi’s belly. With all of the might that remained in his body, he lifted. And ever so slowly, the mule was raised from the ground.

			Stunned, Zauberyungi tottered for a moment and staggered backward, but he found his footing. Scodo put on his harness. Two deep breaths later, Zauberyungi stepped firmly ahead. The wagon was under way again.
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			Across the desert, the sun was casting the first shadows of the day. In a few hours, Darrow would face the goblins at Kelsner’s Plain. Miraculously, Zauberyungi had pulled all night. Scodo and Babette, almost too exhausted to walk, had helped by pushing the wagon from behind. Now they were two hours away.

			Scodo guessed that the goblins arrived last night. They knew that Darrow was marching from the forest and that Kelsner’s Plain was the place that the two armies would most likely meet. With luck, their wagon would reach Darrow’s army just in time.

			Onward, onward, Babette urged the old mule. As they walked, her words to Zauberyungi were constant, gentle, but urgent. Zauberyungi could sense in Babette’s voice that their goal was near, the ordeal was ending, and that reaching this end, whatever it might be, was more important to Babette than anything in the world.

			“My beautiful Zauberyungi,” she whispered. “You are the hero. The hero of us all!” Forward Zauberyungi surged.

			The wagon passed out of the long valley and through a canyon that opened into the plains. Kelsner’s Plain was barely an hour away.

			“Onward, Zauberyungi, onward!” Babette whispered, nuzzling his neck as they walked. “Onward, you beautiful boy.”

			But just as the wagon entered the great grassy plains of Sonnencrest, the wheel lifted over a rock, crashing into a rut. It twisted to one side and the weight of the swords shifted hard. For a moment, the wheel leaned at a deep angle away from the road. A snapping sound split the air.

			A wheel fell from the wagon and struck the rock. The weight of the wagon followed.

			Scodo lifted while Babette inspected the damage. The wheel was shattered, utterly beyond repair. Zauberyungi whinnied loudly. Wild-eyed in frustration and disbelief, Scodo lifted a rock and hurled it far into the distance. Babette fell to her knees, muttering words Scodo could not hear.

			Then Babette rose. “Unhitch Zauberyungi,” she stated quietly. She looked back down the canyon and to the desert from which they had come and spoke not a word for a long time.

			Out of his harness, Zauberyungi collapsed on the ground. His chest rose and fell with each breath but otherwise he lay without movement. “I don’t know if he will live,” said Scodo with deep emotion.

			Babette looked at her beloved mule. Angry, she turned back toward the desert, staring into the sky.

			“Curse you, Zindown. Curse your evil soul.”

			As these words passed across the plain, black clouds once again gathered in the sky. Scodo looked at Babette with alarm.

			Three bolts of lightning crisscrossed high above and thunder shook the ground. The clouds began to swirl until, off in the distance, a black tornado appeared. Spiraling, towering, high into the sky, the funnel began to move straight at the wagon.

			“Run, Babette, run!” Scodo screamed, his legs clawing at the sand as he scrambled desperately to get away. “Run!”

			But Babette did not run. Her face was unmoving, her feet planted firmly on the ground. With her hands curled into fists, she braced her body against the wind. From her mouth came her strange whistle. Above the roar of the storm, her whistle sounded clear in Scodo’s ears. But the tornado did not stop. Its movements were slow and jagged, but its direction did not waiver. When it arrived at the wagon, Babette refused to move, still whistling, hurling her magic against a power far mightier than her own.

			When it struck, it threw Babette into the air. She landed far away, her body crumpled on the ground. The wagon lifted into the air and, with the tornado, disappeared from sight.
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			As Babette lay unconscious on the sand and grass, a voice called softly.

			“Awaken, Babette.”

			Babette tried to look up, but her head was heavy and her eyes would not focus.

			“Awaken, my princess, your work is done.”

			This time, her eyes opened slightly. The sun glared from above, and at first, she could make out nothing at all. A shape appeared: a short, round man. She squinted again to focus and lifted her hand to shield her eyes from the sun. Now she could see.

			It was Asterux.

			The terrible events of the last three days raced through her mind. She was broken in spirit. Her head would barely lift above the ground. Summoning her strength, she spoke.

			“Asterux, Asterux, I have failed you, I have failed Darrow. I have failed our kingdom.”

			“My dear, you have failed no one. You have made me prouder than you will ever know. As I speak, Darrow is fighting the goblins. It is time to return to the forest and wait.”

			Blinking, confused but too tired to argue or understand, she climbed to her feet. “Where is Scodo?” she asked.

			“He has gone to join Darrow in battle. Come. It is time to go.”

			No other words passed Babette’s lips. She rose and began to follow Asterux to the forest. But after a few steps, she stopped and turned to stare at Zauberyungi’s lifeless body laying on the plan. She lifted her arms and tightened her hands into fists. A low whistle drifted into the horizon.

			When Asterux turned to look, Zauberyungi’s body was gone.
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			Against the Goblin Wall
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			By the time the sun peeked above the horizon, not a single soldier was still asleep. Seven hundred and fifty men stood ready on the plain, pacing to and fro, inspecting their weapons, and wondering when their first battle might begin.

			They called themselves soldiers, but almost none had looked across at the enemy and summoned the courage to charge headlong into the possibility of death. The cruelty of battle was beyond their imagination. That their weapons were useless they could not know. But from their innocence came power. Blind to the ordeal that lay before them, they were still able to believe.

			There were some who held swords, but most held the weapons of the primitive tribes that roamed the plains many centuries ago. Sticks as tall as a man sharpened to a point without metal or even stone tips. Others held clubs carved from the branches of trees. And many held pitchforks, the weapon most available on the plains, as if the goblins were little more than hay that might be piled in a great stack and set ablaze.

			Two days ago, cows grazed on the pasture where they stood. On either side of this pasture, the land rose upward to form hills just tall enough to look down on the pasture but rare in this long, flat landscape. This was the site Darrow had selected. Here, on this ground, the fate of the kingdom would rise or fall.
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			The stone was round and flat, barely bigger than a walnut. In the soldier’s hand, it journeyed down the edge of a long blade, curved and half the length of a tall man. Again and again, the stone stroked the metal until the morning sun danced at its edge. When the blade could not be made sharper, the soldier rose and dropped the sharpening stone into his pocket. As he did, across the goblin camp, five hundred more did the same.

			A scout, at rigid attention, stood before the goblin commander Decidus.

			“Twenty minutes from where I stand. More than seven hundred, as best I could count.”

			The commander nodded. He was no general, but he had been handed the mission to round up Darrow and his thirty men. Now an actual army waited across an open field.

			“Seven hundred of nothing,” he scoffed. Decidus knew war and he knew what lay ahead. Before the goblin swords, sticks and pitchforks would stand no chance. He smiled and wondered who would carry so many bodies away. There was a second reason for Decidus’ smile. This larger force would make him a hero. Fortune had touched his career. His victory would be celebrated throughout the kingdom.
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			In the distance, Darrow could see the dark blur that was the goblins’ advance. The sun in their faces, shrouded in dust, they glowed like an image from a strange dream. Darrow’s men, seeing their enemy for the first time, let out a great cheer.

			Darrow scanned the field and inspected his line. His soldiers were adorned in rags. Above their heads, they hoisted their wooden spears. Here and there, a few torches sent fingers of smoke into the air. Behind them stood about a hundred townsfolk, recruited the day before and now guarding an odd assortment of boxes and barrels.

			Darrow wondered how many swords they held. Perhaps two hundred? It was no use counting.

			“Form the lines,” Darrow ordered, and across the field all scrambled into the unruly formation they had practiced again and again the day before.

			Soon the goblins halted their march. In their line, there was no disorder. Each soldier stood motionless with a forward gaze, standing erect, expressionless, and proud. Each was armored with breastplate and helmet. All held shields, and in almost every right hand, held in exactly the same position, pointing upward and parallel to the body, stood a gleaming sword, almost thirty inches in length, with a curved blade honed to a razor’s edge.

			Scattered among the troops were five cave trolls. Towering over the goblins, holding large hammers, the cave trolls grunted and snorted at their foe.

			Darrow’s men were quieter now. In recent days, they had sung brave songs, but now they looked ahead, awed by the gleaming metal that painted their opponent’s line.

			What was the power of a wooden club against an armored soldier wielding a fine sword? What damage might a wooden spear inflict against a breastplate of iron? Darrow’s weapons were courage, passion, and belief. So as his troops girded for battle, he climbed to the top of a fence post, balanced gingerly on his short leg, and began to speak.

			“The power of the sword is great indeed. Men and women will die today on this field. But no cold metal blade will extinguish the fire that burns in our hearts.

			“What weapon has more power than the passion of the heart? Our hands today shall write a new history for our kingdom. And through centuries to come, all shall remember this day on Kelsner’s Plain when we drove the goblins from the plains of Sonnencrest and marched to our capital to restore freedom to our land.”

			A great cry arose. Once again, Darrow’s words made his men proud and sure. For what they felt in their hearts was suddenly larger than what they saw with their eyes.

			Across the field, the goblin formation stood unmoving and ready. Darrow lifted his sword to signal the advance.

			His sword high in the air, a scream arose from the far end of the line.

			“Tornado!”

			Goblins and men alike looked to see a dark funnel weaving its way toward the field. On both sides, the soldiers retreated and shielded their eyes as bits of grass and dirt flew about in the air. Soon, the noise raged like a swarm of a million locusts. Into the field between the two armies, the dark funnel came. As the soldiers looked upward, it reached so high that the top was beyond their view. For a moment, the funnel seethed in place as if anchored to the land. Then, ever so slowly, it moved to the center of where Darrow’s army had once stood. It hovered for what seemed an eternity and then, strangely, its winds began to slow. No longer supported by the wind, a great object dropped and crashed into the earth. The sound of clashing metal rang across the plain.

