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        The axes continued to twirl as Culann started whistling to himself.  The sound grew and was joined by sounds that were like musical notes.  There was a rhythm and cadence to the sounds and whistles and Davey watched as Culann’s right hand started to glow.  Green light enveloped the hand and Culann let the axe drop, hanging from his wrist by the leather loop.  He pointed his closed fist at the right most Skeleton.  He turned the fist up and opened it, showing the skeleton the palm of his green glowing hand.  The whistling picked up, the green glow pulsating with the beats of the sound.
 
        The whistling reached a crescendo and stopped suddenly.
 
        The green glow around Culann’s hand flared and shot out as a wave at the skeleton.
 
        The creature was pushed back and started shaking, vibrating.  Cracks formed in the bones, green light escaping through the cracks and the thing just exploded into pieces.  Shattered.  Small scraps of bone falling to the ground in a pile of dust.
 
        A flick of Culann’s wrist and the axe was back in hand.
 
        A smile on his face, Culann faced the other two skeletons which heedless of the third’s fate continued to advance on the Far Rider.
 
        “Ol’ Culann, he knows some tricks,” the man said. “Come on ye pile o’ bones.  Come and see what else I know.”
 
        He whistled, three quick notes, and the axe heads started glowing, the runes coming alight.  The right one glowed red and the left one was blue.
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        Davey had never heard of the Far Riders until the arrival of Culann Hawkfall.  He was a traveling bard, so he said, but carrying no instruments, and claiming to be a Far Rider.  He appeared one morning and said he had come to help the village.  Some of the older villagers had acted like they knew what a Far Rider was, and doubtless a couple of them had.  Some of them had traveled beyond the village of Minoda in their youth and had many adventures, so they claimed.
 
        The explanation for what exactly a Far Rider was, that had confused young Davey.  Even Culann’s description was vague and confusing.  They were messengers, protectors, explorers, vandals, thieves, grave robbers and everything in between it seemed.  He had said they worked for the GriffinStone Library.
 
        Culann had just smiled as the councilors, the village’s leaders, talked and talked.  They debated if they wanted his help at all.  Finally, he had had enough and told them he was there, he was going to save them, and that was that.  He couldn’t care less if they wanted his help or not, the ungrateful bastards were going to get it.
 
    
 
        Minoda was an old village.  It had grown from the few huts that had originally formed the village, almost two hundred years ago, to now number almost four dozen homes and buildings in the immediate area and another couple dozen in the surrounding forests and farms.  It was a mining village, everything designed to support that trade and the miners themselves. It was built against the edge of a mountain, spread over a large plateau, at the top of a long slope with a winding road that led down into the rest of the Deris Duchy, part of the Kingdom of Jeryan.  Minoda was part of that kingdom, but only the King’s tax collector’s bothered to come this far up.  The only others that visited the out of the way village were the merchants that owned the mines and only rarely; preferring to send their representatives to the tiny village.
 
        In Minoda, you either worked the mines or you did some craft or trade that supported the mines.  That was the way it was, the way it had always been, and the way it would always be.
 
        Davey Tobiason was the son of a miner and the grandson of a miner and back to the founding of the village.  It was expected that he would be a miner, marry a village girl, and father more miners.
 
        It was a hard but good life.  The people of Minoda were hard working, industrious and loyal.  They were good people.
 
        Until the skeletons came.  And everything changed.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER ONE
 
    
 
   NOW
 
   The 13th day of Deireadh in the year 324 WR (Way Reckoning)
 
   
     The Far Rider swung his right hand axe, hitting the skeleton solidly on the head.  The creature, all bones and magical power, wasn’t fazed.  The left hand axe held the skeleton’s own arm at bay, keeping the undead creature’s sharp claw like fingers away.
 
        The man leaned back and kicked up with his left leg, connecting with the skeleton’s chest.  He pushed off against the bones, pushing the creature back and flipping himself over.  He rolled and came back up, facing the skeleton and the other two that were also advancing.
 
        Culann Hawkfall took a step back, keeping his distance from the slowly moving walking bones.  The skeletons were just that, nothing but bone held together somehow, the muscles long since rotten away.  They were all human skeletons, roughly the same height.  Unnaturally strong, the living bones needed no weapons.  The undead monsters made clacking noises as they walked, bones scraping against bone, jaws moving as if they were speaking.
 
        Davey Tobiason watched it all from where he hid behind the large rocks off to the side.  He had a good view of the battle taking place outside the mine entrance.  Culann, the Far Rider and Bard, stood to the right facing off against a trio of the animated skeletons, the mountain only a couple steps behind.  Culann was keeping the creatures attention on himself and not letting them turn towards Davey.  Trying to get them to concentrate on the man in front, the clear threat, and not the frightened boy that was so close.
 
        Culann twirled the two so far ineffective hand axes. The weapons were all metal, all one piece, with leather wrapped around the shaft ending in a loop that was wrapped around Culann’s wrists.  The metal was dark, not iron, but Davey did not recognize it.  Four runes were etched into the surface of each axe head.  The whole weapon was only about twelve inches long.   Aside from the bow and quiver on his back, and a dagger on his belt, they were the only weapons Culann carried.  Special leather sheathes for them hung from his belt, one on each hip.
 
        He was lightly armored.  Leather leggings with padding at the knees and hips, leather boots and gloves, chain mail of a dark material that was similar to the axes but different, dark iron the smith had called it, and leather sleeves that covered the shoulders with the straps crisscrossing the chain mail, a satchel hung off the shoulder by a strap crossing his body.  The hooded cloak was a dark forest green.  Culann had long black hair, tied in a pony tail, and a beard with his chin bare.  The braided ends of his moustache were long and grew past the bottom of his chin.  He was an interesting figure, was Culann Hawkfall.
 
        The axes continued to twirl as Culann started whistling to himself.  The sound grew and was joined by sounds that were like musical notes.  There was a rhythm and cadence to the sounds and whistles and Davey watched as Culann’s right hand started to glow.  Green light enveloped the hand and Culann let the axe drop, hanging from his wrist by the leather loop.  He pointed his closed fist at the right most Skeleton.  He turned the fist up and opened it, showing the skeleton the palm of his green glowing hand.  The whistling picked up, the green glow pulsating with the beats of the sound.
 
        The whistling reached a crescendo and stopped suddenly.
 
        The green glow around Culann’s hand flared and shot out as a wave at the skeleton.
 
        The creature was pushed back and started shaking, vibrating.  Cracks formed in the bones, green light escaping through the cracks and the thing just exploded into pieces.  Shattered.  Small scraps of bone falling to the ground in a pile of dust.
 
        A flick of Culann’s wrist and the axe was back in hand.
 
        A smile on his face, Culann faced the other two skeletons which heedless of the third’s fate continued to advance on the Far Rider.
 
        “Ol’ Culann, he knows some tricks,” the man said. “Come on ye pile o’ bones.  Come and see what else I know.”
 
        He whistled, three quick notes, and the axe heads started glowing, the runes coming alight.  The right one glowed red and the left one was blue.
 
        Taking another step back, he raised his foot and placed it against the mountain.  Still whistling, and now smiling, the man pushed off the mountain, running towards the skeletons.
 
        Two steps, three steps, then four and Culann Hawkfall jumped into the air.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER TWO
 
    
 
   THEN
 
   Being the 12th day of Deireadh in the year 324 WR (Way Reckoning)
 
    
 
        Davey Tobiason had been sleeping, soundly, until the screams and the yelling.
 
        He couldn’t remember what he had been dreaming about, if at all, but the noise outside in the village proper had awoken him.  He sat up in bed, crawling to the edge of the loft and looking down into the two room home.  The door to the bedroom flew open as his father stormed out, pulling up his pants and trying to tighten the rope that held them up.
 
        Sheren Tobiason was a big man.  Still strong even though he was on the high side of middle aged.  He had been born in Minoda, like his son Davey, and like his father and grandfather and still more before him.  He had worked the mines.  It was all he knew.
 
        But it had made him big and strong, like many of the villagers.  Swinging heavy hammers and picks all day would do that.
 
        “Stay here,” he shouted up to Davey as he moved quickly through the dark house, the candles all since having gone out hours before.
 
        Davey heard the front door open and close as he climbed down the ladder from his loft bedroom.  He looked towards the bedroom and saw his mother, Mary, pulling a clock over her nightclothes.  She looked frightened.
 
        “You heard your father,” she started as Davey moved quickly towards the door.
 
        At thirteen, he was entering that age where he was afraid of nothing and was curious about everything.  He had already started working the mines, only a couple hours a day, and was starting to develop muscles to go with his tall frame.  Dark of hair, like his father, he had his mother’s light complexion.
 
        He opened the front door and looked outside.
 
        He couldn’t see much, as their door opened onto a lane that came off the village square.  Across the narrow path, not really a street, the door to the neighbors opened with the sound of more following.
 
        “What’s going on,” said one person.
 
        “The hells,” another cursed.
 
         More sounds, more yelling, came from the village square.
 
        A quick glance to see that his mother wasn’t close enough and Davey darted out the door, hearing his mother’s shouts behind him.  He ran down the lane, only about five feet wide between the rows of houses, and stopped at the end before it opened out onto the village square.
 
        What he saw stopped him short, even if he had wanted to continue.
 
        Minoda’s village square wasn’t large but it was open.  Only a small stage stood in the middle of the roughly circular space.  Lanes, like the one he was on, came off the square with four larger roads at the four compass points.  The tavern and general store both faced the square, one on either side facing the other, with the smithy and council hall facing each other.
 
        In the center was a dark mass of bodies, it looked like they had something else surrounded.  The thing in the middle kept moving and the men, the villagers Davey knew because he could make out the form of his Da, kept moving away from it well trying to keep it contained.  Men were running around the edge of the square, lighting the torches that ringed it.  Others ran towards the stage with torches in hand, meaning to light the four corner stacks.
 
        As the four corners of the stage lit up, Davey noticed what looked like a man lying on the boards.  Another person was leaning over.  That person was yelling, trying to get someone’s attention.
 
        Now Davey could hear a clacking noise, something he had never heard before.  It was similar to pieces of wood banging against each other, but rougher and more hollow.  
 
        The square lit up and Davey could see the crowd of six men, with many others hanging back, spreading out around something.  He couldn’t make it out yet.
 
        “Davey,” his mother said grabbing his shoulder. “Get back inside this…,” she stopped as the men around the thing stepped further back and both Davey and his mother could see what it was.
 
        A skeleton of a man.
 
        The thing was as tall as anyone in the village, and all bone.  There was no scrap of clothing, or muscle, fat or anything else.  Just stark white bone.  It bore no weapon, the bones scraping against each other as it walked.  The arms were outstretched, trying to grab one of the men, the finger bones sharp and dripping blood.  Its jaw moved up and down making the clacking noise.
 
        “Rosmerta preserve us,” his mother said, invoking the Goddess of the Dawn.
 
        Davey watched as one of the men darted in from behind, swinging what looked like a shovel.  The skeleton turned, grabbing at the shovel, and pulled.  The man came off balance, falling towards the creature which lashed out with its free hand.  The man screamed as the fingers, claws, dug into his skin ripping his shirt.   Davey could see blood dripping as the man fell backwards, the skeleton walking towards him.
 
        “Hey,” Davey heard his father shout.  “Here.”
 
        The Skeleton turned, pausing enough for others to drag the wounded man out of the way.  Turning completely towards Sheren, the skeleton started walking again, Davey’s father stepping backwards.
 
        “No,” Mary, his mother, cried out watching as her husband was stalked by impossibility.
 
        Davey wanted to run to his father, to help, but he didn’t know what to do.
 
        He watched as more of the men pulled away from the skeleton, leaving it alone with Sheren.  He wanted to yell out at the men, call them cowards, but then he saw that it was his father that was directing them, telling them to pull away.
 
        Sheren led the skeleton around the stage, making noise to keep the things attention.  As Sheren brought it back around to the far side, somehow staying out of reach, Davey saw men return to the square.  The carried rope and nets and slowly crept up behind the thing.
 
        Around they all went, Sheren keeping the walking skeleton moving, and the other men trying to creep up behind it as quiet as they could.
 
        “Now,” Sheren shouted, his voice carrying over the shouts of the gathering crowd.
 
        The men moved, almost in unison, throwing the ropes and nets around the skeleton.  The thing got caught, tangled. It flailed about, trying to grab at ropes and pull at nets.  But there was too much, the thing was obviously not intelligent, as it just grabbed at the nearest things which caused it to get stuck even more.  Men, holding on to the ends of the ropes, now raced around it, pulling the ropes tighter and wrapping it up.
 
        More men rushed into the square, these were carrying heavy stones and hammers.    The first men pulled the skeleton off balance, its arms pinned to its sides so it couldn’t move.  It fell to the ground, bones moving as it tried to lift itself up.  The villagers rushed in, staying out of range.  First they threw the heavy stones, thuds echoing through the square as the stones hit bone.
 
        The creature stopped moving and men relaxed.  A cautious few stepped closer.  The skeleton lay on the ground, stones around its body.
 
        No one got closer than a few steps.
 
        Davey watched as his father walked to the edge of men around the skeleton.  Sheren stopped and studied the thing.
 
        The skeleton moved.  Still wrapped tight it tried to roll, the clacking of the jaw loud in the silence.  Men jumped back, shouting, women on the edge of the square screamed.  Only Sheren Tobiason stood still. He reached behind him and grabbed a heavy sledge from someone.  He walked around the skeleton, watching its movements.
 
        Now behind it, Sheren raised the hammer up and swung.
 
        Down it fell and the crack echoed through the square.
 
        He lifted the hammer and swung again.  And again.  Each hit echoing with the crack of bone.
 
        Sheren kept lifting the hammer, swinging it down, again and again.  Crack after crack.
 
        And still the thing moved.
 
        Slower.  Slowing with each new blow.  But it still moved.
 
        Sheren stepped back, panting heavily, hammer hanging at his side.
 
    
 
        Still the skeleton moved.
 
        Another man stepped over, taking the hammer from Sheren.  Davey couldn’t see who it was, but this man lifted the heavy sledge and brought it down.  A crack echoed through the square, not as loud as Sheren’s first, but still solid.  Again, and again, the second man brought the sledge down.
 
        And still the skeleton moved.
 
        A third and a fourth man all lifted the hammer and brought it down.
 
        This continued for over an hour, until finally the skeleton no longer moved because there was nothing left to move.
 
    
 
        The undead were known to the people of Minoda, even if the majority had never encountered one before.  But no one had ever heard of one appearing without reason, by some spell or wizard.
 
        Only two men were hurt during the night.  No one knew where the skeleton had come from but it had wandered into the village and surprised Gerald Harickson, the man that Davey had seen lying on the stage as someone had tried to treat his wounds.  It had done a good amount of damage to Gerald, who might not make it.  It had been Gerald’s screams that had alerted the village.  The other man that had been hurt, Terry Nigh, would be okay and would have some new scars to show off.
 
        The villagers gathered in the square the next morning.  They had tried to go back to sleep, but none had.  A couple of the men had formed a watch, including Davey’s Da, and had patrolled the village through the night.
 
        The elders stood on the stage, the villagers gathered around them.  Davey and his Ma hung back, with the other women and children.  Everyone was scared, talking at once.  Dozens of small conversations, the noise so great no single voice could be picked out.  Davey wanted to be up front, with his Da, but Mary would have none of it.  She clutched him tightly.
 
        He saw that he wasn’t alone.  Other children, those not old enough to be with the men, were all being held tight by their mothers.
 
        “Quiet,” the voice of Hutch shouted out, louder than others.
 
        Quickly all conversation stopped and all eyes turned to the stage where Hutch Randallson stood.   The village was run by a council, Sheren was one of the six, and Hutch was the seventh, the Lead Councilor.  It was a position that the older man had held for as long as Davey could remember.  Mary spoke proudly of how everyone thought Sheren would take over for Hutch when the other retired in a year or two.  But for now, Hutch was still the Lead Councilor.
 
        “I know you’re all scared,” Hutch said, his voice loud to carry through the square.  “But it was a skeleton, a lesser undead, and it’s destroyed.”
 
        “That was no normal skeleton,” another voice shouted, louder.  Davey tried to look through the crowd to see who it was, but there were too many and he wasn’t high enough.
 
        “What are you saying Donald,” Hutch asked, identifying the speaker as Donald Jaccob, a relatively newcomer to the village.
 
        Jaccob was a retired soldier, everyone knew, a former member of the King’s Guard who had to leave due to injury.  He could usually be found in the tavern, telling any that would listen and those that would not, all about his time in service.
 
        “I’ve fought walking skeletons before,” Jaccob said.  “And they weren’t like this.”  The man paused and Davey could see the crowd parting to let him walk up to the stage so he could be heard.
 
        Jaccob walked with a limp, favoring his right side.  He was middle aged, gray starting to streak his hair.  Unlike most of the men in the village, he didn’t wear a beard.
 
        He climbed up onto the top step, staying one below Hutch, which was the custom.  Hutch nodded, indicating he could continue.
 
        “Back about ten years ago,” he started to say. “Down south of here, on the outskirts of the Duchy, a necromancer started calling up some undead.  The King’s Guard was summoned and we rode to the necromancer’s keep.  Was nothing but skeletons and zombies.  Tough battle,” Jaccob paused, staring off into the distance.
 
        “Donald,” Hutch said drawing the man’s attention.
 
        “Sorry,” Jaccob said, continuing.  “Lost some good friends that day.  Like I said, it was a tough battle, but none of those skeletons took the beating the one last night did.  A couple good whacks with a blunt weapon and they went down, shattered to pieces.”
 
        That got the crowd going, more murmurs and shouting.  Hutch raised his hands motioning the crowd to be silent as Jaccob stepped off the stage and melted back into the crowd.
 
        “What if there’s more,” someone shouted and it was picked up by the rest of the crowd.
 
        “Where did it come from,” another added and the two questions were repeated over and over.
 
        “Quiet, please,” Hutch shouted but the crowd didn’t hear.
 
        Davey watched as his father climbed onto the stage.  He and Hutch talked for a minute, but nothing could be heard over the sounds of the villagers.  Finally Sheren turned to the crowd.
 