			All that remained was a great cloud of dust. More than a thousand soldiers, human and goblin alike, stood wide-eyed and speechless, not sure by what miracle the storm had disappeared.

			A low breeze swept across the field, slowly clearing the dust from the rubble. What Darrow saw, he could not believe: a pile of metal resting on a shattered wooden frame. Two hundred swords, the bounty Babette and Scodo had transported across the desert, lay there for the taking. Standing upright and high over the pile like a flag of victory was the great battle-axe.

			Darrow’s men scrambled to the pile, picking through the weapons and raising them high in the air. Timwee mounted the pile and pulled at the battle-axe. It was too heavy to lift, so, walking backwards, his back straining against its weight, he dragged it across the ground to where Hugga Hugga stood. Then Hugga Hugga lifted the axe, quickly and easily, as if it were a toy made for a child.

			When all had armed themselves, they reformed their lines and stood ready once again. Darrow lifted his own sword and the line began its advance. Shields locked in a ribbon of silver, the goblins awaited.

			There was no headlong charge. Across the line, soldiers beat swords against wood in a primitive rhythm that guided their steps. When they had traveled a third of the distance, Darrow ordered a halt.

			Decidus, the goblin commander, looked across the field, surprised by the order of their march but puzzled by their decision to stop. Eager to be done with this riff-raff, he spoke.

			“If they will not charge our line, we will charge theirs.”

			So the goblin line began its advance. Boom, pattattattat. Boom, pattattat. The goblin drums sounded and feet followed. One step forward, a pause, and another step. With each step, the wall of metal shields moved forward. Darrow’s men likewise resumed their advance. Like a pair of centipedes in a sidestepping dance, the two armies edged closer and closer together.

			The goblins stopped. Decidus cried out an order and a great volley of arrows rose into the sky. When those arrows landed, soldiers of Sonnencrest fell all across the grass.

			Another volley of arrows struck. More soldiers crumpled to the earth. Now the goblins moved forward again with gleaming metal and frightful swords. The two lines were a long stone’s throw apart.

			At the front of Darrow’s line, a voice moaned.

			“We are going to die.”

			To their sides lay fallen comrades begging to be carried away. Ahead stood a wall of shields that neither sword nor wooden spear might break. And when the first voice cried out, others followed, and the men began to run from the field.

			Soon, Darrow’s entire front line was fleeing the battle. Decidus turned to order pursuit. But from the corner of his eye, he noticed something strange. As Darrow’s men departed, they revealed a wall of wooden shields and these shields stood unmoving before them. The shields spanned the length of the line, sheltering another row of soldiers armed mostly with pitchforks and spears.

			This wall did not waver. Instead, it stepped forward toward the goblin line.

			Decidus looked left and right. The soldiers ran with their weapons, disappearing over the hills on either side. Some goblins gave chase, but most looked back for orders. Perhaps it was a trick. But when Decidus looked ahead, the wooden wall stepped forward once more. For a moment, Decidus was silent. Then he shouted his command.

			“Forward.” And with these words, the goblin line stepped ahead with new resolve.

			Now the sun was far above the plain and its rays reflected against the goblin shields with a blinding light. Behind their wooden barrier, Darrow’s men steeled for the assault. The goblins stepped forward and this time Darrow’s line stepped back. In the meantime, Darrow counted, “Seven, eight, nine . . .”

			A great thud sounded in the air as the wall of steel met its wooden foe. Again, Darrow’s line retreated, first one step, then another. Swords flailed at the wood while pitchforks jabbed at the advancing foe. But there was something strange about this wooden barrier, for these were not shields at all but one wooden wall carried by the entire line.

			Again, the goblins struck and metal buried itself deep into the wood. Chips flew into the air and pitchforks fell, severed at the handles.
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		  Behind Darrow’s line, some soldiers ran. But the wall, hammered together across a grand expanse, did not break. Darrow counted, “Thirty-eight, thirty-nine . . .”

			Once again, the wooden wall stepped backwards and, when it did, the pitchforks withdrew. From behind, townspeople rolled barrels to the line and those barrels emptied themselves, painting a great line of cooking oil, lamp oil, and even pig fat across the ground. Again, the goblins surged. But this time, the wall retreated three steps. Torches dropped and a row of fire erupted between the lines. The shield-bearing goblins tried to step back, but pressed by the comrades from behind, they fell into the fire and the air was filled with chilling screams. Shields fell. Soldiers erupted in flames. But others took up the shields. The metal wall reformed and, when the flames had fallen, the goblins stepped forward again.

			“Eighty-seven, eight-eight, eighty-nine . . . ,” Darrow continued.

			Another row of townspeople hurried to the line, carrying boxes filled with bottles, bowls, pitchers, and glassworks of all kinds, collected from a thousand homes throughout Kelsner’s Plain. These boxes were emptied behind the wall. Again, Darrow’s line stepped back and, as they did, the wall dropped to the ground with a great crashing sound. Shards of shattered glass flew into the air and across the ground. Again, the line stepped back. Again, the wall struck the ground. A sea of broken glass lay across the goblins’ path.

			Decidus could not see the trap Darrow had laid. He saw only backtracking and he gave the order.

			“Advance!”

			The goblins pressed forward, pushing the shield-bearers onto the glass-covered ground. A great cry filled the air, shields fell, and Darrow’s pitchforks found their mark. This time, fewer goblins stepped forward. The wall was broken.

			“One-hundred forty-eight, one-hundred forty-nine . . .” But before Darrow could say the final number, from over the hills came a great charge and three hundred soldiers returned, most armed with swords, to strike the goblins from behind.

			At the sight of this charge, Darrow issued his order. The wooden wall fell forward across the glass and Darrow’s band poured into the goblin line.

			Standing unprotected by shields, the goblins met Darrow’s charge with courage and iron. But their breastplates provided no protection from behind. As Darrow’s men returned from the hills, even the wooden spears proved a deadly weapon.

			Darrow stepped into the fray.

			Now it was his sword that reflected the sunlight. Now it was his weapon that spread fear. Dancing through the air, blocking, cutting, stabbing, Darrow’s blade put on a wondrous display. Where Darrow stepped, the goblins fell back, shrinking from his terrible skills.

			Meanwhile, the cave trolls and their hammers were taking a terrible toll. But standing on a pile of shields, sling in hand, Aisling felled one troll with her stone. A band of dwarfs from Pfesthammer took two more by swarming their feet, stabbing them with daggers until the giants stumbled and fell. The remaining trolls, fearful and confused, simply ran away.

			Decidus ordered his soldiers to form a circle, but in the roar of the battle, his words went unheard. Here and there, groups of goblins gathered shields and locked together against the Sonnencrest advance. But from Darrow’s line stepped the Minotaur wielding his enormous axe. Rearing back, he unleashed his weapon in a mighty stroke that shattered shields and sent veteran warriors scrambling in retreat.

			Decidus ordered his soldiers to retreat to the north where the fewest enemy troops stood. Swords flailing, they broke the Sonnencrest line. But once beyond the battle, these goblins did not turn to fight. They ran from the field. Soon, chaos reigned as each goblin battled not for kingdom or comrades but for his own escape. With victory beyond his grasp, Decidus made a decision of his own.

			He ran.

			Suddenly, there were no more goblins on the field. Swords were dropped, armor discarded, shields thrown at the advancing foe—all sacrificed to make a desperate dash for life.

			The battle was a rout. And for the rest of the day, Darrow’s men, crazed and triumphant, chased fleeing goblins across the long stretches of the plain.
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			Scodo Arrives
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			While most of Darrow’s band chased goblins, a few hundred remained, celebrating in the pasture.

			“To Blumenbruch!” one soldier cried.

			“To Blumenbruch!” the others responded.

			New men arrived from every direction. Some, disappointed about missing the battle, had joined soldiers pursuing the remnants of the goblin force. News of this victory would travel fast. Within a few days, Darrow would have fifteen hundred, possibly two thousand men. And with the swords taken today, many would be armed.

			A wagon arrived from Pfesthammer.

			“How many?” Darrow asked.

			“Thirty-five swords,” said the driver. “But we promise more tomorrow.” In Kelsner’s Plain, the blacksmiths were hard at work.

			Another wagon arrived, this one from Blumenbruch. To avoid the goblins, it had traveled north to the edge of the mountains then down a small road to reach the scene of battle. Darrow could not believe its cargo—two hundred swords. For the first time in his campaign, Darrow had more swords than men.

			From Kelsner’s Plain, more wagons appeared, and women and girls climbed down, offering breads and sausages for the troops. People on foot poured down the road, laughing, cheering, and joining the celebration. Some brought wine, which the men drank greedily.

			Darrow sat on a rock, smiling, taking in the scene. For the first time, almost since the day he had marched from Ael, he felt no urgent business, no pressing concern. Mempo stopped to ask when they would march on Blumenbruch. Darrow just shrugged.

			Over the small hill, a band of soldiers appeared, waving helmets and breastplates captured on the field. Others ran forward to hear their report and cheer their exploits. From a corner of the crowd, a fiddle and flute burst forth with lively music, and some of the townspeople began to dance.

			A scream brought the music to a halt.

			At one edge of the crowd, people staggered backwards. Soldiers reached for their swords. Those not at the edge covered their eyes. Stepping slowly across the ground, barely covered by the tattered rags that were once his cloak, was the scorpion man.

			Swords lifted in every direction, but Scodo did not react at all. Slowly, purposefully, he moved forward into the pasture, his hideous face scanning the scene. He seemed to be searching for some specific person.

			One soldier stepped into his path, his sword drawn and ready to strike. The scorpion man stopped, eyeing the soldier with complete calm. For an instant, the soldier stepped back, confused. Then the soldier moved toward the monster, his weapon raised high.

			Before the sword could strike, a voice broke across the landscape. It was Darrow’s voice, and it spoke one clear and determined word.