        “ENOUGH,” he shouted, his voice deep and loud and instantly quieting the crowd.
 
        He stepped back from the stage edge, giving it back to Hutch.
 
        “At this point we don’t know anything,” Hutch said and the crowd starting to talk again.  Sheren moved forward and everyone quieted at the look he gave the crowd.  “But we will learn.”  He stepped back and motioned Sheren forward.
 
        “We’ll start at the cemetery,” Sheren said pointing to the eastern road that wrapped around the mountain, leading to the village’s graveyard.
 
        The road out of town was barely a single cart wide, rough and winding as it led east along the mountain to a wide plateau overlooking a valley. The dirt road, really just a wide path, ended at an open and grassy plateau where the early villagers had first buried their dead.
 
        “What if there are more,” someone shouted.
 
        “It’s day,” Sheren said.  “The risk is low and I’ll go alone if I have to.”
 
        He stepped off the stage and made his way through the crowd as Hutch dispersed them, saying they’d come together again later after Sheren returned from the cemetery.  Davey’s father walked up to them, his mother reaching out and clutching at him.
 
        “There there Mary,” he said putting his large and calloused hand over her much smaller one.  “It’ll be all right.”
 
        “I want to go with you,” Davey said looking up at his Da, who was still a foot or more taller.
 
        “Davey, no,” Mary said, holding onto him tighter.
 
        “Your Ma is right,” Sheren said with a smile at her. “Not this time.”
 
    
 
        In the end only two others had volunteered to go with him. 
 
        The three set out at noon, dressed as they normally would as none owned armor of any kind, and carrying two shovels and a sledge hammer.
 
    
 
        Sheren Tobiason stared out over the cemetery.  He and the two others were at the edge, where the path cut through a stand of trees, hiding in the shadows of the branches.  The cemetery spread out before them, gravestones neatly laid out for a good distance.  The field was longer then it was wide, hugging the side of the mountain, with a drop to the valley below on one side.  There was more space still given to grass and a couple more stands of trees then there was to graves.
 
        The people of Minoda, as practical as could be, had laid out the stones in a pattern equally distant in all directions to minimize the area taken up as well as provide ease of use in the future.  Death was a part of life, there was no point in denying it and someone that was dead didn’t want to be a burden on the living anymore then they had to.  There were no altars or crypts in the field, those were built out of the mountainside and there were only a half dozen of those, decorated doors and arches carved into the mountain itself.  The field was just graves, shallow ones, but still graves.
 
        But as far as Sheren could see, none of the graves had been disturbed.
 
        And he was very thankful that his wife had prevented Davey from coming.
 
        There were skeletons walking through the field before them.  The sun was out, bright light shining down cleanly and clearly onto the field, as there was nothing to block the rays.  The skeletons did not care.  No more than a half dozen, the creatures so much like the one the night before, wandered aimlessly and slowly through the gravestones.
 
        “Gods above,” Timon Mackel quietly cursed.
 
        Sheren glanced at the younger man, not one of the original families, but a good man nonetheless.   Tall, strong, and blond haired, Timon and his family had moved to Minoda a half dozen years ago.  Part of an increase in the mining force directed by one of the merchants that owned the mines, and essentially the village.  The other man with them was older, gray hair with streaks of brown in his beard and long hair.  Age was starting to get to Mattias Donalson, but that was okay as he was now a foreman of the mines, long past having to swing a hammer or pick.
 
        Sheren knew both men to be dependable.  But how brave were they?
 
        “We need to check the graves,” Sheren said quietly, crouching down with the other two as if that would somehow hide them more.  It might, he thought.  He had no idea how the magical creatures saw as they had no eyes, just the hollow sockets in the skulls where eyes used to be.
 
        “Are ya mad?,” Timon said, surprise and fear on his face. “We can see none have been disturbed.”
 
        “Sheren is right,” Mattias said.  “Could be that this handful rose from the further graves.”
 
        “We need to know,” Sheren said and pointed towards the mountain side.  “We can’t see the crypts from here either.”
 
        Timon just shook his head, muttering to himself.
 
        “I can’t do it,” he finally said looking out over the field and the walking skeletons.  He gripped the handle of the shovel he held tighter, planting the end firmly in the ground.
 
        “You stay here lad,” Mattias said standing up. “I’ll take the mountain side,” he said starting to move in that direction.
 
        “No,” Sheren said, reaching out a hand to clasp Mattias’ shoulder.  The mountain side was the more exposed face as bushes and small trees grew along the cliff edge.  “I’ll take that side.”
 
        Mattias made as if to argue, but the relief was obvious in his eyes.  The older man nodded and moved past Timon and Sheren, quietly moving through the tree stand towards the cliff edge.
 
        Clapping Timon on the shoulder, Sheren made his way to the rock face.  He felt along the surface, taking some comfort in the feel and solidity of the stone.  He had worked this mountain his whole life.  He knew the granite and iron of the stone.
 
        Holding the sledge hammer in his right hand, he started walking slowly out into the field.  He was exposed, the sun beating down on him but it wasn’t the heat that was making him sweat.  There was no cover as he inched his way along the mountain face, keeping his back to it and one hand along it at all times.  The skeletons wandered; no rhyme or reason.
 
        He looked out towards the cliff edge and could see Mattias, the old man crouched as low as he could get and moving slowly from brush to hedge to tree.  Looking back, Timon was barely visible under the shadows of the trees.
 
        Inching his way slowly across the field, Sheren kept one eye on the skeletons.  He crouched as low as he could, hoping to hide in the shadows.  One foot in front of the other, he walked.
 
        He paused as the nearest skeleton looked as if it was going to turn his way.  He adjusted his stance, ready to run if needed, but the creature continued walking the bones scraping against each other.
 
        Letting out the breath he didn’t know he had taken, Sheren continued.
 
        He came upon the first crypt.  He could feel the worked stone of the arch.  It was pitted with age but still smoother than the natural stone of the mountain.  He couldn’t remember which family it belonged to.  There were six crypts along the mountain face.  Nothing more than worked arches and stone doors.  Sheren had never been inside one, never had the need, and had no idea how deep into the mountains they went.
 
        Three of the six, the families didn’t even exist anymore.  At least there were not any living in Minoda.
 
        The mountainside had a curve to it, the crypts built just after the slight change in angle.  That was why he couldn’t see them from the road, but should be able to see all six now.  But that meant stepping away from the wall, getting far enough out into the field to see down the mountains length.
 
        He surveyed the field and could see that none of the graves this far out had been disturbed.
 
        That left the crypts.  The skeletons had to have come from the crypts.
 
        Somehow.
 
        He watched the six skeletons all further away; more importantly not looking or coming his way.  He couldn’t see Mattias anymore and just barely make out Timon hiding in the shadows of the trees.  Now or never, he thought stepping away from the mountain.
 
        Sheren walked out, ten, fifteen feet.  Never taking his eyes off the skeletons; hardly breathing.   When he judged he had a good angle he turned back towards the mountain, turning his back on the skeletons.  He looked the length of the mountainside, studying each of the six crypts.   None of them appeared to be open from where he was. Nothing seemed to have been disturbed.
 
        He kept looking, looking for any sign.  Anything at all.
 
        It felt as if someone was staring at him, watching him.  He felt exposed, out in the open.  He took a quick glance, seeing that the Skeletons had all paused, but still none looking his way.
 
        Studying the crypts, he was satisfied that the first five had not changed.  No doors had been opened or broken.  They looked the same as they always had.  But the angle was wrong on the sixth and the last crypt wasn’t fully visible.
 
        He rotated, putting his back to the mountain, watching the skeletons.  Some just stood there, others moved randomly.  He watched them, hearing the bones scraping and the endless clacking of the jaws.  The sounds unnerved him.  He feared he would forever hear it in his dreams.
 
        Across the field he could see Mattias.  The older man stood up and waved.   He pointed back towards the trees and the road.  Sheren waved his hand and pointed the other way, indicating he was going to go further down the field.  He pointed at Mattias and then back towards the trees, telling the older man to head back.  He saw the nod and wave of acknowledgement.
 
        He turned around, facing the skeletons, and walked backwards until he felt the solidness of the mountain behind him and started to inch his way towards the furthest crypts.  He watched Mattias, the man staying crouched but moving faster.
 
        Faster then he should be.
 
        Slow down, careful, Sheren thought, stopping and watching the older man.
 
        But Mattias did not, eager to get back to the relative safety of the trees and the village beyond.
 
        Sheren watched as the man came to a spot where there was a gap in coverage.  Only about ten feet long, the grass of the plateau open to the cliff’s below.  Mattias paused, watching the skeletons, and took a chance.
 
        He moved too soon.  As Mattias stood up and started moving across the gap, one of the skeletons turned and the motion caught its attention.  With a clacking and scraping, the creature moved towards Mattias who saw it and froze.
 
        The old man stood there, exposed, caught in between cover as now two skeletons walked his way.  He could have run, should have run, but he did not.
 
        “Mattias, run!,” Sheren shouted forgetting where he was.
 
        Mattias either did not hear or could not move, frozen by fear.
 
        But the noise attracted the attention of another skeleton, which turned and started moving towards Sheren.
 
        He could still see Mattias beyond as the two skeletons descended on the old man.  He could hear the screams as the creatures tore into Mattias.  But he could not see it.  All he could see was the skeleton coming after him.
 
    
 
        Sheren felt the cold stone of the mountain at his back.  There was nowhere else to go.  He held the sledge hammer in both hands, feeling the familiar weight of the tool.  He knew the length and the heft, the weight and the balance, as well as he knew his own arms.  This was a tool that he used every day for decades now.
 
        The skeleton came closer, arms reaching for Sheren.
 
        The man turned away from the mountain back into the field, taking a step back from the undead creature.  It turned as well, continuing without stopping, without pausing.
 
        Grabbing the sledge with both hands, Sheren swung.
 
        It was an extension of his own arms; this tool that he had used for so long and had such a familiarity with.  He knew how much force to swing to break rock and used all that force now.
 
        He swung and felt it connect with the creature’s skull.
 
        Sheren was a strong man, a miner for his whole life, and the swing had his full power behind it.  It was a blow that would have cracked a man’s skull in half.
 
        He watched as the skeleton staggered backwards under the force of the hit.  The creature, off balance, toppled to the ground.  Amazingly it started to get back up and the skull was undamaged.
 
        “Loki’s Eyes,” Sheren cursed, invoking the trickster god.  Like the previous night’s skeleton, this one was tougher then it looked.
 
        The skeleton’s skull should be cracked, it should be damaged somehow.  But there was nothing.  No marks.  No indication that it had even been hit at all.
 
        “Run,” Timon yelled out, snapping Sheren back into focus.
 
        And run he did.
 
        He pushed out with the sledge, one handed, just meaning to push the skeleton away.  The creature stumbled, off balance, and fell against the mountainside.
 
        Sheren ran, not caring if the other skeletons saw or heard.  Mattias was dead and he did not want to join the man.  He could see Timon standing up at the road’s edge, no longer hiding in the shadows of the trees.
 
        He ran and ran, losing track of where the skeletons were.  One behind; two where Mattias had died.  That left three.  He had forgotten where they were. Further out in the field? The middle?  Closer to the road?  Where?
 
        He ran as fast as he could, looking ahead and at the ground, watching where his feet landed.   The ground was uneven, rough.  He took a straight line, running between the gravestones.  The distance seemed greater than it had been.
 
        But he could see Timon now, so close, the younger man gesturing wildly.
 
        He heard the noise before he felt the pressure. The jaw clacking, the scraping of bones.  He felt the fingers grabbing at his jacket, trying to catch.  He passed the last line of gravestones, a clear twenty feet of space between him and the trees.  But there was a skeleton behind him, he knew it, he could feel it.  The noise was so close and he could see from Timon’s expression that it was that close.
 
        Sheren took a deep breath, prayed to all the Gods above, and stopped.  He swung his sledge one handed, using his running momentum to carry him around and down, falling to the ground as he swung.  The weapon curved in a wide arc, the head catching the skeleton, barely touching but enough to force the thing back and off balance.
 
        Sheren rolled to the ground, grunting as he landed on hard rocks.  He pushed himself up with the sledge and turned to see three skeletons, including the one he had knocked off balance.  It was finding its footing again, arms reaching out for the man.  The other two were just behind.
 
        “Sheren, hurry,” Timon yelled out and drew the attention of the other two.
 
        The first continued for Sheren, the other two moving with purpose toward Timon.
 
        The younger man yelled, swinging his shovel wildly in front of him.  Back and forth, back and forth.  The skeletons continued walking.
 
        Sheren stood up, holding the sledge in both hands as the skeleton advanced on him.  He pushed out with it, holding it as far down the shaft as he could and maintain balance.  He slammed the head into the skeleton’s chest, with not much force but enough to push it back.  The thing took two steps back and continued forward.  Sheren pushed again, watching the two approaching Timon to the side.
 
        He risked a look back into the graveyard and could not see the other three.  But out of sight was good, that meant they had just the three to deal with.
 
        Sheren kept pushing with the head of the sledge, forcing the skeleton back a couple steps at a time.
 
        “Sheren, help,” Timon yelled out.
 
        He couldn’t risk a glance at the other.  It was all he could do to keep this one occupied, continuously pushing it back and back.  He adjusted his angle, turning the thing so it was moving back towards the gravestones.  He watched behind it, again adjusting, as one of the first stones lined up with the skeleton.  Back, he pushed, back.
 
        The skeletons feet hit the old stone of the grave, enough to trip it.  The thing fell backwards, tumbling onto its back over the stone in a great clatter of bones.
 
        Sheren turned back towards Timon, able to help now, but it was too late.
 
        He watched in dread as the panicked young man just keep swinging the shovel back and forth, the head hitting the outstretched arms of the skeletons that moved closer each time.  Jaws clacked, somehow louder than any other sound.
 
        The skeletons were inside the swing radius and the shovel slammed against the side of one, pushing it against the other.  Neither fell and the shovel snapped; the wood breaking against the supernaturally hard bones.
 
        Timon froze in shock, watching the metal head and half the shaft fall to the ground.  He stared at the broken end, not watching as the two skeletons fell on him.
 
        “No,” Sheren yelled running forward.
 
        He could hear the skeleton behind him starting to get up but did not care.  He swung his sledge in an arc, aiming for the side of the right skeleton.  He connected, the force of the swing banging the two together.  He adjusted his grip and swung again, and again, forcing the two skeletons away from the wounded Timon.
 
        The creatures staggered back a couple steps and Sheren kept swinging, forcing them further and further back.  He pulled the sledge behind him as far as he could and crouched down, swinging the hammer awkwardly but effectively.  He hit the knees of both skeletons, knocking them over.
 
        He rushed to Timon’s side, trying not to see the many rips and cuts in the man’s body.
 
        “Help me,” Timon said weakly.
 
        Sheren leaned down, keeping an eye on the skeletons; he used one hand to pick up the wounded man.  Timon cried out in pain, trying to help Sheren lift himself up.  Together they managed to get Timon standing, arm over Sheren’s shoulder.
 
        Turning back, Sheren swung with the sledge, trying to keep the skeletons at bay.  They started walking into the forest, the skeletons following.  It was slow, Timon barely able to walk, blood dripping down his body and falling to the ground with every step.
 
        At the edge of the trees, Sheren propped Timon against an oak and turned back.  He could hear the sound of the bones and the clacking of the jaws and saw two of the skeletons walking down the path.  Too close.
 
        He swung the sledge, overhand, as the path was not wide enough.  It came down hard on the top of a skeleton’s skull, the impact sending jolts of pain up Sheren’s arms.  The skeleton collapsed under the impact, but did not break.  Swinging to the side, Sheren forced the other skeleton deeper into the trees, its legs getting tangled in the underbrush.  He swung back, catching the other and doing the same.
 
        Running back to Timon, he grabbed the man and they stared moving down the road as quickly as possible.
 
    
 
        Only half way back, Sheren had to stop and put Timon over his shoulders.  The younger man could no longer walk.  A look back up the road showed no skeletons were following, at least not that he could see.  Hoisting the sledge over one shoulder and Timon over the other, Sheren continued down the road.  Stumbling with almost every step, tired and aching.
 
    
 
        As Sheren rounded the bend, the village coming into view, he hit a rock with his foot.  Already off balance he stumbled, cursing as he dropped both the sledge and Timon.
 
        The other man did not cry out.
 
        Could not cry out.
 
        He had died three hundred feet back.
 
        Shouts came from the village, people on watch saw him.   He tried to push himself up but could not, too tired, too hurt.  He watched, the angle upside down and backwards, as people rushed towards him.  He heard shouting; people calling for aid, and wanted to tell them to be quiet or the skeletons would come.  But he could not.
 
        All he could do was pass out.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER THREE
 
    
 
        Culann Hawkfall adjusted the pile of wood, putting it into a pyramid shape over the three stones he had gathered.  The stones were a trick he had picked up years ago.  Putting them at the bottom of a fire kept them warm all night and perfect to boil a pot of tea in the morning without having to start a new fire.  Placing some twigs and leaves underneath he pulled his flint and tinder from the pouch.  About to light the kindling, he heard the sound of a horse.
 
        Curious, he walked the ten feet to the forest’s edge.  He stood on the edge of the woods, about another ten feet of grass cleared to the rough and packed dirt road.  The road was barely two wagon widths wide and cut a straight line through the forest, disappearing into the trees on either side.  To the south, from where he had come, Culann knew the road continued deeper into the Duchy, part of the kingdom of Jeryan.  Two or three miles to the south was the Deris Station at the crossroads, one of a series of Waystations scattered across the lands of Atair.  To the North, Culann didn’t know where the road led.
 
        Didn’t really care either. That was not the direction he was going.
 
        He wished he had been able to stay at the Waystation.  He had been inside, with the room already claimed, sitting down and into his second mug of ale and about to cut into the piece of venison when the Station’s Waykeeper had stormed out of the kitchen.  He was furious, yelling, pointing and shouting.  Demanding that Culann leave.
 
        Culann had been surprised.  He hadn’t done anything wrong, not that he could think of, until he noticed the pretty blond girl hiding sheepishly behind the Waykeeper.   The waitress he had been flirting with earlier.
 