			“Halt!”

			The soldier froze, a little relieved but concerned that Scodo might still attack. Scodo froze as well, not sure for whom the order was intended.

			All eyes turned to Darrow, who walked purposefully across the field, the crowd parting before him. They looked on in wonderment as Darrow approached the monster, a great smile opening on his face.

			When he reached Scodo, Darrow stopped. For a few seconds, he just looked at Scodo, not with fear or horror but with a long and admiring gaze. He stepped forward, opened his arms, and seized the monster in a great embrace. The onlookers gasped.

			For long moments, Darrow held Scodo tight. When he finally stepped back, he looked again at the scorpion man with a welcoming smile. It was Scodo who first spoke.

			“I have come to join the battle to free Sonnencrest,” and he paused uncertainly, his head hanging. “If you will have me.”

			There was no hesitation in Darrow’s reply.

			“I have carried your fighting spirit in my heart for many days. It will be our greatest honor to have you march at our side.”

			Then Darrow turned to speak to a bewildered crowd.

			“Today, a great and mighty warrior has appeared among us. He has battled for our cause from the earliest day. Deep in the forest at the top of Naark’s Hill, we faced death at the hands of the goblin army. Only the appearance of this great soldier turned the battle. Single-handedly, he rescued not just our tiny band but the fate of our kingdom as well.

			“Before the fall of Blumenbruch, he was Sonnencrest’s greatest warrior. And today he is our greatest warrior still. In the history of Sonnencrest, the name Scodo shall rank among our greatest heroes. All hail my friend, all hail my brother, all hail Scodo, the greatest fighter among us.”

			For the briefest moment, the crowd remained silent, but when Hugga Hugga and Timwee took up the cry, the crowd roared forth to hail the mighty Scodo. Soldiers and people drew close, patting Scodo on the back, praising his courage, and offering congratulations all around.

			Darrow looked at the brave and mighty Scodo and wondered how Scodo, who had known little but horror, disgust, and repugnance, would feel as he was embraced and celebrated that day by his fellow soldiers there on the field.
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			Zindown’s Plan
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			Tell me, oh great and mighty Beltar, can you tell me . . .”

			Beltar, eyes narrowed and lips pressed together, waited as the king’s words poured forth.

			“Tell me, how can a great military genius lose in battle to an eighteen-year-old cripple barely the size of a wolfhound?”

			The king stood, hands on hips, eyes burning so bright they might set Beltar afire.

			“I wasn’t there,” Beltar replied, looking away from the king.

			“And why did we send five hundred to face an army almost twice our size?”

			“No one knew he had swords,” replied Beltar, ignoring the king’s faulty math.

			Dark green splotches rising from his neck, the king turned to Bekkendoth.

			“A pipsqueak, one-legged boy from Wail! And where is this Wail anyway?”

			“To the south in the mountains below the Pfimincil Forest,” Bekkendoth replied, wondering just why no one remembered that he was the one who said more soldiers were needed. “It’s Ael, Your Majesty, not Wail.”

			The king sank into a chair, his chest heaving. When calm returned and his eyes had faded to gray, Beltar spoke.

			“Your Majesty, we are indeed facing a formidable foe. Mistakes have been made. But can we now move forward to crush this revolt and give this peasant just what he deserves?”

			The king rose again and walked to the window. His back was wet with sweat. He stood at the window for a long time. Beneath his feet two small puddles formed. When he finally spoke, his words came in a whisper almost too faint to hear.

			“Yes, the plan. Tell me the plan.”

			Beltar unfurled a roll of paper and spread it across the table. His long finger stabbed a place on the map.

			“Here is Darrow, still at Kelsner’s Plain. His force is growing. He now has at least a thousand and maybe fifteen hundred men. He is a shrewd opponent. That I will admit. Now he has blacksmiths all across the kingdom working overtime to produce swords.”

			“We arrested three of them yesterday—in Blumenbruch,” Bekkendoth added.

			The king looked back, wiping his forehead with his sleeve.

			“His army is growing, but they have not faced cavalry. They remain without armor. We can move in at night and surround their camp with locked shields. Our archers will wake them with a hail of arrows. When we follow with the cavalry, they will have no chance.”

			The king looked back at Beltar. “Here is what I want. I want a guarantee. Can you guarantee victory?”

			Before Beltar could answer, Zindown interrupted.

			“I can give you a guarantee. I guarantee that this plan will fail.”

			King Malmut’s body shook with anger.

			“I am sorry to deliver this news, but I have been to the other side.”

			Beltar rolled his eyes and glared through the window.

			“First,” Zindown began, “you must know that Princess Babette is alive.”

			“Alive!” screamed the king. “Then kill her!”

			“It is not an easy task. She has magic of her own. But we cannot kill her now. I need her for my plan.

			“Second, you must understand we cannot win in open battle. Darrow’s army is fifteen hundred strong but growing every day. By the time Beltar attacks, Darrow will have two, maybe three thousand or more.

			“But it is not numbers that make them strong. These soldiers know little of battle but are driven with a passion and belief. For this Darrow, this runt as you call him, they will fight like madmen. Beltar can surround them. But they will break his wall on every side.”

			Beltar looked up, his face whitening in rage. The king surged from his chair.

			“Well, listen, my world-famous magician. Will you tell me just one thing? Why is this Darrow boy not dead? Just one little murder, is that too much to ask?”

			“Your Majesty, would you have me hurl spells at every criminal? Murder by the hand of the wizard is reserved for only the most personal vengeance. But why concern yourself with who does the deed? Murder is exactly what I have in mind.

			“To kill Darrow, to destroy his army and crush this rebellion, there is really only one course of action.”

			“And what is that?” Beltar shot back.

			Zindown smiled, pausing for effect.

			“Surrender.”

			Beltar rose from his chair, glaring at the wizard. The king looked confused.

			“Not a real surrender. I mean a trick.”

			Beltar returned to his seat. Remembering his victory at Tolenbettle, a smile slowly crossed his face.

			“If we surrender, we can lure Darrow away from his army and when we do we will slay him with a sword. With Darrow dead, we can attack with our full force—all in a great surprise. Without their great leader, these peasants will flee for their lives, scattering all across the plain. Cut off the head, the beast will die.”

			The king liked this image but was still puzzled.

			“Who could slay him? Who is good enough to defeat Darrow?”

			“I think Beltar would do just fine.” Zindown gestured Beltar’s way. “I think he is brave enough for this task.”

			Beltar straightened to speak, but the king interrupted.

			“This Darrow—his swordsmanship is legendary.”

			Zindown lifted his chin and touched together the fingers on both hands.

			“And a legend is all that it is, Your Highness. Darrow is a pathetic weakling. He is lame and small and can hardly lift an ordinary weapon.”

			“So how has he slain scores of my finest swordsmen?” Beltar scoffed.

			“Because he carries a magical sword.” He looked straight into Beltar’s eyes. “But when you face him alone, his sword will be gone.”

			For a long time, the room was silent as the monarch and his general contemplated Zindown’s strange plan. Beltar was the first to speak.

			“I understand your plan. If their army is rejoicing, we can strike at the most unexpected time. Perhaps Darrow cannot fight without his sword. But how will you lure him from his army? This is the part I don’t understand.”

			Now, Zindown was positively gleeful. He had waited the entire conversation to deliver his line.

			“Yes, my good general, that is indeed the critical part. And for this challenge, I plan to employ a tactic that in my lifetime of wizardry I have seldom used.”

			Beltar and the king leaned forward in their chairs, eager to hear.

			“To lure Darrow from his army, I plan to tell him the truth.”

			And with a great howl of laughter, Zindown exited the room.
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			Surrender
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    At the edge of Kelsner’s Plain stood a sentry. In the distance, he could see a small cloud. “Perhaps a horseman,” he thought. There were still few horses in camp and this volunteer would be welcome.

			As the rider approached, the sentry could see a white flag of sorts waving above the horse. The rider wore garments of black and green. “A messenger from the goblins,” he thought and hurried into town to notify Darrow.

			In the streets, word traveled fast, and men and women gathered to see what might come.

			The white flag high in the air, the rider galloped into the street and brought his horse to a stop. A soldier took the bridle and led him to the house where Darrow slept. Behind him, a crowd gathered to see and hear what he might say.

			Darrow emerged from the house, limping as usual. The goblin looked down at this small figure and grimaced, unwilling to believe his kingdom had been humbled by so meager a foe. When he had dismounted, he stood before Darrow, not looking in his face.

			“I travel under a flag of truce. I carry a message from His Royal Highness King Malmut of Globenwald.”

			Necks stretched and heads bobbed, straining to get a view and hear each word. Darrow signaled silence. He accepted the scroll, broke its wax seal, and read the contents aloud.

			To Darrow of Ael, Great General of the Army of Sonnencrest:

			On behalf of the great nation of Globenwald, I extend to you our surrender.

			At these words, a great murmur moved through the crowd and a few soldiers launched a cheer. But Darrow raised his hand for silence. When the crowd quieted, he continued.

			 You have handed our nation a terrible defeat. Too many sons of both Globenwald and Sonnencrest have lost their lives. Your army grows with each passing day.

			So, in exchange for safe passage from your kingdom, we agree to remove all troops from Sonnencrest and will begin our departure today.

			King Malmut II

			When Darrow spoke the king’s name, there was not a whisper in the air, as if more words must surely follow, telling them that this strange news could not really be true. But a few voices began to cheer and those cheers became a thunderous roar. Some ran from the scene to spread the news. Others hugged one another and tears flowed down many cheeks. Hands reached toward Darrow, for no words could be heard and touch was the only way to convey, not just congratulations, but their deep and lasting gratitude for the mighty deed he had achieved.

			When he could again be heard, the messenger pulled out a sword and handed it to Darrow.

			“This is the sword of Beltar,” he said. “The victory is yours.”