        That made another new rule to add to the ever growing list.
 
        Never flirt with the Innkeeper’s daughter.
 
        Now he found himself on the road, ready for another night camping out under the stars.
 
        Not that he minded.  He loved being on the open road.
 
        But he had been looking forward to the comfortable bed, and maybe the companionship of the waitress to share it. 
 
        Culann knew he could have made the Waykeeper allow him to stay, to enjoy the hot meal and comfortable bed.  The Wardens of the Way; the ones that built, operated and protected the Waystations; and the Far Riders were allies and had a long standing agreement to provide assistance whenever and wherever required.  But he had offended the man, even if it had been unintentional.
 
        The sound of the horse brought him back to the present and he watched as it emerged from the north.  The rider was pushing it hard, even from here Culann could see the beast was tired.  Even with the sun setting he could see that the rider was young, a teen.  He knew how to ride, but was pushing too hard.
 
        “Whoa,” Culann said stepping up to the road, holding his hands out to the side.  “What’s the rush lad?”
 
        The man, boy really, pulled a horse to a stop.  The animal, well fed and taken care of, panted heavily.  Tired.  The boy was also breathing heavy, but not from exertion.  He was excited, fearful.  He kept glancing back behind him.
 
        “I have to go,” he said.  “Have to get to the Duke.”
 
        “Ye push this horse much further and it’ll die,” Culann said.
 
        The boy looked at the horse, seeing how tired it was.  He looked behind him again.
 
        “There’s nae a thing back there boy,” Culann said looking in that direction. “Naething following ye.”
 
        “But,” the boy started and had to stop overcome with a coughing fit.
 
        “Hey now,” Culann said reaching for the boy. “Come off there and let me brew ye a cup o’ tea.”
 
        “No,” the boy said, again glancing behind him.  “I have to get to the Duke.  Warn him.  Get help.”
 
        “Warn?  Help wit’ what?,” Culann asked.
 
        “Skeleton,” the boy said.  “Walking.  They killed Timon, Mattias, hurt others.”
 
        “Walking skeletons,” Culann asked, surprised.  That was not what he had expected.
 
        “Please,” the boy said.  “I have to go.”
 
        “Aye lad,” Culann said taking a step back.  “That ye do.  There is a Waystation a couple miles down.  The horse will last that long but nae further.  Ye understand?”
 
        The boy nodded, grabbing the reins of the horse.  He kicked the animal’s sides and the horse took off, slowly at first but gathering speed as it thundered down the road.  Shaking his head, Culann wondered if the boy would heed the warning about the horse.
 
        No matter, he thought, looking to the north.
 
        He could see mountains not that far off, a couple miles, ten at the most.  Smoke could be seen, probably from the chimneys of the village.
 
        He thought about what the boy had said.  Walking skeletons.
 
        Interesting.
 
        He moved back into the forest and started gathering up his things.  Ten miles wasn’t a bad walk.  It wouldn’t be that dark by the time he got to the village.
 
    
 
        He moved about the edges of the village, silent and unseen.
 
        Night had fallen, not that long ago, and he could see torches being lit.  A patrol.  Villagers started walking through the streets, weapons in hand.  Or what the villagers thought of as weapons.  Mostly hammers, shovels and pick axes.
 
        Culann had not been able to get a good look at the village as he went up the road.  The main cluster of buildings were at a higher elevation on a wide plateau.  He had been walking up the side of the mountain for the last mile, the road gradually getting steeper.  The village was built on the lower slopes and there were two paths that went around the central mountain.  One must have led to the mines.  Where did the other go?  More mines?
 
        Trees grew up the slope, stopping at the cliffs that formed the plateau of village proper, cleared for an open space. The road cut through the trees, still barely two wagons wide, twisting and winding up the slope.  Culann had abandoned the path a half mile back, when sounds from the village started reaching him.
 
        It wasn’t the normal night sounds.
 
        There were the occasional animals. Pigs, goats and horses.  But the noise of people was absent.  The village was largely silent.
 
        He hadn’t seen anyone out at all when first approaching, deciding to scout before making his presence known.  It was only after an hour that he started seeing people, men with the torches, as they started walking around the village.
 
        By the shape of the buildings, he could tell where the stable and tavern were.  The rest would be private homes, other businesses.   They were all laid out around a central square, with what looked to be a stage in the middle.  Lanes came off the square, dividing the neatly built and laid out homes.   It looked like how it should; a normal mining village.
 
        So far, no evidence of walking skeletons.
 
        He continued around the village to the east, down in the tree line.  As he approached the road that led out of the village, curving around the mountain, he noticed more activity.  Sounds of men talking; fear evident in the tone of voice.  He moved closer, able to move up the slope and behind a building at the edge of the road.  He had a good view of the road as it led out of the village.
 
        Three men, dressed in rough spun mountain clothing, stood beside a wagon.  The wagon had been positioned so it crossed the road, blocking access to and from.  Torches had been set around the wagon, so the men could see down the road a ways.   Additional torches had been set into the ground leading back to the village, providing a lighted pathway.
 
        The men, what could be seen in the dark and shadows of the torches, all were bearded.  Big, strong, stocky men.  Miners.  They all were armed with tools, not weapons; two pick axes and a sledge hammer.
 
        The man with the sledge hammer seemed to be in charge.
 
        “You sure of what you saw,” one of the men with a pick axe asked.
 
        “Yes, for the last time,” the man with the sledge hammer said, angrily.  “I know what I saw.  They killed Mattias and Timon. You saw what Timon looked like. The damned things almost killed me.”
 
        “It’s just hard to imagine Sheren,” the third man said, arms raised to placate the angry man with the sledge hammer.
 
        Culann made note of the man and the name.  He seemed to be someone of importance.
 
        “You saw the thing last night,” the man called Sheren said, waving towards the village behind them.  “You saw what it did.”
 
        “Aye,” the others both said, letting that subject drop.
 
        “Should you be out,” one of the men asked a minute later, looking at Sheren.  “You were hurt.  I’m sure Mary would rather you be in.”
 
        “Of course she would,” Sheren said shortly, a hint of weariness but still resolute.  “I’m fine.  I wasn’t hurt.”
 
        The men stood in silence after that.  Sheren, with the sledge hammer, watched up the road.  The other two did as well, somewhat, but their attention wavered. One of them leaned his pickaxe against the side of the wagon and blew into his cupped hands.
 
        “Cold night,” he remarked.
 
        “Aye,” Sheren replied.  “Get a fire going in the road,” he added.
 
        The man that had set his pickaxe down ran back towards the village, presumably to get some wood.
 
        “Why’s this happening to us,” the remaining man asked Sheren.
 
        “No idea,” Sheren replied.  “Hopefully Michel brings back the King’s Guard and they can end this.”
 
        Michel.  That must have been the boy on the horse, Culann thought.  He knew the King’s Guard would come but not in force and not quickly. It would be a day or two before a scouting party would arrive and possibly a couple more days before they would send for the King’s Wizards.
 
        Walking skeletons, if true, would require the aid of a mage.
 
        They would not send for one until positive it was needed.
 
        One did not send for a King’s Wizard needlessly.
 
        “Where did they come from,” the villager asked watching the road.
 
        “Not a clue, the graves and crypts were all untouched,” Sheren replied.  The man had never once stopped looking at the road to the east.
 
        Minutes passed and the guard with the pickaxe shifted, taking a couple steps to the side.  He stretched and yawned.
 
        “Next watch won’t relieve us ‘til midnight,” Sheren said.
 
        The other stood straighter, embarrassed.
 
        “There are still six of those damned skeletons at the cemetery,” Sheren said looking off the road.  “They might not come tonight, but they’ll come.”
 
        Culann looked towards the east, down the darkness of the road as it wound around the mountain outside the torch light.  So it led to a cemetery.  That seemed like as good a place as any to look for walking skeletons. 
 
    
 
        He approached the clump of trees cautiously.
 
        The sound of bone scraping against bone and an odd clacking noise drifted down the road.  The mountainside was to his left, the rough road barely a cart wide, with the right alternating between a drop off and a steep, rocky slope to the forest below.  He had been walking, slowly and stealthily, for almost an hour, using only the half moon as his guide.
 
        The road had rounded the bend of the mountain and he could see a shadowed mass further up.  As he had gotten closer the mass become recognizable as a clump of trees growing across the pass, with the road cut through them.
 
        That was when he had noticed the noise.
 
        Culann didn’t like it.  He recognized the sound of bone against bone.  He knew what it meant.
 
        There were animated skeletons ahead.  Undead creatures summoned by magic.
 
        The villager back at the barricade, Sheren, had said the graves were untouched.  So where had the skeletons come from?  Was a mage, specifically a necromancer, operating in the area?  If so, why?
 
        He paused, about ten feet from the clump, listening.
 
        There were two groups of sounds.  Bone on bone and the clacking, repeated twice.  His trained ears could pick out the two groupings, one on either side of the road in the trees.  Not moving, stationary.
 
        Feeling around him, he picked up a small rock.  He lightly tossed it in his hand, measuring the weight, still listening to the sounds.  He tossed the rock with enough force that it made a loud thud against the side of the mountain.
 
        There was more urgency to the bone scrapping, like the skeletons were agitated.  But the sounds did not move.
 
        Culann waited another minute.
 
        Shrugging, he stood up and reached into the pouch at his side.  He pulled out a wand, about a foot long and topped with a golden globe.  In the daylight, the globe had a translucent look to it, but that was not visible now.  He tapped the top of the globe, tracing a run etched into the surface and hummed a couple of notes.  A soft light, white tinged, started glowing from within.  It started dim but grew in intensity.  Soon, an area to a distance of ten feet or so around him was lit up bright as a full moon.
 
        He glanced behind him, confident that the light would not be seen by the villagers so far away.
 
        Drawing a hand axe from the sheath, slipping the loop over his wrist and holding the wand in his left hand, Culann moved slowly towards the clump of trees.  The shadows were dark underneath the branches, the trees so close together that what there was for moonlight didn’t penetrate.
 
        The noise was louder, more agitated, as if the things within could see or feel his approach.  Which made sense, he thought.  If they were skeletons, then they wouldn’t need light to see, and would know he was approaching.
 
        But why weren’t they coming after him?
 
        The trees were less than five feet away now and the noises had gotten louder.  Now there was a rustling, the sound of tree branches and undergrowth being moved.  But still the bone scraping of the skeletons did not move.
 
        The light from the wand barely cut into the interior of the tree stand.  He strained, studying the shadows, trying to decipher what was tree and what could be something else.  There.  Movement.  He edged closer to the right hand side, where he had seen the movement.
 
        The clump of trees looked to only be about ten to fifteen feet deep, densely packed, but he could now make out something moving at the road’s edge.  Two somethings.  One on either side.
 
        Looking back down the road, Culann shone the light close to the ground, memorizing every detail.  If he had to run, he wanted to know where his feet where planted in the dark.
 
        He turned back to the tree stand and moved forward, a foot at a time.  Stopping and pausing after every other step.  Waiting for the noises to come closer.  They grew in agitation.  More bone scrapping, faster clacking and rustling of the undergrowth.  But they did not move.
 
        Holding the wand out as far as he could, it finally penetrated and showed him the source of the noise.  On either side of the road was a skeleton, apparently trapped in the undergrowth.  The limbs of both were twisted, bent at awkward angles, as the things tried to untangle themselves.  He could make out what appeared to be broken and ripped up branches and shrubs, the undergrowth slowly being torn apart by the untiring movements of the skeletons.
 
        Culann studied the skeletons as best he could in the light from the wand.  Both saw him and were trying their best to get at him, arms outstretched and reaching.  Eventually they would break free, but not soon.  At least he hoped.
 
        There didn’t appear to be anything abnormal about them.  Human, and male most likely. There were no scraps of clothing, no rotted remains of flesh and no muscles that he could see.  Definitely held together by magic.
 
        The clacking sound was the creature’s jaws moving up and down, constantly.
 
        “Maybe this will shut ye up,” Culann said to the right hand skeleton.
 
        He bent down, pushing the end of the wand into the ground.  Standing back up, he held his left hand out towards the skeleton, palm facing the creature.  He started whistling, mixing in some hums and sounds, all coming together to a melody that only he knew.  The sounds swirled around, seemingly loud in the quiet night.  They reached a crescendo and a bright white light grew out of Culann’s palm.
 
        The light spread out, washing over the skeleton which paused in its movements.  Motionless as the light wrapped around it, the clacking noise stopped.  The light dimmed, fading from the skeleton and Culann’s palm.
 
        Lowering his arm, Culann watched the motionless skeleton.
 
        “That’s interesting,” he said, wondering why the magically animated creature hadn’t collapsed, the magical bonds holding it together dispelled by his spell.
 
        Slowly the skeleton started to shake.  Culann watched, thinking that maybe the effect had been delayed for some reason.  The shaking intensified and then stopped.  First one arm moved, slowly reaching back up towards Culann.  Then the other, followed by the jaw that started the infernal clacking again.  Now the entire skeleton moved, trying to push through the undergrowth and get at Culann.
 
        “Really interesting,” he said.
 
        Picking the light back up, Culann moved closer to the one on the left.  Focusing the light down at the ground, he saw how deeply this skeleton was entwined in the thick undergrowth.
 
        “Someone pushed ye in there,” he said watching the creature.  “Nae a bad plan.”
 
        He turned back to the right skeleton, satisfied that the other could not escape anytime soon.  He watched the bony arms reaching, the body bending to get more length.  Moving more to the side, Culann swung the hand axe, aiming for an arm.  He hit, at the elbow joint, the axe making a scraping sound as it hit the bone.  Hit the bone and slid off, leaving no mark.
 
        Culann looked at the axe head, not a mark on the runed surface, and back at the skeleton.  An axe, or any bladed weapon, was not the best against the bones of an undead skeleton but it should still have done something.  Especially this weapon, magically runed to be harder and sharper.
 
        “What are ye,” Culann asked watching the thing.
 
        More noise turned his attention towards the field, the cemetery, beyond the trees.  In the shadows of the moonlight he could see more shapes, more skeletons, and they were coming his way.  More bone scrapping, more of the damned clacking.  The light and the noise must have attracted them.
 
        “He did say there were six o’ ye monsters.”
 
        Judging that he had a little time, Culann watched the movements of the trapped skeleton in front of him.  He turned the axe around, the head pointing away, and swung with all his might at the creature’s head.   He felt the jolt in his arm from the impact, the shaft of the axe hitting the creature solid. He stepped away quickly, the swing bringing him in reach of the grasping arms.
 
        He brought the light wand closer, studying the skull where he had hit.
 
        “Damn tough ye are,” he told the skeleton.
 
        Tougher and harder than any other undead skeleton he had heard of.  Where did these things come from?
 
        The noises from the field were closer.  Sighing, wishing he had more time to study, maybe in the morning when the sun was out, Culann turned and walked out of the clump of trees, back towards the village.   He muttered the word that extinguished the wand’s light, putting it back in his pouch.
 
        There was something at work here, something he had never encountered before.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER FOUR
 
    
 
   The 13th day of Deireadh in the year 324 WR (Way Reckoning)
 
    
 
        The sun rose in the east, shining down through the mountain peaks.  It was a beautiful fall morning, crisp and cool.  But the two men at the road couldn’t appreciate it.
 
        They stood behind the turned cart, watching the eastern road that led to the cemetery.  Shielding their eyes from the glare of the morning sun.  They were both cold, chilled, the sun not fully up and not fully driving away the cold of the night and morning.  They were both tired and bored.  The night had been blessfully uneventful.
 
        Neither would admit it, but they were truly glad for that.  Neither knew how they would have reacted if skeletons had come down the road.  Would they have run in fear?  Screamed like little girls?  Both were thankful they were not put in that position.  The night’s watch had gone fairly quickly, neither wanting the other to think them afraid, not wanting to be embarrassed in front of the other.
 
        Larford adjusted the grip on his pick axe as something caught his attention.
 
        There, out on the road, coming around the bend, was a shape.  Shadowed by the sun, but it was definitely man-shaped and coming towards them.
 
        “Will,” he said reaching out and pushing the other man, who had been looking back towards the village. “What’s that?  Is it…,” he let the thought hang.
 
        Will turned and looked, taking a couple steps forward, shielding his eyes from the sun’s glare to get a better look. 
 
        “Is it…,” Larford started to say but Will motioned with his free hand, telling the other to be quiet.
 
        He listened.  He remembered the other night.  He remembered the noises the thing had made.  That horrible scrapping of bone against bone and the clacking.  That clacking had kept him up the rest of the night, haunting his dreams.  The jaw moving up and down with no sound coming, just bone clacking against bone.
 
        But he heard nothing.  Nothing like that.  Just some whistling, a tune he thought he knew but couldn’t quite catch.
 
        The shadowed shaped moved purposefully.  Will could see arms outstretched, but to the side, not forward, not reaching.  But there was something odd about the full shape, no definition of the chest or body.  There was just a head, legs and arms coming out of a blob like middle.
 
        “That’s not a skeleton,” he told Larford.  “I think it’s a person.”
 
        “Who would be coming from the cemetery,” Larford asked.
 
        “I don’t know,” Will said grabbing his own pick axe harder.  “But he’s coming this way.”
 
    
 
        Culann stopped ten feet from the barrier, stopped whistling and just stood there with a smile.
 
        In the daylight he could see that it was an old hay cart turned lengthwise, at an angle, across the road.  An effective enough barrier against the skeletons.  It wouldn’t have done anything against things that could truly think, but for the undead it would work.  For awhile, depending on how many there were.
 
        The men behind it were young.  Blond and brown haired, beards that had just started growing.  They were big, strong, looking men.  The clothing was rough and patched.  Each held a pick axe in a tight two-handed grip.  They looked at Culann, fear and confusion in the eyes, and at each other.
 
        “Good morning,” Culann said bowing, keeping his arms outstretched to show he was unarmed.  He had pushed the edges of the cloak behind the weapon sheaths, so the men behind the make shift wall could see that he did carry weapons beyond the bow on his back.
 
        “Who are you?,” one of the men asked.
 
        “What are you doing here?,” the other asked.
 