			Darrow himself stood silent, his expression dazed, struggling to make sense of this message. Hands reached beneath his legs and suddenly he was lifted in the air and onto the shoulders of his men. Now people poured into the streets. Carried above the crowd, Darrow was surrounded by a cauldron of joy, teeming with bodies bouncing with energy beyond their ability to contain. Through the streets he flowed, his presence drawing the crowd to its hero like a whirlpool flowing through a choppy sea.

			When they reached the town hall, he gave a beautiful speech thanking the families of Kelsner’s Plain who donated cooking oil and glassworks and even manned the battlefield. He spoke of the kingdom to come and how freedom would reign and that the tables of Sonnencrest would once again be filled with milk, wheat bread, and grapes from their fields.

			“All hail, King Darrow!” a voice shouted. A thousand voices joined this chant.

			But Darrow’s mind was elsewhere. When he had finished, he turned to Mempo, his expression grave, and snapped, “Get me back to the house.”
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			At the house, Darrow called for his circle, but only Scodo, Timwee, and Mempo could be found.

			“Brother, why so gloomy?” Mempo asked. “A happier day is hard to imagine.”

			“Sit. I want to talk.”

			The four sat facing one another.

			Scodo spoke first.

			“It is a trick. I cannot prove it, but I believe it beyond any truth I know. Why would they leave Sonnencrest after one small battle? Are they cowards? Do they care for our well-being? Give me one single reason why they would do such a thing.”

			“They are afraid of you,” Mempo responded, his back straight and his head held high.

			“Perhaps it is a ploy,” offered Timwee, “but what are we to do? Messengers are running to every corner of the kingdom. Do we tell our soldiers that our victory is not real? Do you tell this mob that war continues? They promised to leave. Let’s see if they do. In the meantime, we remain on alert.”

			Darrow looked at each of the men, weighing their advice. “It is a trick. This is what I believe and we should tell the people the truth.”

			“We don’t know the truth,” Mempo shot back.

			“They are setting a trap,” Darrow snapped. “When we march to Blumenbruch, drunk with our victory, their entire army will be waiting.”

			Timwee repeated his advice. “Maybe we don’t march to the capital. Maybe we wait here, on alert, to see if they really leave. In three days, we will have a thousand more.”

			Darrow nodded. “Three days. That is what we will give them. If they remain in Sonnencrest, we will march to Blumenbruch and give them a farewell they won’t forget.”
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			The afternoon sun was falling in the sky and shadows of the crowd fell through the curtains and into the room. At the door stood a sentry. Inside, Darrow, Timwee, Hugga Hugga, and Scodo stood hunched over a map.

			There was a knock on the door.

			Darrow turned, his face strained and unhappy, but he remembered the sentry.

			“Who is it?”

			The door opened. A face appeared in the crack.

			“A messenger. I asked him who it was from, but he won’t say.”

			“Send him away,” said Darrow, but Scodo went to the door. The messenger stood tall, almost the height of the door, and he was dressed in fine clothes. He did not speak.

			“Who sends a message to Darrow?”

			“I cannot say,” replied the messenger, still at attention. “But he knows the sender well.”

			As Scodo turned to go back inside, he glanced at the envelope. On it was a small picture of a yellow bird.

			“Let this man inside.”

			Darrow looked up from the map, emitting a long sigh.

			“You may want to read this one,” said Scodo.

			Darrow turned and snatched the envelope from the messenger. As he read, his mouth opened and his jaw slowly dropped.

			My dear nephew,

			 You have made me the proudest uncle in all Sonnencrest. From your walk through the forest when the skriabeasts brought you to my home to your wonderful impersonation of a gong farmer at the Kirstinnex prison, I saw qualities of courage and wisdom that I knew would make you succeed.

			But now, as you stand at the edge of our kingdom’s greatest victory, there is something you should know. Princess Babette is alive and is ready to take the crown. Before proceeding to Blumenbruch, it is important that you meet with her to discuss the kingdom, its future, and the establishment of government when the goblins are gone.

			This messenger will take you to a secret place barely a day’s walk from Kelsner’s Plain. No one must accompany you on your journey for there is a great ransom on the head of the princess—so great that even one of our own might strike her dead. Please trust me in this matter. As always, I am forever at your service.

			Asterux

			All waited for the message, disappointed that Darrow had not read it aloud. When he was finished, he looked up and spoke.

			“Princess Babette is alive.”

			“Who is Princess Babette?” Mempo asked.

			“Some say she escaped from the palace the night Sonnencrest fell. She is the one survivor of the royal family.”

			Timwee objected. “These are legends. Any imposter could make this claim. She was only eight years old.”

			“It is true. I know her.”

			All eyes turned to Scodo.

			“How could you keep this secret from us?” Mempo shouted.

			Darrow lifted his hand. “Do not doubt this message. It is from my uncle. It says things that only my uncle would know. I will leave to meet the princess tomorrow morning.”

			“I will join you,” offered Scodo. “We will bring our twenty best men for protection.”

			“I must do this alone.”

			“Don’t even think about that,” said Timwee. “What if this is just another trick? If they kill you, then where would we be?”

			“Without you, Brother, we will all be dead,” Mempo concluded.

			Darrow looked back at his friends, angry that they would doubt his judgment. Almost shouting, he said, “This message is no trick.”

			Scodo and Timwee exchanged looks of alarm. But there was no chance to speak. Darrow spoke so firmly, no voice would rise in response.

			“Tomorrow I leave alone.”
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			A low wind rose across the plain and stalks of high grass bowed their heads and shivered before its presence. Darrow leaned forward in his saddle. He was not used to a horse and the long ride made his body ache. All day, the messenger had spoken hardly a word.

			They reached the house and dismounted, tying their horses to a carriage. It was a fine carriage, fit for a princess, thought Darrow, but he noticed an emblem on the door—a bat spider painted in shining green.

			The messenger spoke.

			“You are about to meet a princess. You cannot do so dressed as you are.”

			Darrow protested that he had no other clothes. But the messenger reached into the carriage and withdrew a fine robe.

			Darrow knew nothing of royalty or its customs. So, not wishing to offend, he accepted the offer. The robe was too long for Darrow. Its hem dragged the ground and it had no place for a sword. So the messenger also pulled out a fine belt with engraved leather and metal trim.

			“Here, you can use this to hold your sword.”

			Darrow took the belt. It was heavy, very heavy, in his hands.

			The messenger explained that the craftsmen had buried a metal inside the leather so that it would not be possible to cut the sword from his side. While he buckled the new belt, he handed the messenger his sword to hold.

			The messenger marveled at Darrow’s blade.

			“This is as fine a sword as I have seen. Do you mind if I examine it?”

			“Not at all.”

			The messenger turned his back and faced the carriage. He lifted the sword lying across his palms.

			“It is so light. It must be terribly fast.”

			“Indeed.”

			The messenger opened a compartment on the wagon. There were several swords inside. He lifted one, placing Darrow’s sword inside.

			Holding his own sword in both hands, he said, “Even my lightest sword is no match for your blade.” Then he reached in the compartment and placed Darrow’s sword in the scabbard on his new belt.

			“Wait here,” he said. “I will inform the princess that you are ready.”

			Darrow paced nervously in the yard. His new belt felt heavy. From the house came not the slightest sound.

			The door opened.

			What Darrow saw made him gasp.

			Standing before him was no messenger and certainly no princess. Before him stood a goblin, tall and broad-shouldered. His hand gripped a weapon, the blade almost as tall as Darrow himself, curved upward and no thicker than a moonflower vine.

			“So you are the boy wonder, Darrow.”

			Darrow stepped back and grasped his sword. In his hand, the weapon felt cold. No warmth stirred his body.

			He pulled the weapon from the scabbard. The point fell downward, almost too heavy to hold with one hand. But it was not the sword that most occupied Darrow’s mind.

			“Who are you?” he demanded.

			“I am Beltar and I am here for a special purpose.”

			“Do I have to guess?”

			Beltar laughed.

			“My dear Darrow, I am here first and foremost to offer congratulations. Your swordsmanship is wondrous. Your speeches have brought a downtrodden kingdom to its feet. And your battlefield strategy stands with the best of our time.”

			“You flatter, my good general, as well as you fight.”

			Now, Darrow’s moment was at hand. The great goblin general stood before him. Without Beltar, the goblins would be a weaker foe. In the next minutes, two swords could write the history of his kingdom.

			From the moment, Darrow found new strength. In his shoulders and arms, a new power surged. With both hands, he lifted his sword slowly. It was no longer as heavy as before.

			As the two opponents faced one another, Darrow looked deep into Beltar’s eyes. For a moment, he thought he saw doubt. And that doubt made his power grow.

			The two warriors, swords lifted high, stepped sideways in a circle like two roosters in a ring. Darrow attacked first, swinging his sword hard across the sky. Beltar stepped back, easily avoiding Darrow’s stroke. The goblin countered with a sideways and downward stroke that barely missed Darrow’s head and nipped his shoulder. Blood trickled from the wound.

			Again, they circled. Again, Darrow was first to attack. Spinning his body in a full circle, he brought his blade sweeping across Beltar’s side. Beltar stepped back, avoiding the blow.

			Beltar’s strategy was simple. Under the weight of his heavy sword, Darrow was sure to tire. The longer the fight lasted, the better were the goblin’s chances. Carefully he stepped, inviting Darrow’s attack, dodging his thrusts, and measuring his opponent’s strength.

			Darrow stood before him, his sword upright before his face, his hands and arms extended forward. Again, Darrow charged. Again, Beltar dodged. And after many more thrusts, Darrow lifted his sword once more. Beltar saw a quiver in his blade.

			Darrow charged again, his feet slower, almost clumsy. Beltar stepped easily to the side. Now, Beltar stepped closer, offering just enough target to invite another thrust. Each time, Darrow responded.