        “Both good questions,” Culann replied.  “But why donnae ye go get someone in charge so I only have ta go through it once?”
 
        The two young men looked back and forth at each other and back at Culann.  Neither knew what to do, what was expected.
 
        “If’n it makes ye feel better,” Culann said starting to walk backwards.  “I kin wait further down the road.”
 
        He stopped about after another ten feet, standing still with arms still outstretched.
 
        The two men started talking hurriedly back and forth. 
 
        “You.”
 
        “No, you.”
 
        “Not me.”
 
        It went on for a minute or two and finally the brown haired me said he was the older and turned and ran into the village.  The other man, the blond, visibly nervous, looked back out at Culann.
 
        “I’m going ta put me arms down now,” Culann said.  “Bit tired holding them like this.”
 
        He lowered his arms, still keeping away from the axes at his belt.  The young man tightened an already tight grip on the pick axe.
 
        Culann smiled at the lad and started whistling the old mountain tune again.
 
    
 
        Davey followed along behind his Da, Hutch and Will.  His Da kept glancing back, wanting to tell Davey to go back home, but did not.  The boy was thirteen, old enough, Sheren thought with a smile at the lad.
 
        Will had come running into the village square, where the council was meeting, yelling about a stranger coming down the eastern road.  That was the cemetery road, why would anyone be on that road? 
 
        Davey and some other boys had been playing a game, sketching out lines of Xs and Os in the dirt of the square, when Will had caused the commotion.  They could only hear bits and pieces from where they were so Davey had moved closer.  At first Will had been too excited, only speaking in parts and trying to catch his breaths between.   Hutch got the young man to calm down and that was when he explained about the stranger.  Armored, cloaked and with weapons.  Bow and axes.
 
        Hutch and Sheren had looked at each other and brought the council closer together.  They had spoken quietly, too quietly Davey thought, with Will catching his breath nearby.  A minute, two, the conference continued with sharp words and gestures.  There was a lot of hand waving and Davey could tell that Hutch and his Da were overpowering the others. 
 
        Finally, after what seemed an eternity to the impatient Davey, the council broke up and Hutch and his Da walked over to Will.  They gestured and Will led them off towards the east road, his Da carrying the sledge hammer that seemed to be always with him since he had gotten back from the graveyard yesterday.
 
        That had been scary. The scariest moments of Davey’s young life.
 
    
 
        When his Da had left with the other two, something had happened to Ma.  She was a wreck.  Sat down on the edge of the stage, crying, along with the wives of Mattias and Timon.  Other women had gathered close, comforting them, all hugging and soothing words.  Davey had never seen his mother like this.  Working in the mines was dangerous.  Someone was always getting hurt and some had even died.  But Ma never was this way when Da was in the mines.
 
        That alone told Davey that this situation was very different.
 
        It was a couple of hours later, long hours, tired and scared hours, before the shouting alerted him that Da had returned.  But there was something wrong with the shouting.  The three wives of the men that left all looked at each other; fear in their eyes.  They all clutched each other.  They all knew, from the tones of the shouting, that something was wrong.  Very wrong.
 
        The wives had taken steps to move forward, but held back by other women all telling them to wait, let it get sorted out and not to jump to conclusions.
 
        Davey watched his Ma’s face.  Never had he seen Mary Tobiason so scared.  He needed to know.  Had something happened to Da?  So he ran towards the east road.  There was a crowd forming and he pushed his way through, roughly, not caring.
 
        There was his Da, lying on the ground.  Timon lying beside him.  Was he dead?  Were both dead? Men were gathering around them.  He saw his Da try to sit up, fall back down.  He was alive.  But was he hurt?
 
        “Timon’s dead,” one man shouted as two others picked up the young man’s body.
 
        “Sheren’s alive,” Davey heard as two men helped pick Da up.
 
        “He’ll be fine lad,” someone said next to Davey, clapping him on the shoulder.
 
        All Davey could see was his Da, not moving, not awake, as two men carried him.  The crowd parted, Davey on the edge, as Timon and Sheren were carried back to the square.  Davey followed, with the rest of the crowd.  Silence had fallen, some people murmuring questions, but everyone was shocked and scared.
 
        He glanced down and could see a blood trail on the ground, blood dripping from Timon’s body.
 
        They laid Sheren and Timon down on the stage.  Tears of relief rolled down Ma’s eyes as she stood next to Da, watching his chest move up and down.  Timon’s wife screamed, tears falling as she clutched at her dead husband.  Other women held her, comforting her, trying to sooth her.
 
        Davey looked back and saw an older woman, Mattias wife, step out of the crowd and towards the Eastern road.  Others started to notice her.  She looked down the road and back at the crowd.
 
        “Where’s Mattias,” she asked.
 
    
 
        Events happened quickly after that.  
 
        Sheren woke up.  He was unharmed, just tired from the fight in the cemetery and carrying Timon the whole distance.   He stood on the stage, Hutch next to him, Mary holding onto him, and explained what they had seen and what had happened.  The death of Mattias had caused his wife to collapse and both she and Timon’s wife had been taken into a neighbor’s home.  Timon’s body had been removed.  Taken somewhere else, wherever they had brought the body of Gerald Harickson who had died of his wounds well the three men had been gone.
 
        The villagers were afraid.  Six of the skeletons?  One had been deadly enough.  But there were more?  And still no idea how or why.
 
        Hutch had ordered a rider be sent to the Duke, to bring the King’s Guard.  Michel Tarryson, only seventeen but one of the best rider’s in the village, was tasked.  The lad was scared but excited.  Almost too excited.  He had mounted his horse and charged out of the village.  Davey, who didn’t know much about riding, could tell that Michel was pushing the horse too hard and too soon.
 
        But there was nothing to be done about that.  Michel had a job and hopefully he would do it.
 
        What now, was the question all were asking.  It could be days before the King’s Guard would arrive.  What did they do in the meantime?
 
        “We’ll block the road just outside the village,” Sheren had said.  “We’re form a watch through the day and nights until the Guard arrive.”
 
        Davey was proud of his father.  Even after the ordeal of carrying Timon, the fight in the cemetery, Sheren volunteered to take first watch.  Mary had tried to talk him out of it, so had Hutch.  No one would have thought less of him if he had chosen out of the first watch, but Sheren would have none of it.
 
        The villagers used one of the old draft horses to bring an even older hay cart to the Eastern road.  They placed it a distance past the village, where the road narrowed.  They unhooked the draft horse and used brute force to push the cart, angling it so it blocked the road.
 
        Hutch had the idea of driving braces into the ground behind the cart, to prevent it from being pushed.
 
        Even thirteen year old Davey understood that if the skeletons could push the heavy cart, that had taken nearly ten men to move, then some small braces wouldn’t do a thing.  But it made everyone feel better.  And that was enough.  For now.
 
    
 
        “Who are you?,” Culann heard a voice say.
 
        It was the man from the night, the man with the sledge, Sheren.
 
        Culann had been standing at the edge of the road, looking off into the forest down the slope, wanting to appear as unthreatening as possible, as the men came to the wagon.  At this point in the road’s path around the mountain, the other side was a steep drop, almost a cliff.  It would have been a hard climb for an experienced climber.  The pine trees were tall, an old growth, and almost came to the edge of the road.  He could see the smoke from the Waystation, the morning fires being lit, drifting out over the trees.   He wondered where in this forest he would be right now if he hadn’t come here instead.  He wondered if he would regret coming here.
 
        The men had stopped at the wagon, quiet, studying him as he stood at the edge.  He’d heard the men approaching from almost the time they had stepped out of the village.  Three men and a set of footsteps that weren’t as heavy.  A child.
 
        He turned towards them, keeping his arms away from his weapons, smiling.  Will was on one end, clutching his pick axe, with the blond guard on the other.  The newcomers were two men, one older and gray haired, and the other middle-aged.  That man, the one that had spoken, the one named Sheren, was tall and broad. Heavily muscled.  He had a worn sledge hammer over his shoulder, the tool large and heavy looking.  He had gray starting to creep into his black hair.  Black eyes and black bushy beard.  He was a bear of a man.
 
        There was a young boy next to him, standing slightly behind.   He looked to be about thirteen, not quite filled out but starting to show that he would be a big one as well.   He looked so much like Sheren that he had to be the man’s son.
 
        The gray haired man was tall and skinny, comparably to the others.  His clothes were finer, not as worn.  Most likely the village elder.  He had an edge to him though.  This was a man that had done time in the mines in his youth.
 
        “Me name is Culann Hawkfall,” he said with a bow, still keeping his arms outstretched.  “I am a traveling bard as well as a Far Rider.”
 
        He looked up, seeing no reaction from Will or the other guard.  But the other two men, they reacted.  They had heard that name before.  The boy watched his father, seeing the look that he and the older man exchanged, than looked out at Culann.
 
        The two men bent closer together, turning their bodies so Culann could not see them talk.  Sheren kept glancing back, studying.  The boy never took his eyes off Culann.
 
        “Why are you here?,” the older man asked finally.
 
        “I ran inta the lad ye sent ta fetch the King’s Guard,” Culann said.  “So I came ta see.  I heard ye talking last night,” he added pointing at Sheren.
 
        “You were spying on us,” the older man said, a hint of anger.
 
        “I’ve been ta yer cemetery,” Culann said, ignoring the man.  “I’ve seen ‘em fer meself.”
 
        The older man was about to say something, but Sheren held up a hand.
 
        “Why didn’t you make yourself known to us?,” Sheren asked.
 
        “What would ye have done wit’ a stranger walking up in the middle o’ the night,” Culann countered, still smiling.
 
        Sheren nodded, acknowledging that it would not have gone well.  Culann could see that the man accepted the reasoning; that coming out in broad daylight like he had was the smarter move.  It was obvious that Sheren was a thinker, not just muscle.
 
        “You’re here to help us?,” Sheren asked.
 
        “Aye,” Culann said with a nod.
 
        “What can you do,” the older man asked.
 
        Culann didn’t answer, not right away.  He tried to come up with a way to phrase it, a way to make them trust him and accept him, but couldn’t think of one.
 
        “I donae know,” he answered finally.  “I saw the skeletons meself.  They’re like naething I’ve seen before.”
 
        He fell silent.  It was the truth.  He didn’t know what he could do, if anything at all.
 
        Sheren studied him from behind the wagon.  He seemed to come to a decision and moved to the road’s edge, working his big frame around the wagon to Culann’s side.  The boy rushed forward but the older man reached out a hand, grabbing his shoulder.
 
        “Da,” the boy said.
 
        “Stay there Davey,” Sheren answered.
 
        He paused on the other side, ten feet of open space between him and Culann.  He still had the sledge over his shoulder and Culann saw him tighter the trip, ready to swing.  Sheren walked forward, never taking his eyes off Culann.  Finally the man stopped, three feet away.
 
        “Why are you here?,” Sheren asked.
 
        “Ta help,” Culann said.  “I may nae know what is happening, but I know more than ye and the rest o’ yer people. “
 
        “Why are you here?,” Sheren repeated, never taking his eyes from Culann’s.  “If you don’t know what is happening how can you help?”
 
        “I kin try,” Culann said.
 
        “Why?”
 
        “Because ye need it and it’s the right thing ta do.”
 
        Sheren kept the locked gaze for another minute, studying Culann, and finally nodded.  A simple motion of the head, but it spoke volumes.
 
        “Follow me,” he said and turned away.
 
    
 
        The tavern was small, built to serve the village it didn’t need to be much more than the bar and a couple tables.  No waitresses, which disappointed Culann.  Just the man, Murphy, that ran the place.  But there was a charm to it, Culann thought as he looked around at the place.  The large hearth was set against the back wall, the stone bar counter along a side wall with doors to the back spaces behind.  Tapped barrels filled the wall between the two doors behind the bar.  Bottles were set in a rack above the barrels.  The bar sat six stools and there were another half dozen tables scattered around.  The common room was bigger, as the tables could be moved.
 
        The tall ceiling of the one story structure was held up by carved beams, which ran down the wall as columns, leaving the space open in the middle.   Hunting trophies filled the wall, names attached to the plaques.  Mining picks, hammers and a sword or two took up some space.
 
        It was not the worst tavern that he had ever found himself.
 
        And the ale was exceptional.
 
        He drank from a dented pewter mug as he watched the town’s elders talk.  The seven men, including Sheren and the other from the wagon who had been identified as Hutch, sat in a circle of chairs pulled over to the far side of the room.  One of them kept glancing back at Culann, who raised the mug and smiled.  That resulted in the man turning back to the circle and grumbling something to the rest.  He knew he shouldn’t have done it, but he couldn’t help it.
 
        Men like this, men that wasted time with useless plays at power, annoyed him.  Annoyed him and ultimately cost lives.
 
        Always the same, no matter where, Culann thought shaking his head.  At least Sheren seemed to have a reasonable head on his shoulders.  Culann could see that the big man was arguing, and loudly, in Culann’s favor. 
 
        Honestly, he really couldn’t blame the men for behaving like this.  The skeletons and his appearance were so far outside their normal dealings.  They had no way to process it and were doing the best they could not to be overwhelmed.
 
        But it did waste so much time.
 
        He took another drink and looked outside.  Through the windows he could see what looked like the whole village gathered around the tavern.  All waiting.
 
        Tipping the mug back, he downed the rest in one swallow.
 
        “Excellent brew Master Murphy,” Culann said to the man that stood behind the bar.
 
        Murphy smiled and nodded.
 
        Culann stood up, stretched and walked over to the circle of elders.
 
        “Ye kin keep on arguing if ye would like,” he said as he came closer.  They all turned to him, some with surprise, some with anger, Sheren just shook his head.  “But end o’ the day it doesnae matter.  I’ll be helping ye nae matter what.  It’s in yer best interests ta just accept it.”
 
        “How do we know you didn’t cause this?,” one of the village elders, called councilors in Minoda, said.  “I hear you Far Riders are grave robbers.”
 
        The councilors had not moved their chairs.  All stayed seating and looked up at Culann.
 
        “Somehow,” he replied, maintaining his smile, standing in the middle of the room. “I think that if there was anything o’ any value in the village crypts, it would have disappeared by now.”
 
        He heard the angry muttering at his words and didn’t care.  These people needed his help and were going to get it.  Even if they didn’t want it.
 
        But we really do need to work on our reputation, he thought.
 
        He took a deep breath, closed his eyes, and exhaled.
 
        “If I had caused this,” he said, opening his eyes and focusing on the councilor that had spoken.  “Why would I be here offering me help?”
 
        Another man started to speak, but Sheren stood up.   All eyes turned towards him, including Hutch.   From what he had been told, Culann knew that Hutch was supposed to be the Lead Councilor, the one in charge, but it looked like Sheren was taking over.
 
        That could be trouble.
 
        It didn’t appear that Sheren was doing it on purpose either, which would make the trouble even worse.  The man instinctively recognized that the village needed someone more forceful in charge, and subconsciously was moving into that role.
 
        “You’ll forgive us for being overwhelmed,” Sheren said, drawing angry eyes from some of the others.  “All this,” he added meaning the skeletons.  “As well as yourself,” he paused for a moment, gathering his thoughts.  “Minoda is just a simple mining village.  Nothing like this has ever happened here.”
 
        “It has nae happened elsewhere either, I’d wager,” Culann said.
 
        Sheren nodded, returning to his seat with a glance around the circle.
 
        “I tell ye the truth,” Culann said, not looking at the others, but focusing on Sheren only.  “Ye deserve nae less.  I donae know what is happening but I will try ta find out.  I may nae be able ta do a thing but I will try.”
 
        “The Kings Guard will be here soon,” the man that had spoken up said, drawing a stern look from Sheren.  “We don’t need his help.”
 
        “The Guard will come, aye,” Culann replied.  “But it will be days from now and wit’ a small force ta scout and see what the threat is.  It will be days more before they kin get reinforcements and many days more before a mage would arrive.  Kin ye afford ta take that chance?”
 
        The men looked at each other, nervous glances passed between them.  Except for Sheren.  The man didn’t look at any others, just Culann.
 
        “You already said you might not be able to help at all,” the councilor said with a sneer, thinking he had some point that would bring victory to his side.
 
        “Aye,” Culann said turning and locking eyes with the man, who shrunk back under the gaze.  “That I did.  I may nae be able to stop whatever is happening but what I kin do is give ye time.”
 
        “We thank you for whatever help you can bring,” Sheren said standing up.  He moved through the middle of the circle and out, stopping in front of Culann and essentially bringing the meeting to an end.  “What do you need?”
 
                 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



CHAPTER FIVE
 
    
 
        Davey sat on the front steps leading to the tavern’s porch.  The angle of the sun and the porch’s roof, kept the steps in the shade.  He could see the other villagers, almost all of them, gathered in the square.  They were in groups, some small, some large, and all kept glancing at the front doors of the tavern. 
 
        The arrival of the man, calling himself Culann Hawkfall, had swept through the small village pretty quickly.  From where he was, Davey could hear the murmurings but not the words.  Each group was talking and it was all blending together into a hum that circled the square.
 
        He heard the doors open and looked over his shoulder.  He saw Da and Culann exiting the tavern.  Behind them were Hutch and the other councilors, not looking happy.
 
        “Sheren,” he heard Hutch say. “A word.”
 
        Davey saw an odd look pass over his father’s face, one he had never seen before.  Sheren looked annoyed, that was the best that Davey could describe it.  He paused on the porch, one hand holding the door open.  He glanced at Culann.
 
        “Yer boy kin take me,” Culann said.
 
        The man had an odd accent, so unlike the way the villagers sounded.  Where was he from?
 
        Sheren glanced at Davey on the steps, not really surprised to see his son there.  He glanced at Davey and back at Culann.  Sighing, a small shake of his head, he looked down at the boy.
 
        “Davey,” he said, the tone of voice indicating that Davey was to just listen and do.  “Take Master Hawkfall to the Smithy. Wait for me there.”
     “Yes Da,” Davey said standing up, excited.
 
        It was just a trip to the Smithy, but it would be just him and the stranger.
 
        Taking a deep breath, Sheren went back inside the tavern.
 
    
 
        “This way,” Davey said stepping off the steps.
 
        He looked Culann up and down, noting the weapons.  No one in Minoda went about armed, especially in the day time.  Sure, the hunters came back sometimes with bows and knives, but those were their tools.  Culann was wearing real weapons, weapons meant to kill monsters.
 
        The man also had armor.  Davey had seen chain link before, but only on the Kings Guard that came a couple times a year with the tax collector.  What Culann wore was nothing like that.  It was dark, almost black, with tight links.  It appeared thinner as well, not as heavy.
 
        “Lead on Master Sherenson,” Culann said.
 
        Davey had taken a couple steps before he registered what Culann had said.  He had just been called ‘master’, to be named like an adult.  But what named had Culann called him?
 
        “My name is Tobiason,” Davey said.
 
        He walked alongside Culann.  He noticed that the taller man adjusted his stride, walking a little slower so Davey didn’t need to struggle to keep up.
 
        “Ye pappy,” Culann said as the two walked through the square.  “His name is Sheren so that would make ye Sherenson, aye?  That is the way it is done in most villages.”
 
        “No,” Davey said shaking his head.  “Tobias was my great, great, great,” he paused waving his hand indicating that the line continued a ways back in time.  “grandfather.  One of the village founders.  The founder’s families took the name of the ancestor and added the son to indicate they’ve been here since the beginning,” he finished up, pride evident in his voice.
 
        “Ah,” the taller man said nodding.  “That is a worthy accomplishment.”
 
        “It’s just a name,” Davey said, losing some of the pride.  “Not like Hawkfall.”
 
        “That’s just a name as well,” he said watching the people around them.
 
         The boy led him through the square filled with villagers.   Most stayed where they were, but others moved around, out of the way of the pair.  The boy didn’t seem to notice the many eyes following the pair.  Watching and wondering.  There was fear in many of the eyes, confusion in others.  This was a village on edge.
 
        “But it sounds important,” Davey said.  “It’s the name of someone special, a name that will be remembered.”
 
        “A name is just a name,” Culann said.  “It’s the deeds one does wit’ the name that are important.”
 
        “How will my deeds stand out if I share the same name as Da and Grandda,” Davey asked.
 
        Culann smiled.  It was a good point.  The lad was smart to make that conclusion.
 
        “In some place, it’s the history o’ the name that gives it power even if the current bearer’s are nae worthy,” he said.   And there are some that take new names to hide from the old, he thought but didn’t say aloud.
 
        Culann thought of his own name, the one he had chosen.
 
        The image of the hawk; shot out of the sky, falling to the ground; flashed through his mind.  He glanced towards the Northwest, towards where home used to be.  He wondered how, or if, it had changed.  Was his family still alive?
 
        Shaking his head, he returned his thoughts to the present.  He had left for a reason after all.
 
        “What’s a Far Rider,” Davey said into the silence that had falling, switching topics as only a young boy could.
 
        Culann laughed as they headed towards the western edge of town, towards the mountain.  He thought they must be heading towards the mines.
 
        “We could be all day fer that,” Culann said.  “The simplest answer is that a Far Rider works fer the GriffinStone Library.  We wander the lands collecting knowledge fer the library.”
 
        “What kind of knowledge?”
 
        “Any,” Culann replied.  “Mostly magic.  We work ta keep magic out o’ the hands o’ those that would abuse it.”
 
        Davey thought about it, grand images of heroic adventures flashing through his mind.  Then he remembered something he had heard.  “Hesh said Far Riders are grave robbers,” the boy said.
 
        “Ye heard that,” Culann asked surprised it had carried outside the tavern.  “Hesh is that old councilor?”
 
        “Yeah,” Davey replied.  “Da doesn’t really like him.”
 
        “Yer Da is right,” Culann said smiling.  “I didnae like him either.”
 
        He paused, wondering how to frame the question’s response.  The councilor, Hesh’s, comment wasn’t completely wrong.
 
        “Some o’ the knowledge is ancient and buried,” Culann finally replied.  “Sometimes the owner doesnae want ta give it up and some o’ the Rider’s didnae always follow a kingdom’s rules.”
 
        “Oh,” Davey said, some of the grand ideas fading.
 
        “It’s like anywhere and anything lad,” Culann said looking down at the boy.  “Some are honorable and some are nae.”
 
    
 
        Sheren closed the door to the tavern behind him.  He heard the sounds of Davey and Culann Hawkfall descending the steps wand walking off.  He glanced towards Murphy, who taking the cue, wisely moved into the tavern’s backroom.
 
        Hutch was standing in front of the other five councilors.  Behind Hutch, to the side, stood Hesh the councilor that had spoken out to Culann.  He was sneering.
 
        Sheren had never liked the man.  Lazy, only doing the minimal work that he had to.  Manipulative, always getting others to do his work and not giving anything in return.  He never understood how a man like that managed to survive, let alone thrive, in a village like Minoda.  But he was needed as it was Hesh that mostly dealt and negotiated with the merchants that held Minoda’s mining contracts.  He had managed to secure many a good deal for the village, well lining his own pockets at the same time.
 
        “We had not come to a decision,” Hesh said drawing a sharp look from Hutch for speaking out of turn.
 
        Sheren stared at the man, not bothering to hide his dislike.
 
        “We need to set up watch rotations,” Sheren said to Hutch ignoring the other.
 
        “Hesh is right,” Hutch said.  “We have always done things as a committee.”
 
        “Yes,” Sheren replied, trying to keep a hold of his patience.  “But we don’t have time.”
 
        “There is always time,” Hesh said, still with that sneer.  “And we don’t know if we can trust him.”
 
        “He did appear out of nowhere,” another councilor added.
 
        “From the cemetery,” said a third.
 
        Sheren just shook his head.  He looked at Hutch who looked overwhelmed.  He was a good man and served the village well as Lead Councilor.  Usually Hutch was able to shepard the strong personalities that were the council as well as the village.  The people of Minoda could be as hard as the mountain they mined.  But now Hutch looked tired.  This was beyond his abilities.
 
        “Did you not hear him,” Sheren said to the councilors.  “He was going to do something whether we ‘let’ him or not.  He did not need our permission.”
 
        “He also said that he might not be able to do anything at all,” Hesh said.
 
        “So we send him away and do nothing,” Sheren asked, his voice rising.  Fools.  They were fools.
 
        “The Kings Guard will come,” one of the others said.
 
        Sheren laughed, more a bark, short and hard.  When had these men become stupid?  They were the leaders of the village, they were smarter than this.  Was it the threat? Were they all scared and unsure?  When Minoda needed them the most, were they failing?
 
        “They will come,” Sheren said.  “But it will not be quick and it will not be in force.  Not on the word of a boy,” he added.  Michel had been a good choice, but they would not listen to him, not right away and when they did it would be to send scouts.
 
        All like Culann had said.
 
        Hesh started to talk but Sheren had had enough.
 
        “There are six more of those damned skeletons that could come here at anytime and there could be more,” he said, his voice hard.  “You saw what one did, what it took for us to stop it.  I will not pass up help from anyone for the sake of pettiness and ego,” he finished.
 
        Hutch and a couple of the others looked embarrassed.  Hesh looked angry, outraged.
 
        Sheren did not care.
 
        “Our responsibility is the village and its people,” Sheren said turning and moving towards the door.  “Nothing else.”
 
        He stepped out onto the porch, slamming the door behind him.
 
        There were less people gathered in the square and all eyes turned towards him.  He stood on the steps, taking deep breaths, calming down.  The councilors were scared, he knew, but it was just an excuse.  They had to step up, do what the village expected of them.  Be what the village needed.  He looked around at the people in the square, his friends and neighbors.
 
        The door opened behind him.  He didn’t turn.
 
        Hutch came up beside him, looking out over the village and its people.
 
        “Come,” Hutch said taking a step down.  “Let us catch up to the Far Rider and see what we can do to help him help us.”
 
        Sheren nodded.
 
        “The watches,” he prompted.
 
        “Even Hesh should be capable of organizing watchers,” Hutch said with a smile and a chuckle.
 
    
 
        Culann had been correct.
 
        The village’s smithy was out by the mine, which made sense.
 
        It was also much larger then he had assumed.
 
        The road from the village to the mine was wider and better maintained then the one that went to the cemetery.  Two carts wide, with a slope up the mountain that was gentle.  It wrapped around the first mountain and across the face of another before ending at the mines.
 
        The mines were on a wide and flat plateau nestled on the side of the mountain, three dark holes carved into the face, heading in different directions.  The ground was rough and rutted, wagon and carts wheel paths dug into the surface over years of constant use. The smithy was tucked against the mountain just as the road entered the plateau.   Another large building stood in the middle of the plateau, near the edge.  It had a square roof and no walls, just four large furnaces under the roof.  The Smelting House.
 
        The blacksmith’s was a large building, with half its size being just a roof over open ground surrounded by low stone walls with multiple openings.  That was where the anvils and forge itself was laid out.  The forge was built in the center of the space, open cavities into the flames on all four sides.  Four anvils were aligned with the forge.  A couple work benches were organized around the space.  The two visible outer walls of the building proper were made of wood, the shared wall between the building and forge was made of stone.  There were two doors, one on the front and one into the forge, and no windows.
 
        Smoke could be seen coming from the smithy’s forge.
 
        Together, the boy and the man, walked towards the building.  Culann didn’t bother to hide the sound of his approach, which he had to work on as it was more natural to be silent.  Years of walking through forests had instilled that in him.  It was more natural.
 
        Davey, of course, made a lot of noise.
 
        The smith heard them and walked out into the forge area, stepping out of the shadows.  He studied Culann as they walked up.
 
        “Davey Tobiason,” the smith said.  “Where’s your Da?”
 
        “Coming,” Davey replied.
 
        “Master Smith,” Culann said, bowing.  “I am Culann Hawkfall and I have favors ta ask.”
 
        “The name’s Harland,” the Smith said.  “Favors, eh,” he asked with a chuckle.  He was an older man, his black hair gone mostly to gray.  He was tall and muscular, strong.  All the men of the village were strong, large man.  They needed to be, doing what they did.  But the smith carried it definitely.   He wore leather pants, boots and an apron.  Nothing else.  There were burn marks, ash stains, on the apron and pants.  Burn scars could be seen across the man’s muscled arms and chest.
 
        “He’s going to help with the skeletons,” Davey said excitedly.
 
        “Is he now?,” the Smith replied, again studying Culann.  The man’s gray eyes settled on the axes in the sheaths at Culann’s belt as well as the chain mail armor.  “That mail is dark iron,” the smith said pointing at the armor.  “Not sure what those axes are made from.  Weapons and armor are better than anything I could make,” the man said simply.  He didn’t appear upset at the admission, just stating facts.  “Not sure what kind of favors I can provide.”
 
        The smith turned, leading Culann into the forge area.  
 
    
 
        Davey watched them, wondering if he should follow but was afraid he’d be in the way.  He looked down the road but couldn’t see his Da yet.  Not sure what to do with himself, he walked towards the mines.
 
        He lived in Minoda, was from a family of miners, so he had been to the mines before.  Not alone though.  Every child in the village knew to stay away from the mines, not to go wandering into them.  It was instilled in them at a very young age and every child obeyed that rule.
 
        The right most of the three was the newest, he knew.  It had only been started about ten years ago.  The other two shafts still produced iron and other metals at a high rate; there was no danger of them drying up anytime soon.  Or so his Da said.  But they had started the third to increase production.  The merchants who owned the mines had wanted more ore and the villagers had to produce.  Davey had never met the merchants, didn’t even know their names. They were just ‘the merchants’ to most of the village.  He had heard his Da talk to his Ma about them.  They weren’t well liked by the villagers.
 
        He figured he would learn more as he got older and started working the mine himself.
 
        Sometimes he dreamed of another life, a life of adventure.  But he knew it would not happen.  He was a miner’s son, a miner’s grandson, and so on.  All the way back to the founding of Minoda.
 
        Davey stood in front of the mine, reaching out and running his fingers over the rough timbers that formed the mouth of the cave.  He couldn’t see far in, the shadows dark and deep.  Something far back in the tunnel caught his eyes.
 
        The shadows moved.
 
        He watched as something, two somethings, detached from the darker shadows.  It was black on black and only the movement made them stand out.   He took an involuntary step back as the noise came to him, echoing in the tunnel.
 
        The scrape of bone on bone.  The clack of a jaw moving up and down endlessly.
 
        There were skeletons in the tunnel.
 
        Davey took more steps backwards, wanting to yell out but unable.
 
        The skeletons came closer and he could start to make out features as the shadows lessened.  He could see the bones take shape, the arms reaching out and the skulls.  The things walked steadily, somehow, towards him.  They knew he was there.
 
        The first exited the mouth of the mine, mere steps away from Davey.
 
        The bones weren’t white, not like he thought they would be.  They might have started white once, long ago, but now were stained.  Brown, gray, black, the colors of the mountain behind them.  There were cracks in the bones, small pieces missing.  Rough textured, except at the joints where the constant scrapping of bone against bone had smoothed them out.
 
        He continued to walk backwards as a second skeleton joined the first, walking out of the mine’s mouth.   He watched both of the monsters advance on him.  They didn’t move fast but it was a steady pace, quickly making up the distance between them and the boy.   He could see another in the tunnel, shadowy shape coming towards the entrance.
 
        He took more steps back.
 
        He fell, hard, hitting the ground as his foot tripped over a rock.
 
        He pushed up, scrambling backwards and was finally able to find his voice.
 
        “HELP,” Davey Tobiason yelled.
 
    
 
        Sheren heard the yell.
 
        He knew the voice.
 
        They were halfway down the road towards the mine when they heard it.
 
        “Is that,” Hutch asked.
 
        “DAVEY!,” Sheren yelled.
 
        He took off at a sprint, his body tired from all it had been through the last days, but he forced it to move.   He heard Davey yell again.
 
        Gods above, he prayed as he ran, please not my son.
 
    
 
        Culann had heard the clacking first, weirdly echoing out of the mine.
 
        When Davey yelled, he was already out from under the smithy’s roof.  He had his bow off his shoulder and was pulling an arrow from the quiver.  He had moved so quickly, a blur to the smith.  It had seemed one fluid motion.  The yell and Culann was instantly away from the smithy and in the open where he had a clear shot.
 
        He pulled back on the bow’s string, arrow nocked, and took it all in.
 
        Davey on the ground, scrambling backwards.  Three skeletons coming out of the right most mine.  Two close to the boy and a third further back, just emerging.
 
        Culann let the arrow fly.
 
        It was straight and true, hitting the first skeleton in the head.  The steel tipped arrow snapped off the shaft, the arrow breaking in pieces against the creature’s bones, not even leaving a mark.  But it did get the monster’s attention.  It turned towards Culann, along with the other two.
 
        He dropped the bow and pulled out his hand axes.
 
        “Davey,” he said calmly, loud enough for the boy to hear over the noise of the skeletons.  “Behind those rocks.”
 
                 
 
        He watched as the boy was able to stand up and run towards a large group of rocks that were near the center of the flat plateau.  A skeleton turned at the noise, tracking the movements of the boy.
 
        Culann drew and nocked, quickly firing the arrow.  It flew and hit the skeleton, snapping like the first.  But it worked.  The skeleton turned, coming towards Culann now.
 
        He dropped the bow as the third skeleton out of the mine, which was closest to him now, came too close.  Not enough time to draw and nock an arrow.  He pulled his hand axes out, running his wrists through the straps.
 
        Glancing at the other two, he crouched lower raising his left arm.  The hand axe caught the grasping skeleton’s arm at the wrist.  Culann adjusted his stance as the skeleton’s unnatural strength tried to push him down.  The Gods damned thing was strong and he could barely hold it back.
 
        He swung with the right axe for no damage.  The skeleton wasn’t even staggered.
 
        The angle was wrong; the skeleton was still advancing, pushing him down with its weight and strength.  And the other two were getting closer.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER SIX
 
    
 
   NOW
 
   The 13th day of Deireadh in the year 324 WR (Way Reckoning)
 
    
 
        Culann timed the leap perfectly.  He jumped up, clearing the skeletons, starting to flip in the air.   He swung down with the hand axes, one at each skeleton.  
 
        The right hand axe, glowing red, hit the skeleton at the shoulder joint.
 
        Sparks erupted from the impact, small flames crawling up the skeleton’s arm and shoulder.
 
        The left hand axe, glowing blue, hit the other skeleton on the head.
 
        Frost could be seen spreading from the area of impact.
 
        Culann finished the flip, landing crouched with the axes held away from his body, facing away from the skeletons.  He stood up, turning as he did, hearing the skeletons turn as well.   The undead still advanced, bone against bone, jaws clacking uselessly.  He smiled; glad he had done some damage.
 
        “Ye arenae that tough are ye,” he said to the two skeletons.
 
        Flames could be seen along one’s arm and shoulder, spreading towards its head and body.  The fire didn’t seem to be hurting or damaging the skeleton, not physically anyways, but the arm didn’t lift as high and the head moved stiffly.
 
        The ice had spread from the other’s head, the frost glistening in the sun.  It was down onto one shoulder, spreading along the chest and arm.  That arm, covered in frost that was turning to a heavy layer of ice, was hanging at the skeleton’s side twitching as it tried to lift it.  The fingers of that arm, not covered in frost, were wriggling quickly and feebly.  The frost and ice were growing, attaching the arm to the skeleton’s chest.
 
        Culann whistled, the same three notes, and the axe heads stopped glowing.
 
        He twirled the hand axes in his hands, taking a stronger grip and another step back.
 
        The ice covered skeleton was slower, lagging as the magical ice chilled even its bones. The weight of the ice was growing, making it stumble as it advanced.  The flame covered skeleton was a good four or five steps ahead.
 
        Culann took a couple steps to the side and whistled four notes, different notes.
 
        Both axe heads glowed, this time with a bright blue color.
 
        He set his feet; legs bent and moved his arms freeing them fully from the cloak.  He watched the skeletons, timing the movements.
 
        When the left most, the one on fire, was within three steps he ran.   He swung wide with his left hand axe, the blue glowing head hitting the creature just under its outstretched arm.  He moved too fast for the skeleton, the arm still reaching forward as the axe head hit it solidly in the chest.  The magic of the rune’s carved into the metal hit, a blue glow erupting at the impact.  The enchantment, creating a field of energy around the head, pushed the skeleton causing it to stumble and fall onto its side.
 