			Beneath the weight of his sword, Darrow’s feet were heavy and lumbering. Beltar saw his chance.

			Towering over Darrow, almost twice his size, Beltar unleashed a mighty swing that sent Darrow staggering back toward the house. Again, Beltar charged with a bold thrust, and Darrow stumbled to the side, barely dodging the blow. Beltar attacked with a wide stroke aimed to crash across Darrow’s shoulder. Metal met metal in a thunderous clash. Both swordsmen staggered back.

			When the two warriors looked up, only Beltar held his sword. Mouth open, hands empty, Darrow circled toward his weapon, which lay twenty feet away. His hand trembled, his face was white.

			Beltar stepped into his path. Standing between Darrow and his blade, he stroked at his target in short, controlled swings. Defenseless, Darrow dodged.

			A great smile spread across Beltar’s face. This boy, this fraction of a man, with one good leg and words so bold, had handed his armies humiliation and defeat. The sight of him, helpless and scared, was far too joyful to end.

			Patiently, sure of victory, Beltar paced slowly around his prey. Here and there, he offered a thrust, not to fell his opponent but simply to watch him scamper away. His eyes twinkled. A low laugh rose from his chest.

			Suddenly, Darrow lunged at Beltar’s feet. Smiling, Beltar stepped to the side. He could have slain him right there, but why? Untouched by Beltar’s sword, Darrow rolled behind Beltar, diving for his blade. Desperately, he grabbed it with both hands, his left hand gripping the blade. Suddenly, he was on his feet, but blood from his hand poured to the ground.

			Darrow circled, back in the fight, fire in his eyes, his steps marked with a trail of blood. Beltar feigned attack. Darrow jumped to one side. Beltar jabbed in the air. Darrow ducked. With slow and steady steps, Beltar moved directly toward his foe.

			Darrow did not retreat. As Beltar’s sword came crashing down, Darrow’s rose to meet it and spun in a circle, swinging his own sword in reply. Beltar stepped to one side, barely missing Darrow’s stroke. Pressing forward, Darrow feinted, lunged, stroked, and swung with new mastery that forced Beltar to retreat.

			Darrow’s sword was quick and his feet were light. Suddenly, he was a dancer, bobbing up and down with wondrous movements across the ground. But as he lifted his weapon to strike again, his shorter leg caught the hem of his robe. He spun to break his fall. When Darrow found himself on the ground, his sword lay inches from his wounded hand.

			He looked up. Beltar towered above him, smiling once more. For the briefest moment, Beltar stared into the face of his victim, savoring that timeless moment between life and death. Gripping tightly with both hands, he brought down his weapon, like a hammer, toward his foe.

			But Beltar’s moment was Darrow’s chance. His left hand, caked with blood and mud, found his sword. He swung it across his body and there it met Beltar’s stroke. His parry was weak and it ricocheted off Beltar’s blade. But its force was enough not to block but to change its course, sending Beltar’s weapon deep into the ground.

			Beltar tugged to pull his weapon free. Darrow was once more on his feet. Gripping his weapon with both hands, blood streaming down his arm, he launched a powerful swing. When the stroke was finished, the sword was streaked red.

			Beltar lay dead on the ground.
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			The dark water rose and rolled against the ship, sending a great shower across the deck. At the wheel stood a thin man with a small pointed beard, stripes of pasty white skin showing through.

			At his side was a sailor with a scarred face. He stared into the wind, looked back at the captain, and asked, “Why Sonnencrest? The goblins stole everything.”

			“Ah, we shall see, mate,” replied Telsinore. “With a little luck, this trip will be one to remember. Ten years of evil deeds have built a mountain of treasure. The riches of an entire kingdom, puny though it is.”

			“That sounds awfully sweet.”

			“True enough, true enough. Riches are sweet indeed. But a treasure rising high in the sky cannot settle every account. This crime has a victim I have owed for some time. The gold in my chests will be a fine reward. But settling my debt will be the sweetest joy of all.”

		

	


	
		
			• 42 •

			The Flight of the King
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			Where are the messengers? I’ll have their heads if they don’t arrive soon!”

			In the palace where King Henry once ruled, the goblin king paced nervously across the room. Other than the shouts of the king, the palace was strangely quiet. Goblin soldiers stood twenty miles from Blumenbruch, waiting to ambush Darrow’s victory march. Dignitaries had made the journey to watch the battle unfold.

			But the king knew more. Beltar had fought Darrow two days before, and the outcome, which he did not know, would shape the battle to come.

			The king stormed onto the balcony. He leaned on the railing, rising on his tiptoes to see. There, he could view most of the city. More important, he could see the road to the east that would bring a rider with the message he waited to hear. His eyes scanned the far distance. The road was empty.

			“Bekkendoth!” he cried.

			“I want a horse sent to meet the messenger on the road and return with the news!”

			“With all due respect, Your Majesty, the two riders will only meet and return together. You won’t learn the news a minute sooner.”

			Again, the king looked hard into the distance. He detected something, a small speck. It was a dust cloud. Soon, he could detect a slow rhythm as the cloud advanced. Within the hour, his messenger would arrive.

			Beltar would win. He was certain. But what if he didn’t? The king’s face began to twitch. Why was Beltar so special anyway? Every general could be replaced.

			The rider drew closer. He was now entering the city. “Open the gates,” the king ordered, even though the rider was still fifteen minutes away. A servant scrambled down the stairs. A small crowd of soldiers and palace staff gathered, curious about the king’s order.

			Malmut looked again. Three specks appeared on the road. All of them seemed to be moving at a rapid pace. The king wiped his brow. He cursed Zindown. Darrow had better be dead; if not, the wizard would pay for his harebrained scheme.

			On the avenue leading to the palace, the rider appeared: a goblin soldier in full uniform, his horse galloping at breakneck speed. “This is a great messenger,” thought the king, admiring the horseman’s speed.

			Closer and closer, the rider approached the gate. The small crowd had grown. All eyes fixed on the soldier and his mount. But as the rider reached the gate, he veered to his left, passed the gate, and disappeared down the road leading away from Blumenbruch and toward the border.

			Nervously, the king looked again at the faraway road. A whole host of dust clouds, not moving in any orderly way, approached the city.

			He marched inside and screamed at the servants. “Who chose this messenger? I want to address this person now.”

			No one offered an answer. Out toward the gate he stormed, the crowd parting at his approach. A horseman entered and pulled to an abrupt stop, gripping the mane to stay in the saddle. The animal was soaked with sweat. Foam glistened at the edges of its mouth. The rider warily eyed the crowd. When he saw the king, he became afraid.

			“What is the news?” demanded the king. “Tell me, tell me!”

			The rider looked down, unable to answer.

			“Are you mute?” cried Malmut.

			The rider did not lift his head and spoke his words in a quiet voice.

			“Beltar is dead.”

			A murmur swept the crowd. Through the crowd, eyes searched for horses and wagons that might bring escape.

			“Surely there is a battle raging,” the king sputtered.

			“Battle?” The rider was confused. “Your Majesty, I thought we surrendered. A copy of your letter of surrender was sent to our commander by Darrow himself. Now, the army is fleeing. Surely, Sonnencrest will want revenge.”

			The king cursed Zindown’s foolish ploy. It had backfired. All was lost.

			Goblins began tiptoeing from the crowd.

			Indeed, as the king looked through the gate, he saw horses pass, one here and another there, and then in groups without formation or order, a chaos of frightened riders sure to be followed by wagons and goblins on foot.

			Silently, the king shivered with rage. Large wet stains appeared on his clothes.

			The king charged into the palace, almost colliding with Bekkendoth.

			“Where is Zindown? That mole-brained circus magician will pay for this blunder!”

			Outside, the yard was almost empty.

			“We have no time for Zindown, Your Highness,” Bekkendoth replied. “We must leave right away.”

			But the king walked to the balcony and shouted, “Bring me Zindown.”

			A grim expression filled Bekkendoth’s face. Darrow’s army would soon be upon them. He looked out the gates. The road, once filled with riders, was now packed with wagons and carriages and even a few soldiers running on foot. In the distance, he saw plumes of smoke.

			An attendant burst through the door.

			“Zindown’s carriage has arrived.”

			The king scrambled down the empty stairs. In the yard, only Bekkendoth and three soldiers remained. There stood the carriage, black with the green bat spider painted on the door. The driver was a statue, hunched over staring at his feet.

			“Where is Zindown?” the king demanded.

			The driver lifted his head.

			“Zindown is gone.”

			But before the king could consider what it might mean, Bekkendoth was at his side, his hand on the king’s shoulder, whispering, “We must leave. We are no longer safe.”

			“Bring the royal carriage,” shouted the king.

			“The royal carriage will make you a target. We must use another.”

			“My soldiers will protect me,” the king insisted.

			“Your Majesty, the soldiers are gone.”

			The king made no reply.

			“Put him in Zindown’s carriage,” ordered Bekkendoth.

			Two soldiers, holding the king’s arms, guided him to the carriage door. The king shook as he walked. Then he turned back.

			“A king rides in a royal carriage!” cried the king, his voice trembling. The servants looked back at Bekkendoth. Bekkendoth nodded and the servants shoved the king inside.

			Now the king leaned through the window. “My crown! My jewels!”

			“Your Highness, all the riches of the world will be no good if we do not escape.”

			But the king would not yield. So for twenty minutes, they waited while servants rushed inside to retrieve the crown and three large chests of treasure, all looted from the homes of Sonnencrest.

			When the wagon was loaded, it pulled up to the gate and stopped. Bekkendoth looked out. A soldier ran by, his shirt stuffed with candlesticks. A goblin carrying a box of coins was stabbed in the back by another, who took the box as his own. The acrid smell of burning houses entered the carriage and the king launched into an uncontrollable cough.

			Seeing the road ahead blocked with wagons and fleeing goblins, Bekkendoth wondered if escape was possible.