        Culann continued his run, chopping straight down with his right axe.
 
        It hit solidly on the joint where the skeletons ice covered shoulder and chest met.  There was a loud cracking sound, echoing through the mountains.  Culann’s momentum carried him forward, bowling into the skeleton and both fell to the ground.
 
        Culann was up quickly, disengaging from the skeleton’s grasping arm, the only one that could move.  He stomped down on the ice covered chest, using it to springboard himself up and into a roll.  He hit the ground; arms tucked in, and rolled back upright.
 
        Turning back to the skeletons he whistled the four notes and the blue glow faded from the axe heads.
 
        The ice covered skeleton was having a hard time getting up.  It tried to push with its arms but only one worked.  The other, covered in ice, would not move, hanging limply at its side.
 
        The other skeleton, its entire upper body now covered in dancing flames, was slowly turning and advancing back towards Culann.  It was moving much slower, the magical flames burning through the power that kept it moving.
 
        “Davey,” he heard from behind.
 
        He risked a glance and saw Sheren and Hutch coming onto the plateau from the road.  They stopped next to the smith, watching the fight.  At least Hutch was.  Sheren’s eyes were on his son only a couple dozen feet away, hiding behind a rock.
 
        “Davey, donae move,” Culann yelled as he watched the boy take a couple steps away from the rocks.  The movement and noise had caused the flaming skeleton to turn.  Culann’s shout brought its attention back.  “Stay there.  Ye donae move until I tell ye.”
 
        The boy was smart, he froze where he was, a couple steps away from the shelter of the rock.  He didn’t want the noise to attract the monsters again.
 
        Culann shifted to the left, away from the mountain and towards the open area in front of the mine entrances.  The skeleton turned with him.  Culann kept turning, his motions putting him closer to the skeletons but turning their backs to the rocks and Davey Tobiason.
 
        The ice covered one had managed to sit upright.  The ice around its chest and shoulder had cracked, the arm hanging useless at its side.  Only the ice was keeping the arm attached.
 
        He took a couple steps back towards the mine, drawing the flame covered one with him.
 
        He shifted to the right and the skeleton, now in front of the ice covered one, shifted with him.
 
        Culann smiled, putting the hand axes back into their sheaths.
 
        He waited, watching as the creature moved slowly closer.  He could start to feel the heat from the flames.  Culann set his feet, adjusting his stance and weight distribution.  He crouched down.
 
        He waited.
 
        “Davey,” he said, not shouting, but loudly.  “Get ready.”
 
        He waited until the skeleton was two steps away.
 
        “NOW!,” he shouted.
 
        Culann pushed up with his feet, bending and rolling backwards.  He kicked out, hitting the skeleton with both feet in its chest.  The creature fell backwards with the impact.  Culann flipped over, his hands hitting the ground and used them to continue the flip, coming to a stop standing up and facing the skeletons.
 
        The creature fell back a couple steps, tripping and falling onto the other.
 
        He looked towards the rocks and saw Davey running towards his father.
 
    
 
        Sheren stood there in horror.  He heard Culann Hawkfall order Davey to stay.  Now his son, his only child, was frozen a couple steps from the rocks.  Away from the cover.  But Culann was moving the skeletons, keeping their attention on him.
 
        One of them was on the ground, unable to get up, with what looked like ice growing over it.  The other was up and moving slowly with flames spreading around its upper body.  It followed Culann as the man moved it, turning it so it faced the mines and no longer towards the spot where Davey would run.
 
        He wanted to yell out, to call for Davey, but had to force himself not to.  The Far Rider had a plan, he knew, he hoped.  
 
        He heard Culann tell Davey to get ready and Sheren gripped the handle of the sledge hammer tighter, shifting so he could see Davey and Culann, wanting to be ready.
 
        What was the man doing, he thought, as he watched Culann put away his hand axes.  The man crouched down, watching the advancing skeleton.  Then he leapt up, kicking out and causing the skeleton to stumble and fall into the other.
 
        Culann yelled and Davey took off running.
 
        “Davey, get behind me,” Sheren yelled as the boy ran up to them, panting heavily.
 
        Sheren turned, putting himself solidly between his son and the open mine entrances.  He held the sledge with both hands, ready as Culann pulled out his hand axes.  The two skeletons were tangled up, grabbing for each other, the fires spreading from one to the other.
 
        “Look out,” he heard Hutch say from next to him.
 
        Sheren watched as another skeleton came out of the mine, walking and reaching for Culann who did not see it.
 
    
 
        Culann saw Davey run, Sheren putting the boy behind him.
 
        He saw the two skeletons in front of him, a big pile of bones and grasping arms.  The fire spread to both of them, covering them from the skull to the foot bones.  They grabbed at each other, fighting and grappling with each other.
 
        He heard the other man, Hutch, yell.
 
        He turned towards the mine, hearing the new noise of the approaching skeleton a second too late.  Its approach had been hidden in the sounds of the fight, the noises the other skeletons made.
 
        Culann swung with his leather covered arm, catching the things fingers as it clawed at his arm.  He felt the fingers bend, twisting as they latched onto him.  The grip was strong; he could feel it crushing his wrist.  The hand axe in that arm was useless, he couldn’t swing it.
 
        The other arm reached for him but he batted it away with the right hand axe.  He bent over, the skeleton’s weight pushing him down.
 
        It shouldn’t have been so strong.  It was just bones, nothing but bones.
 
        He had come across animated skeletons before, but nothing like this.
 
        He started batting at it with the free axe.  Swinging and hitting bone, hoping to free his hand.  Nothing, the swings were at the wrong angle and doing nothing against the magically strong bones.
 
        Culann cursed.
 
    
 
        Davey watched as Culann wrestled with the skeleton.
 
        He wanted to run, to shout, to do something, but he didn’t know what he could do.
 
        The skeleton had the Far Rider by one arm, with the other doing all it could to keep the skeleton’s other arm away.  Sheren, Hutch and the smith stood frozen, unsure.
 
        Someone had to help the man.
 
        More noise from the mine and they saw another skeleton emerging and the two on the ground had stopped wrestling with each other, the flame covered one starting to stand up.  The other, the ice now melting, rolled around trying to push itself up but unable with one arm now fallen off.
 
                 
 
        Culann saw the skeleton coming out of the mine, moving quickly.   He tried to push the one holding him back but its grip was too strong and he couldn’t set his feet.  It was all he could do to keep his balance as the thing kept leaning its weight against him.
 
        Out of the corner of his eye he saw the one on fire standing up.  It was facing towards men standing by the smithy.  The men and the boy.  He saw that only Sheren was armed.
 
        He wanted to yell at them, tell them to run.
 
        But it was too late.
 
    
 
        Sheren saw the skeleton, somehow on fire, look towards them.  It sensed they were there.  How, he did not know or care.  All that mattered was that it was now walking towards them.  It should have gone after Culann, that was where the noise and activity was, but it didn’t.
 
        “Dagda protect me,” Sheren prayed and stepped forward to meet the creature.
 
        “Da,” Davey yelled behind him.
 
        “Run to town,” Sheren told the boy without turning around.  “Bring help.”
 
        He heard the sound of Davey running down the road.  Good.
 
        He took a couple swings with the sledge, getting the feel of the familiar weight.
 
        He felt the presence of another next to him, seeing the village smith come up alongside with his own sledge hammer in hand.  Together the two men spread out, putting some distance between them, keeping the skeleton in the middle.
 
        Sheren saw Hutch run into the smithy.  He came out a couple seconds later, holding a pick axe.  The older man looked towards the flaming skeleton and then towards Culann who was pulling the skeleton away from the new one.
 
        Hutch made up his mind and ran towards Culann.
 
    
 
        Culann saw the other skeleton.  He pushed at the one holding him with the right hand axe, not swinging, but pushing with the head, keeping it as far from him as he could.
 
        He took a step back, pulling it slightly off balance and getting some more distance between him and the other, the new one.
 
        Another step, turning to keep the one holding him in front of him.
 
        He pulled back sharply and quickly, the skeleton off balance.  He set his feet and pushed as hard as he could, sending the off balance skeleton into the other.  The two came together, the new one grabbing onto the first.
 
        Culann grunted as the weight of two skeletons came against him, the grip on his arm tightening.
 
        He stepped back, pulling and pushing to keep the one holding him moving back and forth, shifting to keep both in front.  He saw Hutch running his way with a pick axe.
 
    
 
        Hutch ran.  He was old and had been letting himself go the older he got.  No longer having to work in the mine, he was no longer as strong and had lost the stamina.  How he wished to be young again, at the height of his strength, like Sheren Tobiason.
 
        He kept clear of the skeleton rolling on the ground and slowed as he came up behind the two fighting against Culann Hawkfall, the man he had not been sure he wanted help from.
 
        He swung the pick axe, feeling the jolt in his arms as the tip connected with the skeleton’s skull.
 
        The tip should have gone in.  This was a tool used to break rocks and even though he wasn’t as strong as he used to, the weapon was sharp and well forged.  It should have broken the skeleton’s skull.
 
        It hit, but slid off the skull, the end of the pick axe getting caught in the skeleton’s ribs.
 
        Hutch pulled, but it was stuck hard.
 
        He kept pulling and was surprised when the resistance lessened.  Stumbling backwards he lost his grip as the pick axe was pulled from his hands.  He saw the skeleton turning towards him, the end of the pick axe poking through the front of its rib cage.
 
        Hutch was too slow.  He didn’t get out of the way in time.
 
        The creature swung its hand connecting with Hutch’s head.  The skeletons fingers were straight out, not in a fist, and that was the only thing that saved Hutch’s life.  The force of the blow knocked him backwards, hitting the ground and falling unconscious.
 
        The skeleton advanced on the fallen man.
 
    
 
        Sheren swung with the hammer, knocking aside the skeleton’s grasping arms.  He could feel the heat from the flames, the entire body covered in them now.  The skeleton shook, stumbling as the Harland hit it from behind.  It turned towards him as he stepped back.
 
        Sheren swung again, connecting with the skeleton’s shoulder.
 
        It swung back towards him and Harland hit it again.
 
        Back and forth they kept it turning, preventing it from moving, but doing no damage.
 
    
 
        Culann saw the old man, Hutch, fall. He saw the skeleton moving towards the unconscious man.  He saw Sheren and Harland the smith occupying the flame covered skeleton.  They were moving it back and forth but not harming it and sooner rather than later it would stop and concentrate on one of the men.
 
        He cursed again, gritting his teeth against the pain in his arm. He hit the skull with the back side of the axe head.  He hit the arms. He pushed against the chest.
 
        He didn’t want to do this.
 
        It was meant as a last resort, kept in reserve.
 
        And it was not meant to be used in such close quarters.
 
        But he had no choice.
 
        “Close yer eyes,” he shouted.  “Get down,” he added.
 
        He couldn’t see if the men had obeyed.  He didn’t have time.
 
        He spoke the word.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER SEVEN
 
    
 
        The word echoed, not so much with actual sound but with resonance.  It didn’t carry through the mountains and the valleys but it was felt by those around.
 
        Sheren had his back to Culann and the skeletons.  He didn’t see it as much as felt it.  The force of the word, the feel and vibration, pushed him forward.  He could see the light spreading out, so bright.
 
        Harland the Smith was facing towards Culann and barely managed to get his arm up to cover his eyes.  The flash was so bright, it still hurt as tightly closed as they were. 
 
        The flash was seen down in the village itself, the villagers all turning and looking.
 
        Still running down the road, Davey felt the sound, pausing and turning.  He saw the flash, blinking his eyes repeatedly.  He wanted to run back to his Da, scared and worried.  But he had a job.  His Da and the others were counting on him.  He continued running towards the village.
 
    
 
        He didn’t need to shout it.
 
        He just needed to speak the word and the magic did the rest.
 
        Culann spoke, calmly and clearly.
 
        Light erupted, there was no other way to describe it, from beneath his chain mail, seeping through the links, flowing out in waves that grew brighter and brighter.  It wasn’t just light, it was vibration and force.  It flowed out of the amulet he wore beneath the armor, expanding.
 
        The skeleton’s grip on his arm was released, the magic forcing the creature back.  The skeleton froze, shaking slightly as the magic light and vibrations passed through it.  Large cracks and fissures formed in the bones, flakes falling to the ground.
 
        The light and the vibration, the resonance, was a wave.  It left the amulet under the armor and flowed across the plateau.  Bright when it passed, a thin band, a sliver in the air.
 
        Culann stepped back, shielding his eyes, as he let the hand axes fall, his wrists slipping out of the leather hoops.  He reached into the satchel at his side, pulling out a wand about a foot long.  This was made of a dark wood, highly polished, with a square head made from some kind of bluish stone.  On all the surfaces of the head was carved the same rune.
 
        He watched as the light spread across the plateau, causing Sheren to stumble and Harland to cover his eyes.  The smith cried out in pain.
 
        He knew he had to move quickly, the magic would not hold the skeletons for long.
 
        Whatever spell gave them life was strong.  They should have been destroyed by what he had unleashed.  Instead they were frozen.  Somewhat, he could see that the one in front of him was shaking, trembling as it tried to move through the magic.  If that one, closest to the spell’s effect, was trembling then the one furthest away would be fully moving soon.
 
        He muttered the word that activated the wand, seeing lines carved in the stone head start to glow with a bluish light.  He touched the head of the skeleton in front of him, holding the wand steady as the thing trembled.  Another word and the blue stone flashed.
 
        From the point where the wand touched the skeletons head, blue lightning crawled along the skull and down the neck, along the shoulders, down the body and arms.  In seconds the entire skeleton was covered in the blue lightning.
 
        Culann turned away as the lightning flared, sparked and contracted.  All the lines pulled together, rushing towards the spot on the creature’s forehead.  He stepped back, pulling the wand away and watched as the skeleton was crushed by the magic.
 
        The lines snapped, breaking the skeleton into pieces.
 
        He moved quickly, laying the wand against the back of the head of the next skeleton, the one that was reaching down towards the body of Hutch.  The monster was bent over, arms reaching out almost reaching the man.  It was a wonder it hadn’t fallen on top of Hutch.  There were cracks in the bones, similar to the first, but not as big with less flakes on the ground.
 
        Culann spoke the word and watched as the blue lightning enveloped the animated skeleton.  Again the lightning spread out, covering every inch of the creature, and then contracted breaking it into millions of tiny pieces.
 
        He left the one on the ground, the ice completely gone and still struggling to get up with one arm, seeing that the magic had worn off on the last one.
 
                 
 
        “Swing,” Sheren heard a voice yell out.
 
        He thought it was Culann. He wasn’t sure.
 
        The magic had caused him to stumble, to almost drop the sledge.  He felt weak, drained.  He blinked, seeing spots in front of his eyes.
 
        Through the blur he saw Harland stumbling backwards, arm still covering his eyes.  He saw the skeleton, flames no longer dancing across the body.  There were small cracks across some of the bones, a couple of small flakes missing.  But it was moving, lunging towards Harland.
 
        Not thinking, not aiming, just hoping, Sheren swung the heavy sledge.
 
        He caught the skeleton on the shoulder.  The swing was weak, barely pushing the skeleton but enough to interrupt it, causing it to stumble and slow.
 
        That was all Culann needed.
 
    
 
        He moved around Sheren and tackled the skeleton.
 
        They fell together, men and bones.  The impact jarred Culann, grunting in pain as he landed on top of the creature.  It was on its side and rolling over, its inhuman strength moving Culann, forcing him onto his back as it tried to right itself.
 
        “Yer done,” Culann said standing up, pushing off against the skeleton.
 
        The creature rolled onto its back and Culann laid the head of the wand against its chest.
 
        He spoke the word and the lighting spread out from that point, moving quickly over the skeleton.  The process repeated itself, the skeleton being covered in the energy and then contracting.  The skeleton broke apart.
 
        Slowly, tiredly, Culann moved to the last skeleton.
 
        He tapped it on the forehead, repeated the word and watched as the last creature was destroyed.
 
        He returned the wand to the satchel, stretching his back as he walked.    Grabbing the hand axes, he looked out over the plateau.
 
        Four piles of bone flakes marked the location of the four skeletons.  Hutch still lay on the ground, not moving.  Sheren was kneeling in front of Harland, who had fallen to the ground.  The smith was rubbing at his eyes.
 
        “How are ye Master Smith,” Culann asked walking towards Hutch.
 
        “I can’t see,” Harland replied.
 
        “That will pass,” the Far Rider responded.
 
        Sheren clapped the smith on the shoulder and followed Culann towards Hutch.
 
        “How is he,” Sheren asked as the other knelt down beside the fallen man.
 
        “He’s alive,” Culann replied, laying his fingers against Hutch’s neck, feeling the man’s pulse.  Slow but steady.  “We need a liter ta carry him.”
 
        “What was that light?,” Sheren asked moving towards the mine the skeletons had come from.  He strained to hear but there was nothing in the depths of the tunnel.
 
        “Last resort,” Culann said placing his axes back in the sheaths.  He reached down the front of the chain mail, pulling an amulet out.
 
        He held it out on the chain.  It was about an inch in diameter and made from silver.  A rune surrounded by a circle.
 
        “Powerful dispel magic,” he added.  “One time use until I kin get a mage ta recharge it.  It should have destroyed these things,” he finished kicking at a pile of skeleton dust.
 
        “They’re that strong,” Sheren asked amazed.
 
        “Aye, apparently,” Culann said shaking his head.  “I used up all me magic on them and it barely kept us alive.”
 
        “That wand?”
 
        “Rune o’ Breaking,” Culann said pointing to the piles of dust.  “Only five charges on it until see a mage.  One now.”
 
        They turned, hearing noises from the road.  They watched as Davey, leading a group of five villagers came out onto the plateau.  The men, all armed with sledge hammers and pick axes, came to a stop looking the scene over.  Davey ran to his Da.
 
        “I donae know what creates these,” Culann said, loud enough for only Sheren to hear.  “But there is some powerful magic at work.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER EIGHT
 
    
 
        He heard the commotion before he entered the village square.
 
        The road came through the Northwest section of the city, with a couple houses set along it before it opened into the village square.  Culann paused before he stepped out from the last house, looking out into the large open area.
 
        In front of the stage were two armored men, dressed in the garb of the Jeryan King’s Guards with helmets off, one still on horseback and the other holding the reins of both horses.  The one on horseback was causing the commotion.
 
        The villagers were gathering around the two soldiers.
 
        Culann stepped out into the square, keeping close to the houses and buildings along the edge, listening as he made his way closer.
 
        “What’s going on here?,” the soldier on horseback shouted across the crowd.
 
        The people started speaking, one after the other, all on top.  The soldier looked out over the gathering, angry and annoyed.  The man on horseback was older, gray lining his black hair and beard.  The one holding the reins was younger, fresh faced, barely out of his teen years.  He looked slightly embarrassed.  Both men were chain mail armor with the tabard of the Jeryan Kingdom in the local Duke’s colors.  They wore swords strapped to their belts and maces could be seen hanging from the saddles.
 
        “Quiet,” the older man shouted, snapping.  “Who’s in charge?”
 
        “Hutch and Sheren are at the mine,” someone shouted from the crowed.  “They need help.”
 
        “Go help them,” another person shouted.
 
        The crowd’s murmuring took on an angry tone.
 
        “We will do nothing until we have spoken to someone in charge,” the soldier yelled warily eyeing the crowd.
 
        “They’re in trouble,” came the response.
 
        “Hutch is at the mine,” a voice said calmly.  “But Sheren is not the only councilor in this town.”
 
        Culann looked towards the tavern, seeing Hesh and the other councilors exiting the building.  Hesh was in front, smiling, as he walked towards the crowd and the soldiers.  The crowd parted, allowing Hesh and the others to get to the front of the stage.  The councilors stayed on the ground, in a ring around the soldiers, as Hesh climbed the stairs and stood on the stage itself.  Culann hadn’t realized how short the man was until he was on the stage, and still didn’t come equal to the height of the soldier on the horse.
 
        “You are?,” the soldier asked.
 
        “Hesh Travers,” the man said with a bow.
 
        Culann was surprised.  From what Davey had said about the naming of the town’s residents, the last name marked Hesh’s family as not original to Minoda.  Had Hesh been the first in town or had his family been here awhile?  It was just another thing added to the list of how Hesh had become a councilor in the first place.   He seemed more suited to a big city and not the rough mining town.
 
        “Where are the rest of the soldiers?,” Hesh asked, the smile still in place.
 
        “That boy you sent went on to the local garrison,” the soldier on horseback replied.  “We were at the Waystation and our Captain sent us ahead well he waited for more orders.”
     “Ah, oh,” Hesh said, losing the smile.  The man had been so sure that the soldiers would come in force.  “Well, that is good.  Good that you are here,” he added, recovering.  “We need your help.”
 
        “Sheren and Hutch need their help right now,” someone from the crowd shouted.
 
        “Nae at the moment,” Culann said stepping forward out of the shadows.  He felt exposed as all the eyes focused on him, especially the soldiers. He didn’t like how the older one was studying him.   “The one ye call Hutch is hurt and Master Tobiason is supervising the closing o’ ta mines.”
 
        “Closing the mines,” Hesh sputtered, shocked.
 
        “Hutch is hurt?,” another councilor asked.
 
        “What happened?,” the soldier said finally getting off his horse.
 
        He walked around to the other side of the stage, closer to Culann and away from the crowd.  Hesh followed.
 
        “You can’t close the mines,” Hesh said angrily, pointing at Culann with an accusing finger.
 
        “Details man,” the soldier said waving his hand back to try and silence Hesh.  “Who are you?”
 
        “Culann Hawkfall,” he replied with a slight bow.  “And ye are?”
 
        “Sergeant Jaspers,” the soldier said nodding.
 
        Jaspers studied Culann, looking him up and down, noting the weapons and armor.
 
        “Adventurer,” Jaspers asked.
 
        “He’s a Far Rider,” Hesh said with a sneer, scorn dripping from the last words.
 
        “Aye, that I am,” Culann said to the Sergeants questioning look.  “I was camping on the road when I ran inta the same boy ye encountered.”
 
        “A Far Rider,” Jaspers stated, looking Culann up and down, studying the man and his weapons.  “We had trouble with one of you awhile back.  Was caught stealing from a noble’s home.” Jaspers paused, waiting for a response from Culann.  There was none.  “So you came to help,” the guardsman asked with a note of suspicion.
 
        “And it’s a good thing he did,” a voice said from behind them.
 
        They all turned to see Sheren, with Davey alongside, leading two men who were bearing the liter with Hutch on it.  Another man was leading the still blinded Harland.  The crowd all started coming forward now, clustering around on the edges, listening and straining to see.  The murmuring had started up again, a low buzz that filled the square.
 
        “We owe Master Hawkfall our lives,” Sheren said.  “Four skeletons came out of the new mine tunnel,” he added.  “We’re barricading it and the others.  We need more material and workers to get them closed up.”
 
        “Put them in the house with Terry,” Sheren said to the liter bearers.  He clapped Harland on the shoulder as the man walked by.  He looked into the crowd of villagers and called out, indicating a group of six men.  “Get some lumber and tools, help close off the mines.”
 
        “You can’t close the mines,” Hesh said, practically shouting.  “We need to work.”
 
        “You don’t work the mines,” Sheren said, each word hard, lacking patience.  “No one is working those shafts if there are skeletons within.”
 
        “Seems logical,” Sergeant Jaspers said, eyes still on Culann.  He had glanced at the wounded men, before returning his gaze to the Far Rider.  “Now will someone tell me what is going on?”
 
        “This way,” Hesh said leading the soldier towards the tavern.
 
        Sheren started to move back towards the west road but Culann held up a hand to stop him.  He motioned towards Hesh and the soldier.  Sheren looked like he wanted to argue but then sighed, shaking his head.  He followed Culann as the two moved towards the tavern.
 
        “Go to your Ma,” he said to Davey.
 
        Hesh was busy talking the ear off the soldier, who looked like he was ignoring it all.  At the steps of the tavern, Jaspers turned back towards the stage.
 
        “Private,” he called out to the younger soldier.  “Stable the horses and then report to me.”
 
        The younger man saluted, leading the horses through the crowd as some villagers pointed him towards the stable. The rest of the villagers just stood around, unsure what to do.
 
        “Don’t you lot have chores to do,” Sheren said loudly to the villagers.  “Stay off the Mine and Cemetery roads,” he added.  He mounted a couple steps to the tavern’s porch but stopped and turned back to the crowd.  “Stay out of the forests as well for now.  Only leave the village proper in groups and keep a watch.”
 
    
 
        Culann sat at the bar again, mug in hand, turned around in the seat to watch.  Murphy, behind the bar, was cleaning mugs and glasses, trying to keep out of the way and refilling when called for.  The soldier, Sergeant Jaspers was standing in front of the hearth, all eyes on him.  Sheren stood off to the side, Hesh also standing but on the other side of the soldier.  The rest of the councilors were all sitting down in an arc between the two standing.
 
        “Walking skeletons,” Jaspers said pacing back and forth in front of the hearth.  There was no fire going, the coals from last night still giving off some heat.  He had a mug in his hand and would periodically stop to drink from it.  It was his second one.
 
        “They shouldn’t be a problem,” he said stopping and looking out over the councilors.  Sheren was shaking his head, Hesh was smiling.  “Undead skeletons are fairly common in the main parts of the kingdom,” he continued.  “The Private and I can hold them off until the Captain arrives.  We brought maces,” he added as if that solved everything.
 
        “When will the Captain arrive?,” Hesh asked, starting to show a little worry.
 
        “A couple days, week at the most,” Jaspers said taking a drink.
 
        “We can’t have the mines closed for a week or more,” Hesh said shocked.
 
        “I’m sure the King will take this into consideration when it comes tax time,” the soldier said with a shrug.              
 
        Sheren, leaning against the wall to the side of the hearth, just shook his head.
 
        “You don’t agree Goodman?,” Jaspers asked looking over at Sheren.
 
        “These skeletons aren’t like ones you’ve faced before,” he said.  “It took everything Master Hawkfall had to defeat the four,” he added nodding towards Culann.
 
        Culann raised his mug in acknowledgement.
 
        Jaspers looked like he was about to say something, and Culann had been interested in what it was going to be.  He had an idea, but Sheren interrupted the soldier.
 
        “Also backed up by a former King’s Guard.  Who said he’s faced skeletons before but not like these.”
 
        That gave Jaspers pause as the man searched his memory, trying to remember if he knew anyone that had settled in this area.
 
        “Who?,” he finally asked.
 
        “Donald Jaccob,” Sheren answered.
 
        Culann leaned in closer to the conversation.  This was new information.  The kingdom had had a necromantic incident before?  That was interesting and possibly relevant.
 
        Jaspers leaned against the mantle, draining his mug.  He held it up to catch Murphy’s attention.   He tapped the empty mug against the stones.
 
        “I don’t remember that name,” he started as the tavern’s front door open.  Culann caught an odd tone to the man’s voice.  He was lying or was nervous.  Doubtfully anyone else picked up on it.
 
        The young soldier, the Private, walked in.  He looked around, unsure of where to go or what to do.  Jemas was definitely new to the uniform, Culann thought; he didn’t even fully fill it out.  The armor hung a little loose.  The sword, in its scabbard, looked out of place like he was still not used to having it strapped on at all times.  He was young, blond with blue eyes.  Nervous.
 
        “Perfect timing Jemas,” Jaspers said.  “Go and fetch a citizen by the name of,” he paused and glanced at Sheren.  “What did you say his name was?”
 
        “Donald Jaccob,” Sheren supplied.  “Someone out there will point you in the right direction.”
 
        “Thank you sir,” Jemas said backing out the door.
 
        “Now,” Jaspers started.  “Well we wait, how about some food?”
 
        Culann glanced at Sheren and saw frustration and impatience in the man’s face.  This was a waste of time and Culann agreed with him.  They should be out fortifying the town or figuring out where the skeletons came from and how to stop them.  He looked out the window at the position of the sun.  Too early for dinner.  He just shook his head wondering how he was going to work around the obvious problem that Jaspers would end up being.
 
    
 
        He was leaning over the counter, Sheren in a seat next to him, staring at the back wall and nursing the same mug of ale when the tavern doors opened.  Everyone turned, the low conversations ending.  Jaspers was at a table, a large plate of food and another mug of ale in front of him.  The other councilors had taken seats at different tables, in small groups, talking amongst each other.
 
        Donald Jaccob limped into the tavern, looking around, followed by Private Jemas who hung back.  Jaccob was a big man that had lost the muscle, with age and lack of use.  He dragged his right leg, grimacing with each step.  He was dressed like the rest of the villagers, simple and rough clothing.  Jemas took up position against the wall, out of the way.
 
        Culann watched Jaspers.  Recognition flashed across the soldiers face.  He definitely did know Jaccob and judging by the look on his face now, he was fearful of what the villager could say.
 
        “You sent for me, Sheren,” Jaccob asked ignoring everyone else in the room and focusing on Sheren at the bar.
 
        “Donald, please tell Sergeant Jaspers what you told us about the skeletons,” Sheren said turning around.
 
        Jaccob looked over at the soldier, who was trying to appear smaller and hide his features in shadows.  Culann watched Jaccob smile.  He knew Jaspers.  He studied the other man for a moment before answering.              
 
        “Like I told you,” he said never taking his eyes from Jaspers.  “When I was in the Guard, like these two,” he added nodding at the Sergeant and Private.  “There was a necromancer down south.  We went down and bashed some zombies and skeletons and the ones back then are nothing like the one the other night and I assume the ones you fought earlier.”
 
        “How so?,” Private Jemas said, his voice surprisingly firm for how meek the young man seemed.  He sank back deeper against the wall, surprised and embarrassed that he had spoken.
 
        “The ones we have here,” Jaccob said turning to look at the Private.  “They don’t go down easy.  It took several people over an hour with a hammer to smash up a single one and from what I heard, that one,” he pointed at Culann. “Had to use a lot of magic to take out the four at the mine.  The ones I fought with the Guard, a good whack of a mace would shatter the thing.  They were just bones, fragile ol’ bones.”
 
        He stopped and looked around the room.
 
        “Don’t know how, but they’re different,” he said walking over towards Sheren.
 
        He stopped in the space between Culann and Sheren, leaning close.
 
        “Keep an eye on Jaspers there,” he said speaking quietly so just the two men could hear.  “He was at that fight years back, got a couple people killed with his stupidity.  He didn’t earn the rank of Sergeant the right way if you know what I mean.”
 
        Jaccob stepped back, turned and gave Jaspers one final look.
 
        “Want a drink Donald?,” Murphy asked from the end of the bar.
 
        “No thanks Murphy,” Jaccob replied.  “Got stuff to do.”
 
        With that he limped out of the tavern.
 
        Silence followed him.
 
        Culann looked towards Sergeant Jaspers, along with everyone else.  The soldier pretended that no one was looking at him, finishing the last bites of his meal and draining the last ale from the mug.
 
        “Well let’s go,” he said standing up and adjusting his belt.
 
        “Go where?,” Hesh asked hesitatingly.  Even he was starting to realize that Jaspers might be more trouble than help.
 
        “To the cemetery,” Jaspers said, surprised to be questioned.  “You said there were some skeletons there so let us go see what we are dealing with.”
 
        “We’ve already told you,” Sheren said.
 
        “And I will go look for myself,” The soldier replied.
 
        “I’ll come wit’ ye,” Culann said standing up.
 
        “You don’t have any magic left from what I understand,” Jaspers said pausing at the door.
 
        “And ye donae have any ta start wit’,” Culann answered matter of factly; walking towards the doors.
 
        “I’ll come as well,” Sheren said joining them.
 
        “Suit yourselves,” Jaspers said walking out the door.  “Jemas, come on.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER NINE
 
    
 
        The four men walked along the mountain road to the East, towards the cemetery.  Sergeant Jaspers was in front, walking steadily but not cautiously.  The two soldiers had left their swords and scabbards hanging from the horses saddles in the stables.  Each carried a mace in hand.  The grip was loose though.
 
        Culann had both axes out, walking slower, trying to listen for the familiar sounds.  He looked around, even looking up, studying the road. 
 
        Sheren walked with the sledge hammer held in both hands, a tight grip, ready to swing.
 
        Private Jemas took up the rear.  He kept glancing back nervously but held the mace in both hands tightly.  He looked around wildly, jumping at every sound.
 
        “Calm lad,” Culann said glancing back.  “We will hear them before they get close ta ye.”
 
        “You’re acting like a child, Jemas,” Jaspers said with a laugh.  “Don’t mind him,” he said apologetically, pointing at the younger soldier.  “He’s fresh.  He’ll grow a spine some day.” 
 
        Culann watched Jemas face redden.  The lad was embarrassed.
 
        “We were all fresh at one point,” Culann said, biting back what he really wanted to say.
 
        Jaspers just shrugged.  A quick glance back showed that Jemas was smiling in appreciation.
 
        They continued in silence, the road continuing around a bend ahead.  Now even Jaspers slowed down, take a more cautious approach.  Culann signaled, moving Sheren and Jemas further back, spreading the four men out more.  He stayed near Jaspers, far enough away that the man couldn’t stumble back into him, but close enough to help.
 
        He couldn’t hear anything.  The mountain was silent, almost too silent.  But his instincts were screaming at him.
 
        “Hold,” he said quietly to Jaspers.
 
        The soldier looked back angrily.  He took a step back towards Culann, who stood his ground.
 
        Neither man saw the skeletal hand reaching around the bend in the path.
 
        “Watch out,” Jemas called out.
 
        Culann jumped backwards as the skeleton stepped around the corner.  Jaspers was not as quick.  He turned, stepping back further, but the creature reached out and grabbed him at the shoulder by the tunic.  The soldier panicked, instead of swinging with his mace to dislodge the grip, he reached up with his other hand, grasping at the bony arm.
 
        Culann moved back and forth on the road, looking for an opening.  But Jaspers was fighting with the skeleton, locked in a panic, and also moving back and forth pulling the skeleton with him.  Looking down at its feet, Culann saw the remains of branches and shrubs.  One of the skeletons had managed to work itself free.  Did the other?
 
        “Swing at it ye fool,” Culann yelled.
 
        But Jasper heard none of it.  He pulled at the skeletons arm, trying to rip it off his tunic.  He kept walking backwards, forcing the others to retreat.
 
        Culann stepped towards the edge of the road, looking down the long slope to the trees below.  Shaking his head, wondering at his own stupidity, he put the axes back into the sheathes.  Opening the satchel; he pulled out the wooden rod with the square head.  Cursing, he stepped so he was aligned with the skeleton and Jaspers.  He moved forward, sidestepping up the road.
 
        His angle and standing on the edge let him look further down.  He could see the corpse of trees and it was clear, no other skeletons. 
 
        Thanking the gods for small favors, he moved to the center of the road coming up behind the skeleton.  He held out the wand, watching the jerking motions of the skeleton as Jaspers fought with it.  The creature had a grip on Jaspers arm, forcing the arm away from its own bones, causing the soldier to shout out in pain.  Culann knew the strength the skeletons possessed.
 
        Watching the motion of the skull, he waited.  Finally he had a chance and swung with the wand.  The square head touched the skull and Culann said the activation words.
 
        Lightning spread out from the spot, covering the skeleton.  It spread down the things arms and out onto the hands.  Sparks erupted where the lightning hit the metal of Jasper’s armor.  The skeleton let go and the man feel backwards, landing hard on the road.   They all watched as the blue lightning enveloped the entire skeleton, flared and contracted.  The lightning faded leaving nothing but a pile of dust.
 
        “Ye fool,” Culann shouted, angrily, striding forward and getting into the face of Jaspers who was pushing himself up.  “I had ta waste the last charge on ye.”
 
        He didn’t apologize but Jaspers at least looked sheepish before standing at his full height, staring Culann down.  Trying to regain some of his lost standing and authority.  The soldier looked back at Jemas and Sheren, back at Culann.
 