			After a long time, the carriage jolted forward. In fits and starts, traffic began to move. When the first hour passed, they were almost a mile from the palace.

			A sharp noise sounded from the side of the carriage. The king looked up, startled. Outside, three goblin soldiers waved swords.

			“Out, you mud lizards. This carriage is ours.”

			“Go away,” said Bekkendoth, peering from the window.

			“Get out,” one soldier replied, “or you will be dragging on a rope from behind.”

			Bekkendoth looked coolly back at the attackers. “The great wizard Zindown is inside,” he replied. “Would you like me to convey your message?”

			The soldiers scurried away.

			A rider passed, screaming that Darrow’s cavalry was coming up the road. Horsemen and foot soldiers scrambled from the road and into the woods. Others simply ran faster through the brush at the side.

			Bekkendoth looked back. As far as the eye could see, wagons and goblins filled the road. How could Darrow advance? But the rumor cleared traffic. Now the carriage moved at a steady pace.

			Another hour passed. The horses, which had pulled all day, no longer responded to the whip.

			“Stop there at that farmhouse,” Bekkendoth ordered.

			While the driver threatened the farmer with his whip, Bekkendoth harnessed two fresh horses. They charged back into the road.

			These new horses were good ones. Pastures and trees, now graying in the fading light, moved past the window at a rapid pace. Soon, there were no wagons at all, only riders who led the retreat. Bekkendoth took a slow, deep breath. Perhaps they would make it after all.

			At twilight, the great pines appeared, separated by scrubby grass that lined the road on either side. The carriage lifted sand from the ground and Bekkendoth could taste salt in the air.

			He looked across the carriage at the outline of the king. Loud snores echoed in the cabin. The carriage rocked with a slow, reassuring rhythm. Bekkendoth’s eyelids were heavy. His head nodded. Soon, he was unconscious in his seat.

			How long he slept, he couldn’t tell. He was awakened by a loud banging on the side of the door. He lifted his head, eyes blinking against the light. For a moment, he struggled to remember where he was.

			“Out of the wagon, you slimy louts!” cried a large, muscular man with a scar that ran from his neck to the top of his bald head. There was a ring in his nose.

			“Out, I told you! Unless you wish to be carved alive by my own little dagger, the Red Princess.”

			“The princess!” cried the king, suddenly awake and confused.

			“Shuddup in there, I tell you or I’ll fill your wagon with blood!”

			Bekkendoth pulled at the arm of the king and led him out the door. The glare of torches surrounded the carriage. To his left, he saw the moon reflected in a vast expanse of water. Then he cringed.

			Across the road lay a pile of wreckage. There were saddles, weapons, and wagons, overturned and broken, their contents emptied on the ground. Amidst the rubble were bodies, dead goblins, scores of them, cut and disfigured in gruesome ways.

			The king’s own driver lay on the ground, a boot pressing the center of his chest. His eyes were shut tightly and he shivered.

			From the torchlight, a man stepped forward. He was tall and thin with a scraggly, crooked beard. The light behind him made his face a dark shadow, but Bekkendoth could see a great gold chain on his neck that supported the largest emerald he had ever seen.

			“Who are you, and why have you stopped my carriage?” stammered the king.

			Bekkendoth shot the king a stern look. But the man just laughed, lifting his saber in the air.

			“Ah, but the question you pose is backwards. Who are you, and what are you carrying in this carriage?”

			Bekkendoth hung his head and answered in a low voice.

			“I am a simple wheelmaker fleeing Sonnencrest. This man with me is the brother of a man who sells wagons to the king. He is wealthy. You can have his treasure. But be gentle; the man is disturbed.” Bekkendoth paused. “He thinks he is the king.”

			The king began to protest, but Bekkendoth slapped him across the face. Stunned, the king quietly babbled to himself.

			“Get on with it. Run them through!” shouted a voice behind a torch. But the pirate’s sword was in no hurry.

			“First, let’s see how fine a storyteller this gentleman might be. Search the carriage.”

			Three men scrambled forward and began opening the doors and compartments inside.

			“Three chests, big heavy ones!”

			The trunks were removed and the men pried at them with their swords. A grand display of riches spilled out onto the ground. For a moment, the pirates could only stand and stare.

			From the carriage door, another man appeared. In his hand, he held the crown of the king. Smiling broadly, he placed the crown atop his filthy, lice-ridden head.

			“Well, well, well,” said the pirate, eyes sparkling. “Perhaps he is king after all.”

			“I suppose that it is time for introductions, though our acquaintance may be brief. I am Telsinore, captain of the world-renowned Tarantula pirates.”

			Telsinore made a deep bow. As he lifted his body once again, he swept his sword backhanded across Bekkendoth, whose severed head dropped to the ground.

			“The fate of the liar is cruel indeed.”

			Amidst a chorus of laughter, the king’s eyes grew wide.

			“And the driver?” said Telsinore calmly. The sword point thrust into his neck.

			Telsinore looked at the king. He lifted his sword high. The king crouched, his arms covering his head. Just as Telsinore’s sword quivered above the king, the old pirate lowered it unexpectedly to his side. The pirate laughed out loud.

			“You know, I have fought many a duel but never with a king. It would be terrible to murder a great monarch without giving him a fair opportunity to fight. Don’t you agree, boys?”

			From beneath the torches erupted cheers, catcalls, and applause.

			“Grab a sword and I will give you a sporting chance.”

			But the king stumbled backward against the carriage, desperately shaking his head.

			“Grab a sword, I say.”

			The king shivered wordlessly before him.

			“There, hanging from the side of the wagon, is a sword. Take it or I will saw off your toes.”

			The men laughed uproariously at this threat and this time the king looked up at Telsinore, still unable to speak. He turned to the wagon. Squinting so tightly he could barely see, he laid his trembling hand on the weapon that hung from its side.

			As he touched the weapon, a strange calm entered his mind. His hand closed on the handle. Still shaking, but less than before, he lifted it from the wagon. As he did, the trembling stopped completely.

			He looked at this strange weapon. It was light, so light it almost floated in the air. On its handle was a tiny yellow bird. Warily, he turned to face Telsinore.

			The sight of the king holding a sword set the pirates laughing again.

			“Careful, Telsinore, a mighty swordsman awaits,” shouted one and the laughter that followed sent two rolling on the ground.

			“So, you are going to make a fight of this?” Telsinore bellowed in a mocking voice. “I bet you trained under the finest swordsmen in all of Globenwald.” More laughs.

			“Have you nothing to say? A last request perhaps?”

			The king stood silent and still.

			“Well, we might as well begin, if you afford me no fun.” And with those words, Telsinore swung his sword lightly in front of the king.

			The king lifted his blade and brought Telsinore’s weapon to a halt.

			“A skillful defense, if I have ever seen one!” shouted Telsinore. Again, the pirate swung his sword, playfully, almost in jest. Again, the king parried the blow.

			Telsinore swung once more, this time a little harder. The king responded, stilling his blow.

			Now Malmut’s eyes focused. His expression hardened. The shaking was gone. His knees bent and his body crouched; he waited for the next stroke.

			But the next strike was hard and true as Telsinore brought his sword downward in a mighty stroke at the king’s side. The king moved to his right and blocked.

			Telsinore looked down at the king. The king looked back. And for the first time, the king smiled.

			Telsinore moved boldly against the king. One after another, his strokes were hard and true. Each time, the king’s sword was quicker in response.

			A bright red color filled the pirate’s face. He gripped his sword with both hands and swung diagonally, across the king’s shoulder, with all his might. And when his blade struck the sword of the king, it shattered, scattering fragments through the air.

			The king faced Telsinore, his smiled broadening. For the first time, he moved forward and attacked. Telsinore dodged and one of the pirates threw him a new blade.

			Now Telsinore defended. As the astonished pirates looked on, the king, his sword flashing left and right, up and down, backed Telsinore around in a circle and drew blood from his left arm.

			As the king advanced, Telsinore hastened his retreat, circling the edges of the torchlit ground. Moving like a man possessed, the king pressed Telsinore, hastening his retreat. From the debris of a wagon, Telsinore kicked a board directly into the king’s path. When the monarch stumbled on the board, a pirate shoved him from behind.

			Now Telsinore leered over the king. He thought for a moment of the war he had launched ten years ago. Telsinore smiled. This monarch had delivered him more riches than he had ever dreamed of. He admired the king’s fight. So he spoke.

			“My dear King Malmut, you have fought bravely and well. And mercy pays few rewards for a bandit of the sea. But there is something you must know.

			“I killed Rildon. It was my trick that launched this war. Now, you have lost Sonnencrest and perhaps your kingdom as well.

			“You stole my emeralds. Now I have done you much worse. So I will spare your life. Drop your sword and run. No one will follow.”

			The king’s face reddened and he rose slowly from the ground. He hurled a fist full of sand directly into Telsinore’s eyes. A split second later, the Sword of Darrow had brought Telsinore to the ground.

			The king reeled to face the pirates. Stunned and disbelieving, they stood motionless, absorbing the sudden turn of events. Into the darkness, the king disappeared.
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			Malmut raced madly into the blackness of the night. On the uneven ground, he tripped and fell but each time scrambled desperately to his feet. He was surrounded by trees that blocked the moonlight and his head struck a branch. He fell backwards against a rock. When he rose, a sharp pain shot up to his shoulder and a terrible aching seized his wrist.

			He saw the moon and he followed it to the water’s edge. Not stopping to consider strategy or direction, he turned and ran down to the shore. He thought he saw the outline of a small boat. When he reached it, it was tied to a tree and barely large enough to hold two men.

			His wrist ached terribly, but he lifted the sword and cut the rope. Into the boat he dove. Seeing the sword on the ground, he leaned over the bow to retrieve it. He cried out as he slipped, his broken wrist striking against the rail. Angrily, he hurled the sword into the grass.

			His right hand could not grip the oar. So he nestled the oar in his elbow and began to pull. His strokes were feeble. At first, the boat merely rocked in place. But desperation made him stronger. The boat began to move. Across the channel lay Globenwald, an unseeable blackness two miles away.

			The boat entered the channel. The tide was moving out to sea, tugging at the boat. He pulled harder against the oars. Faster, the boat moved. He heaved great breaths and his wheezing sounded across the silent sea. His arm ached. Sweat poured down his back and into the boat.

			But in this ordeal, the king was lifted. For the first time ever, his fate would be decided by the strength of his own will.

			Forward the boat surged. In the distance, he could make out the far shore. His boat moved midway through the channel, still nudged by the tide but pulled far more strongly by the king. He looked again and he knew. Globenwald was in reach.

			The king marveled at the man he had become. Those who doubted him would see. He had slain the feared Telsinore. He had braved the sea. Everyone would know of his heroic deeds.

			But as he reveled in these thoughts, the sky crackled above him. Lightning flashed across the heavens.

			The king looked upward, fearing a storm. He pulled on his oars with new purpose, all but forgetting his pain. Again, the sky thundered, and this time the lightning struck the water and the sea exploded in a flash of silver. Wide-eyed, the king’s strokes took on a frantic pace.

			Measuring the coming storm, the king again looked into the heavens. A deep shudder rolled through his fame.

			There, amidst the clouds, he saw the outlines of a face. It was a face he knew. The wizard Zindown stared down from above.

			A new bolt of lightning flashed, followed by a brief explosion of fire. The king and his boat were gone. All that remained was a puff of smoke that floated slowly into the horizon.
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			Back on the highway, Telsinore lay bleeding and bandaged in a makeshift bed. The sword had taken its toll, but this pirate had more lives than a family of cats. Even magic could not do the deed.

			A young pirate held a drinking cup to his lips. The old captain gulped his water greedily as the younger looked on.

			After a long pause, the young pirate spoke.

			“That king, he could have walked away. Why would he risk his life and refuse your offer?”

			For a long time Telsinore looked into the sky and fingered his crooked beard. Then he spoke.

			“Ah, there are passions that cause men to act in foolish ways. And indeed the king’s vengeance has struck me a blow. But such men, blind to their own interests, are easy prey to the coldhearted scoundrel. So be glad of it, my friend,” said Telsinore wistfully. “For nothing rewards the evildoer more than the hand of revenge.”
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			Scodo’s Magic
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			Deep in the forests of Globenwald, not far from the palace of the king, stood a small castle. It was hidden amidst the trees, far from the road, with only a small path leading the way to its door. No moat guarded this castle. Instead, a necklace of thorns, black and the height of small trees, circled its walls.

			Its entrance, a door bearing the image of a bat spider, stood high behind twenty stone steps. On the bottom step sat a figure, no more than a shadow on this starless night.

			With the morning, a figure came striding up the path. He was tall with a flowing black robe and a long black walking stick, beautifully carved. He walked proudly, his steps large and forceful. When he arrived, he looked down at the visitor seated before him.

			“Why, Scodo, what a surprise!”

			“You must be used to them by now.”

			The scorpion man rose to his feet and stood directly before the wizard. Zindown laughed out loud.

			“Ah, Scodo, I suppose you did not read the surrender. All goblins receive safe passage home.”

			“I read it,” Scodo shot back. “There is not a word about wizards.”

			Zindown spun into the air, howling in laughter.

			“But a wizard needs no protection, even from the wrath of the great scorpion man!”

			With those words, Zindown hurled a great ball of fire at Scodo’s feet and the ground burst into flames. But Scodo, shoeless, his skin exposed, walked directly into the fire and emerged from the other side, glaring up at Zindown, his body smoking, his scales blackened, his expression unchanged.

			Zindown laughed again. He vanished from the sky and appeared on the ground. He reached down and picked up a rock. As he hurled the rock at Scodo with all his terrible might, the rock became ten rocks. Scodo lifted his sword to protect himself but the rocks struck on his face and body with loud thuds.

			Still, Scodo stood unmoving, scales broken and hanging loosely from his frame. Blood trickled down his legs. He looked back at Zindown and spoke, “Really, Zindown, is that the best you can do?”

			Zindown knew Scodo possessed no magic, for in the desert he had visited Scodo’s mind. He knew he could slay Scodo at that very moment. But first, he wanted to take some measure of the pleasure Darrow’s victory had taken away. In a flash, he appeared in front of Scodo.

			“There, there, Scodo. Why don’t you just put an end to me right now?”

			Scodo thrust his sword forward, but his motion had barely begun when Zindown was gone. He reappeared ten feet away, a little to the left. Suddenly, Scodo’s body was engulfed in flames. Scodo cringed with pain but spoke not a word.

			“Quicker, Scodo.” He howled with laughter. “You must be quicker.”

			Scodo picked up a rock at his feet and hurled it at Zindown.

			With the rock in midair, Zindown disappeared. In what seemed the same instant, he reappeared, this time further to Scodo’s left, almost within reach of his sword. But when Scodo jabbed, Zindown was not there but in a new place far to the right. Laughing, he vanished again, reappearing, not quite in front of Scodo but about eight feet back and still a little to his right. He reached down and flung a handful of sand with the force of a tornado.

			Scodo trembled. The sand delivered a terrible sting and blood poured from his wounds. But he still didn’t speak, because all this time Scodo’s mind was at work.

			He remembered the long ride across the desert and how Babette had talked of wizards and the tricks they performed. He remembered Babette saying that wizards do not disappear at all but move from place to place with blinding speed. Scodo realized that he could never strike the wizard where he stood because the wizard was too fast. But if he could aim his throw to where the wizard would appear next, then perhaps his sword might reach its mark.

			Scodo took two steps forward and spoke, looking deep into Zindown’s eyes.

			“Oh mighty Zindown, I am only a creature and not even a man. But my hands are quick. Surely, you will give me yet another chance to strike you dead.”

			Zindown laughed so loudly that the trees shook and the door of the castle rattled against the stone. Suddenly he stood before Scodo—directly in front, within reach of his sword. Again, Scodo lunged with his weapon, and in a flash Zindown appeared back and a little to his left, exactly as before. A large rock struck Scodo in the face, almost knocking him to the ground.

			Scodo staggered in place, afraid he might fall. He lifted his head, looked at Zindown, and recalled Babette’s explanation of how wizards disappear by moving rapidly in a pattern from place to place. He concentrated, determined to work out the pattern so that he could catch Zindown unawares.
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		  He hurled another rock, eager to see where Zindown might appear. His memory told him that Zindown would next appear a little more to the left, a few feet further back. That was exactly where Zindown appeared, howling in laughter, mocking his pathetic foe.

			Trembling, Scodo struggled to collect his strength. Now, he knew the pattern. Now he knew where Zindown would next appear.

			“Please, oh mighty Zindown, please give me one more chance.” Zindown laughed yet again.

			As he did, Scodo lifted his sword as if to stab at Zindown’s image but instead he pivoted and threw his sword with such wondrous force that the leaves on the trees rustled in awe.

			The sword arrived just as Zindown appeared. It struck him straight in the heart. The wizard crumpled dead on the ground.

			Scodo stood and stared at his vanquished foe.

			Scodo had never understood the deep hatred he felt for the old wizard. He never learned that it was Zindown’s spell that made him a monster at birth. But he did know, better than Babette or Darrow or any other, that the kingdom of Sonnencrest would never be safe as long as Zindown was alive.

			Dark clouds formed in the sky. Lightning rattled across the horizon. With Zindown’s death, his spells were broken. All at once, a thousand acts of terrible magic were undone.

			As Scodo stood motionless beneath the trees, the scales fell from his skin. His tail snapped from his body and dropped to the ground, withering away until it disappeared into dust. The claws dropped from his toes and his feet took on a new shape. His head, that terrible insect head, dropped its shell and reshaped itself with new features, all covered with smooth skin and dark black hair. When the changes were finished, he bore not the slightest resemblance to the monster who had stood in his place only moments before.

			But Scodo did not cry out in joy. His mind was in a place far away. Quietly, he looked at Zindown’s corpse and he began to think. He thought of his parents and his friend Hugga Hugga and, of course, of Babette, who cared for him so much. And he felt the power of goodness grow inside of him.

			He thought of the tormentors, the mockers, the taunters, and all who turned from him in horror. He found understanding for their actions and he gave them forgiveness and love. Once again, deep inside, his power grew.

			He thought of the mob that hunted him in the forest and killed his parents. He felt compassion for their fears and love for their souls. And now a raging, burning, exhilarating power filled his body and flowed almost violently out of his fingers and his toes.

			Now, he looked down at his greatest enemy and most evil foe. He gazed upon Zindown with sad eyes. He wondered of how it must have felt to carry the heavy burden of so many evil deeds. He ached with pity for the old wizard. He hoped in the afterlife or in some life to come that Zindown might rescue his soul and perform good and wonderful deeds. Looking down at the corpse, he did the one thing he was never before able to do. He gave the wizard his compassion, his forgiveness, and his love.

			Now his body trembled with awesome power and that power demanded its release.

			He recalled Babette’s instructions and knew he needed words to express the magic that burned within. He searched for the most beautiful memories of life and his mind went straight to his mother who, throughout his whole childhood, never once looked at him with anything but adoring eyes. And he remembered the day he asked her if he was indeed a monster.

			“No, my love, you are the most beautiful child of all. It is we your parents who have been cursed because we do not look like you. You carry the beauty of the vianu in your soul.” That word, vianu, meant peace. It meant beauty. It meant love.

			When Scodo heard this word leaving his mother’s lips, he knew he had the only language he would ever need.

			For a short moment, he looked back at his life—at the fighting, at the killing—and he felt the burden of his deeds lift from his soul. He took his sword in his still-powerful hands and walked to the steps of Zindown’s castle where he placed it on the stone.

			With all his concentration, he lifted the power from his body, and he felt great elation, as if his very spirit had rocketed far into the heavens above. For a few minutes, he reveled in these feelings and marveled at these forces that raged so beautifully inside him. Then he turned to face the sword.

			He tightened his fists and extended them in front of his body. He was exploding inside. The force was so great that he feared it might tear him apart. He pulled his fists tighter, and with all of the enormous concentration of his mind, he stared directly at the sword.

			“Vianu.”

			A great flash of light exploded over the rock. The sword, a large, heavy weapon as tall as a small man, broke into thousands of tiny pieces, which rained down on the castle and its grounds. When the light was gone, all that remained on the rock was a small smattering of metallic dust. Across the ground, the remnants of his weapon sparkled like diamonds in the sun.

			Scodo’s life was freed of weapons, but that was only the beginning. Released from the hatred he had carried through his life, he smiled, a great and gentle smile that covered his new face. It was a handsome face, as handsome as the face of any man in all of Sonnencrest.
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			A Free Sonnencrest
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			The late summer sun baked the road, the grass was brown, and a haze of dust hovered above the road. But the heat could not quell what filled the hearts of the citizens of Sonnencrest. Along the road to Blumenbruch, they gathered and waited for the moment when Darrow and his army would pass.

			When the army arrived, they lifted homemade banners, blue and yellow, sewn in the late evening hours and hung from sticks and poles. With one hand, mothers handed bread to the men. With the other, they held back children who tugged with all their might, hoping to break free and march behind.

			And indeed, men and women alike joined in the march and soon it was less an army and more a procession of joyous folk, young and old, men and women, heading to Blumenbruch to celebrate the great victory.

			In the city itself, every house stood empty as the people gathered in the streets to greet the arrival of the great man. As the first soldiers arrived at the edge of town, the crowd pushed close and Darrow, finding no path through the crowd, mounted a horse, and led his procession in single file, weaving back and forth like a bright, tiny thread in a great tapestry.

			When they finally arrived at the gates of the palace, the mayor stood waiting. He bowed deeply before Darrow and with great ceremony he opened the way, allowing Darrow to enter the palace grounds. As Darrow stepped inside, there were no leaves or rubbish on the ground and the dirt was marked with the tracks of a hundred brooms. The walls of the palace had been scrubbed clean, flowerpots stood in the windows, and everywhere banners of blue and gold were proudly displayed. Those who waited inside looked intently at Darrow, hoping that he would approve.

			But Darrow hardly noticed. As he looked up at the great castle with its tall stone towers, he blinked. His eyes had never seen a building so grand. For a moment, he stopped, taking in the beautiful stonework and he wondered if the winter wind seeped through the stones like it did in Ael.

			But there was no time for wonderment. The mayor grasped him by the arm and pulled him ahead, into the palace, up the stairs, and out onto the balcony where Henry X and his family were last seen. From the gates, the people poured in, and soon a great crowd waited beneath him. They stood on barrels, sat in wagons, and jostled for position across the great walls. Not an inch of ground stood vacant.

			While he waited, Darrow thought back to where his journey had begun. He recalled his first steps from Ael, limping his way to faraway places he could hardly imagine. He remembered when the sword fell from his hands at Frenngravel Creek and he saw Naark’s body lying on the ground. Who was he, he wondered, to deserve this adulation? But at that moment, in an almost dreamlike state, he saw his mother. She looked at him without speaking, but seeing her face told him all was well.

			The crowd roared for their hero. And when Darrow spoke, his words were so inspiring and beautiful that throughout the kingdom of Sonnencrest they would be quoted for centuries to come.
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			One week after Darrow’s triumphant march into Blumenbruch, the people filled the streets once more. The long-lost princess, the only surviving heir to the throne of Henry X, had returned. A week later, she was crowned queen.

			Her coronation began with a great parade. Her long curly hair, somewhere between yellow and red, bounced as she waved through the window of her carriage. The carriage moved slowly, but after a block or two, Babette opened the door and stepped out to greet the startled crowd. She walked slowly among them touching, embracing, and offering gentle words. The once-eccentric little girl now moved with grace and poise. From her manner, the people of Sonnencrest sensed right away that she was an unusual leader of deep goodness, who would protect the peace and bring prosperity to their land.

			Within a month of her coronation, Queen Babette did something that shocked her kingdom. Against the warnings of every royal advisor, she journeyed to Globenwald. Among the goblins, her visit was greatly feared. Surely, she came to threaten conquest and demand reparations. But when she met the new goblin king, she instead offered him a gift.

			She brought artisans and stone carvers, who built a monument to honor the goblins who had died in her land. When the monument was unveiled, the goblins were deeply moved and there was much weeping and rejoicing. Queen Babette’s visit forged a great friendship with the new goblin king and began a long era of peace.
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			One year after Darrow entered Blumenbruch, a third celebration gripped the kingdom. In the great cathedral of the capital city, Queen Babette was to be wed.

			Waiting for the queen, dressed in a great white robe, was Asterux, whose responsibility it was to give her away. And upon seeing Babette, so beautiful in her wedding dress, Asterux, who had never married and had no children of his own, knew at once all of the deep emotions of a father on his daughter’s wedding day.

			Babette gave Asterux a great hug. He offered his arm and waited for the music to begin. But at that moment, the queen gave a low whistle. Yellow birds, Annisan Serenaders all, burst into the church and offered a song so beautiful that the orchestra dared not interrupt. When their song died and the music began, Babette and Asterux walked slowly down the aisle to meet the groom.

			Asterux gave Babette’s hand to the groom, and the couple knelt before the priest.

			“Do you, Babette, take this man to be your lawfully wedded husband, to love and to cherish, in sickness and in health, until death do you part?”

			Babette said, “I do.”

			The priest turned to the groom and began, “And do you, Scodo, take this woman . . . ?” When the question was complete, Scodo turned and replied, “I do.”

			Babette and Scodo lived long and happy lives and had many children. Babette ruled Sonnencrest with great wisdom. But Scodo, disdaining the palace life, learned the skills of a carpenter and spent his days in the kingdom building houses for the poor.

			Sometimes, at birthday parties, Queen Babette would delight their children with a marvelous magic show. She would whistle mysterious sounds and wondrous events would unfold. The children would squeal with excitement and it was all great fun. But Scodo, standing nervously to the side, would loudly remind the children that “the hand is quicker than the eye.”

			Under Queen Babette’s rule, Hugga Hugga and Timwee held positions in the army, and their deeds were celebrated each year on a special holiday honoring their service. Over the years, Hugga Hugga gave rides and played with the children of Babette and Scodo. For a while, Thor and Moakie moved to the palace, and Thor became the royal blacksmith. But palace life was not for him and he and Moakie soon returned to the mountains.

			[image: ***]

			But what of Darrow?

			Before the palace stand two great statues. One is the likeness of Sir Fenn, whose goodness founded the nation. The other is of Darrow, whose courage to believe restored its freedom. Darrow was chosen as the Grand General of the Sonnencrest army. But after his great early adventures, he grew bored with running an army in so peaceful a land. One day, he retired from the army and wrote a book.

			His book is the story of a girl, tall and strong, who wielded a great sword. She sought to free her land from invaders. But while the girl possessed vision and cunning, she was shy and spoke poorly before crowds. In the forest lived a young prince, a magician, who helped her find the words, inspire her countrymen, and bring freedom to the land.

			The book closes with these words:

			There are no true heroes. They are ordinary persons, perhaps possessed of some skill or another, lifted by people who need to believe that somewhere, someone possesses a magic that can rewrite the future and leave them in a better place. These heroes have no magic of their own. But the belief in the hero, true or not, allows each of us to become larger than we are. For it unlocks the true and powerful magic that lies in our very own hearts.
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			How The Sword of Darrow Was Created

			The creation of The Sword of Darrow is a remarkable story itself. Alex is very creative but has a learning disability and did not learn to read until age nine. So until Alex learned to read, Hal and Alex engaged in two activities. Hal read books to Alex, and the two of them would tell “me-you” stories. In these stories, Alex would bring a set of characters and a situation, and they would take turns telling the story. Over a period of three years, these stories became an obsession.

			One day, when Alex was eight, Hal finished reading him The Hobbit. Alex said, “Papa, let’s not tell anymore me-you stories. Let’s write a book.” So Hal told Alex to bring him a set of characters, which he did. They devised a plot and outlined twenty-five chapters. For each chapter, they would meet and discuss the plot and contents. Hal would write the narrative and read it to Alex, who would make comments. Hal would write revisions, and then they would repeat the process for the next chapter. In all, the first draft of the book took about two years. 

			Over the next six years, the authors rewrote the book several times and marketed it to a number of publishers. In August of 2010, BenBella Books read the manuscript and agreed to publish the book.

			Today, Alex is an honor-roll student at St. John’s College High School in Washington, D.C., where he is the starting center on their varsity football team.

		

		
		

	


	
		
			About the Authors

			Alex Malchow

			Alex is 16 and a student at the prestigious St. John’s College High School in Washington D.C., where he is an honor-roll student and a starter on the school’s nationally recognized football team.

			At the time he and his father started the book, Alex was eight and struggled with dyslexia. When he began work on the book, he still could not read. He later enrolled in the Lab School in Washington D.C., which teaches children with learning differences.  After 12 months of intensive work there, he was reading at his grade level.

			Hal Malchow

			Hal is a nationally recognized political consultant who has worked for candidates at the presidential level all the way down to local offices. His work has won numerous creative awards, and he helped pioneer the use of statistical modeling and data mining techniques in the political arena. After becoming discouraged by the negative character of political campaigns, he closed his firm in 2010. He continues to do some consulting and is looking forward to a writing career.
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