         “What are we waiting for,” Jaspers said pushing past Culann, heading towards the cemetery.
 
        “You’ve seen a skeleton,” Sheren said.  “You’ve seen how different it is.”
 
        The soldier just kept walking.  Poor Private Jemas looked from the other two to the Sergeant.  He started taking a couple steps after Jaspers.
 
        “He’s right in a way,” Culann said, and it was obvious he wasn’t happy about it.  “We should see the rest.” Shaking his head he followed after the soldier.
 
    
 
        As they neared the trees, Culann moved ahead of the soldier.  Jaspers shot him a look but slowed down, letting the Far Rider take the lead.  Culann heard nothing, saw nothing except a trail of small pieces of leaves and branches.  More evidence that the skeleton had managed to work itself free of the tangling undergrowth.
 
        He held up his hand, telling the others to stop.  They all listened, not moving.  They had been told how the skeletons had been during the night when Culann had been out here.  Two of the undead, trapped, left there by Sheren.   Now possibly one.
 
        Culann adjusted his grip on the hand axes and took a step closer to the trees.  The sun was over the peak, starting to set to the West, and cast the small grouping deeper into shadow.  He thought about throwing a rock, trying to draw the skeleton out, but that could cause others to come.
 
        He took a couple more steps along the road, watching the trees and undergrowth for signs of any movement.  Pausing he studied the deeper shadows around the trees.  Were any oblong or oddly shaped?
 
        Seeing nothing, sensing nothing, he stepped into the shadows of the trees.
 
        Slowly he moved, stopping every couple steps and listening.
 
        Nothing.
 
        He stopped about midway through. This would be where he was the other night, when heard and saw the two skeletons.  He could see the broken branches and undergrowth, on the right, where one had broken free.  The other was nowhere to be seen.  The trees on both sides of the road showed signs of abuse, of where the trapped skeletons had clawed at the trunks or pushed against them in the struggle to free themselves.  Great gashes were ripped into the trunks.
 
        He moved to the left of the road and could see where the skeleton had been.  A path of torn undergrowth led back towards the cemetery.
 
        That answered the question of where it had gone, but where was it now?
 
        And there were four more in the area.
 
        Hearing a noise behind him, he turned and saw Jaspers stepping into the corpse of trees.  The man wasn’t trying to be stealthy, moving loudly.  He at least held the mace in a ready position.
 
        Culann gave the Guard Sergeant a questioning look.
 
        Jaspers ignored him and walked to the far edge of the trees, looking out onto the cemetery.
 
        Following the other man, cursing silently to himself, Culann came to the edge of the trees.  The sun was setting to the west, the mountain in the way, so the cemetery was in shadows but it was still lighter than under the tree covering.  They could see the neatly ordered rows of gravestones filling the space from side to side.  The edge of a crypt was just visible along the mountain’s side.  A couple of trees dotted the landscape. 
 
        But there were no skeletons.
 
        “Where are they,” Jaspers said, too loud for Culann’s liking.  “They said there were six of ‘em.”
 
        “Five now,” Culann said, quietly.
 
        They stood there for awhile, seeing nothing.  Sheren and Jemas crept up behind them, Sheren looking nervously into the woods on either side.  The big miner took a step forward, out from the shadows of the trees.  He moved towards the edge of the plateau, looking down the sheer drop.  Culann also stepped out moving into the middle of the graveyard.
 
        He crouched down, looking at divots and torn up areas of the grass.  It was hard to tell what had been Sheren running through the field or was the passage of skeletons.  He continued through the field, glancing back and seeing Jaspers and Jemas step out, moving along the mountainside.
 
        Culann stood in the middle of the cemetery, looking around.  He could see both ends and there were no more skeletons.  They had vanished.  Disappeared.  Was that the secret?  Wait them out?  Did whatever magic spawned them run out?  He had heard of spells that had limited durations.  Was that what this was?
 
        He looked around at the others.  The soldiers were examining the first crypt’s archway.  The heavy stone door was shut securely and Culann was surprised to see Jemas crouch down and examine the threshold, trying to see if it had been moved recently.  Good instincts on that one, he thought, noticing that Sheren had stopped his explorations on the far edge of the field.
 
        The villager crouched down, head of the sledge against the ground.  His head was bowed.
 
        Walking over, not bothering to be quiet as there was nothing in the area; Culann saw what Sheren was bent over.  The body lay on the ground, part of it hanging over the edge.  There was blood everywhere. It had been torn to shreds, almost unrecognizable.
 
        “Mattias Donalson,” Sheren said, head bowed.  He muttered a quick prayer to Frigg, the goddess of love and family.  He stood up, holding the sledge out for Culann to take.  “I need to bring the body back for a proper burial.”
 
        “Aye,” Culann replied, moving to put the axes in their sheathes when Jaspers loud voice yelled out.
 
        Both men turned towards the sound.  Across the field, along the mountainside, the two soldiers had made it down to the third crypt.  Even from the distance, Culann could see that the stone door was open.  Jaspers was waving his free hand in the air, trying to get their attention.
 
        “That was not open before,” Sheren said.
 
        “He needs ta shut up,” Culann muttered as they walked towards the crypt.
 
        The arch was large; the stone door a single great slab with no markings or detailing aside from the handle.  The arch itself was intricately carved in a variety of designs.  Most had long faded, barely recognizable as anything.  Animals, sun, moon.  The thick door was open about two feet, it had been pushed from the inside judging by the way the ground was moved.
 
        “This is a heavy damn door,” Jaspers said rapping his fist on it.
 
        “Who’s tomb,” Culann asked.
 
        “Hartson,” Sheren answered.  “None are left in the town.  Haven’t been any for near fifty years.”  He stepped back, looking the row of crypts carved into the mountainside over, one end to the other.  “Most of these belong to families that aren’t around.”
 
        “So no one would be using them,” Jaspers stated more than asked.
 
        “Not for a long time,” Sheren replied.
 
        “So the any bodies would have long gone to bone,” Jaspers added, smiling like he had solved the mystery.
 
        “That might explain the where,” Culann said studying the ground around the crypt, how it looked like footsteps in the grass.  “But what is the why Sergeant Jaspers?”
 
        Culann ignored Jaspers angry expression.  He stepped up to the opening, leaning in and listening.  He didn’t hear anything.
 
        “Move,” Jaspers said and the door starting scrapping across the threshold as the man pulled on the handle.
 
        It was a horrible noise, the metal hinges squeaking from non-use, the heavy stone grinding across the stone threshold.  Culann jumped back as the opening became wider.  He glared at Jaspers, angry and annoyed.
 
        “Ye fool,” he said loud enough for all to hear.
 
        Jaspers, with a final grunt, opened the door fully.  Smirking, he stepped in front of the dark opening, staring defiantly back at Culann.
 
        “Not going to learn anything just standing around.”
 
        Shaking his head, Culann stepped up next to the Sergeant.  There wasn’t much that could be seen from the opening.  It looked like the tunnel went fairly deep into the side of the mountain.  There was no noise, nothing to indicate there were animated skeletons in the dark.
 
        “Look,” Private Jemas said.
 
        The young soldier was pointing at the stone door, at the surface that had been inside the tomb.  The inside face of the door was pitted and cracked from age but there were six obviously new deformations to the stone.  The dents, for that is what they were, marks pushed into the stone by force, were at different heights but all had similar shapes.  There was a wide section at the bottom with five thin extensions off the top, like a skeletal hand laid flat and pushing against the door.
 
        “Ye said the tomb hadnae been used fer fifty years,” Culann asked Sheren, reaching out and feeling the depressions.  They were at least an inch deep.
 
        “At least, if not more,” the villager answered.
 
        “So ye are saying this door was shut fer that long?”
 
        “Aye,” Sheren replied, the implications sinking in for the others.
 
        “I donae think these bones belonged ta any Hartsons,” Culann said.  “Bones that old would have been crushed against the door.”
 
        “You’re just guessing Far Rider,” Jaspers said, the last with a sneer.  “Skeletons can’t just appear out of thin air, magic or not.”
 
        Jaspers took a couple steps further into the dark tunnel.
 
        “Private,” he called out, not turning around, his voice echoing down into the crypt.  “Get some sticks or something so we can make a torch.”
 
        “Donae bother,” Culann said.  “I have a light.”
 
        Letting the right axe hang from the leather loop around his wrist, Culann reached into the satchel.  He was feeling around inside the bag for the right wand when something caught his attention.  A noise from out in the cemetery but further down towards the back.  A scrapping sound.
 
        “Hurry up,” Sergeant Jaspers said.
 
        “Shut it,” Culann snapped.
 
        He stepped back outside, moving around the open door so he could look towards the back of the cemetery.  He definitely heard a sound of something scrapping against stone. 
 
        “How many crypts,” he asked Sheren.
 
        “Six,” came the answer as Sheren came up next to Culann.  Wisely, he stayed silent, listening as well.  “I never got a chance to fully check the last,” Sheren added quietly as he heard the noise as well.
 
        Culann stepped out towards the middle of the cemetery, angling towards the back.  His new position gave him a better view of the remaining three crypts.  The fourth and fifth were fine, nothing odd about them.  Solid stone doors, all closed, set into carved arches.  The sixth crypt was different, the door was open.  Not fully, only a couple feet, but wide enough for a body to walk through.
 
        The sound was coming from there.  They could hear it clearly now as it echoed up from the tunnel beyond, coming closer to the opening.  Not just one, but many sounds.  And now the clacking could be heard, drifting out of the open stone door.
 
        “I think we know where the skeletons went,” Culann said to himself.
 
        He watched as an arm emerged from the shadows behind the door.
 
        “We should leave,” he said, louder, turning towards the others at the third crypt.
 
        Jemas and Sheren were looking down the field towards the skeleton that was stepping out from the last crypt.  Jaspers was still inside the tunnel’s entrance looking towards the others.  He took a step out when a noise caught his attention.  Culann watched as the man turned.
 
        “Something’s back there,” the soldier said.
 
        The man took a step deeper into the cave.  It looked like there was a light in the back of the cavern, deeper in the tomb.  Sheren kept his eyes down the field, watching as another skeleton emerged from the shadows of the sixth crypts door, but Jemas turned and watched his superior officer stepped deeper into the shadows.
 
        What is that fool doing, Culann thought running towards them.
 
        “Dagda,” they heard Jaspers curse from in the tunnel and now they could hear the clacking of the skeleton, the bone on bone.
 
        Culann whistled, two quick notes, and lights flared up.  Small wisps of light shot out from around the Far Rider, shooting off in multiple directions but all focused on the mouth of the crypt’s tunnel.  They were multi-colored, blues and greens and reds, and not that bright but they lit up the tunnel enough.
 
        Jaspers was grappling with a skeleton.  The creature was close and the man was doing his best to hold it off.  He started screaming, cursing, as an arm of the skeleton raked at his face with the bony claws.  The lights zoomed all around, never stopping, casting the entire scene in weird colors and shadows.   The mace lay on the ground where Jaspers had dropped it.  He pushed with his hands, trying to keep the stronger skeleton away but it was steadily moving the man backwards.
 
        “Help,” Jaspers yelled.
 
        “Get ready ta close the door,” Culann yelled.
 
        Jemas just stood there, stunned and scared, but Sheren reacted.  He grabbed the Private, pulling him out of the way.  Culann hummed, the pitch and volume changing, and then gave a sharp whistle.  He never stopped moving, passing the door and letting his axes hang from the loops.  He grabbed Jaspers by the cloak’s edge just as a black fog grew from the ground at the skeleton’s feet.  It floated up a couple of inches and then dropped, solidifying and turning into a black liquid.
 
        “Push,” Culann ordered and pulled hard on Jaspers cloak.
 
        Jaspers managed to weakly push at the skeleton, enough to cause it to stumble back a step.  The creature’s foot came down on the liquid and slid upwards.  The skeleton fell backwards in a clatter of bones, slipping on the magical grease.
 
        The soldier fell as well by the force of Culann’s pull.  He landed hard, crying out in pain as Culann dragged him back towards the light, the open mouth of the tunnel.
 
        “Close it,” Culann ordered, pulling the heavy soldier who had enough wits left to dig in his feet and start pushing backwards.
 
        Together they managed to get Jaspers beyond the swing of the door.  Culann looked towards the heavy stone, which was now moving, and was glad to see Private Jemas alongside Sheren pushing the door closed.  Sheren was doing most of the work.
 
        Culann looked down at Jaspers, who lay on the ground breathing hard and coughing.  The man’s face was a mess.  The skeleton’s bony fingers, as sharp as claws, had taken the man’s right eye and dug deep cuts into that side of his face.  He was bleeding badly.
 
        “Gods damn,” Sheren yelled out.
 
        Culann looked up, saw the heavy stone door almost closed and also saw the skeletal hand sticking out from the opening.  The fingers were grasping at air, closing and opening.  Sheren pushed harder, grunting with the effort.  But the door would not budge.
 
        Humming a tune Culann placed his hand, palm down, about an inch from Jaspers face.  A white glow enveloped the hand and spread down onto Jaspers.  The man was writhing in pain, head moving back and forth, blood flowing from multiple wounds, but as the white light hit him he calmed.  Peace seemed to settle over Jaspers as he fell unconscious. 
 
        But the soldier was still bleeding.
 
        “Leave it,” Culann shouted.  “We have ta go.”
 
        Sheren gave one last mighty push and the two men stepped back from the door.  Jemas leaned down and grabbed Jaspers mace.    Culann pointed Sheren to Jaspers head.
 
        “We have ta carry him,” the Far Rider said moving towards the feet.
 
        Sheren held his sledge hammer, not wanting to let the weapon go, but not sure what to do with it.
 
        “Let me,” Culann said taking the weapon.
 
        Sheren watched in amazement as Culann took the almost three feet long sledge and slipped it into the satchel he wore.  The weapon’s head disappeared into the bag.  Which was surprising because the head was wider than the bag.  The hammer’s shaft slid in, following the head.  The bag looked to be only a foot deep and empty, but the long weapon was going inside.
 
        “Pick him up,” Culann said closing and clasping the bag, drawing Sheren’s attention back to the present.
 
        The big miner nodded, reaching down and grabbing Jaspers under the shoulders.   Culann grabbed a leg under each arm, both men bending down.
 
        “Lift,” Culann ordered and the two stood up, holding the wounded and bleeding Jaspers between them.
 
        “They’re coming,” Jemas said pointing down the field with one of the maces.
 
        Looking over his shoulder as they slowly carried the still bleeding Jaspers, Culann saw two skeletons coming towards them from the last crypt.  A scrapping noise, stone on stone, and he knew that the other was pushing the third crypt’s door fully open.
 
        They moved forward, slowly, steadily towards the trees but could hear the approach of the skeletons led by the dreadful clacking of the jaws.  It was a race and one that Culann knew they would lose.  They were too slow, having to carry Jaspers and the man was not light.  But they couldn’t just leave him, not well he was still alive.
 
        “Jemas,” Culann said getting the young man’s attention.  He had been behind them, facing the skeletons, a mace in both hands.  “Take him,” Culann told the soldier.
 
        Private Jemas looked at the two maces, back at Culann, at the skeletons.  He was confused, overwhelmed.  Staring at the maces, he let them drop, rushing over to take Jaspers from Culann.  First one leg, passing from one man to the other, and then the other.  Jaspers dropped and Sheren grunted at the shift.  Jemas struggled but got his feet under him, lifting the wounded man up again.  He wasn’t as strong as Culann.
 
        “Go,” Culann ordered.
 
        He bent down and picked up the two maces, twirling them in his hands to get used to the weight.  They were definitely not his weapon of choice, but he still knew how to use them.
 
        The first skeleton was within ten feet, two more only ten feet behind.
 
        “I donnae even like the man,” Culann muttered to himself moving forward and swinging the mace in his right hand.
 
        The weapon connected with the head of the skeleton, staggering it.  There was no damage, nothing visible, but the skeleton did take a step backwards.  Culann kept it up, swinging with the left and connecting, staggering the skeleton another step back.  Again with the right, followed by the left.  Constant hits keeping the undead creature off balance.
 
        Another swing with the right, a strong and wild one, almost spinning the skeleton around.  Culann swung low with the left, taking the legs out.  The skeleton toppled to the ground, falling backwards.  He wanted to keep bashing at it, but the other two were closer now.
 
        Glancing behind his shoulder he saw that Sheren and Jemas were entering the tree canopy.  Still not enough distance.  The skeletons would catch up before they were even halfway to the village and its relative safety.
 
        The clacking of the other two was louder.  The first was rolling around on the ground, struggling to get up.  Culann looked around him, searching for anything he could use.  Even with the two maces, without magic the skeletons would overwhelm him.  He had to stop them somehow, or at least slow them down.
 
        He shifted to the right, away from the skeleton on the ground and further away from the road through the trees.  The two skeletons, jaws clacking constantly, turned towards him following the noise of his movements.  Or his life energy.  Or something.   He had no idea how the skeletons tracked him.
 
        The two creatures were closer, arms outstretched and fingers grabbing.
 
        “Come on then,” Culann said to the two undead.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER TEN
 
    
 
        Sheren Tobiason grunted with the effort.
 
        The old soldier, Jaspers, was heavy.  A dead weight, though the man was still alive but barely breathing.  It wasn’t just the armor, the man was solid.  Private Jemas, who couldn’t have been more then seventeen or eighteen, maybe twenty at the most, was trying but the young man just wasn’t strong enough.  It was all falling on Sheren.
 
        And he was approaching his limits.
 
        He shook his head, gritting his teeth, and walked backwards.
 
        The second time in as many days that he was carrying a body back to the village from the cemetery.
 
        Jaspers hung at an angle.  Sheren carrying him high, Jemas barely holding the wounded man’s feet.   Luckily Hawkfall had done something to Jaspers, some bit of magic that had put the man to sleep.  He would have been screaming in pain constantly if he had been awake for this.
 
        And they had just barely made it into the small forest along the road.  It was still a long walk back to the village itself.
 
        “I’m sorry sir,” Jemas said quietly and Sheren didn’t know if he was talking to the Sergeant or him.
 
    
 
        Culann waited, watching as the two skeletons came closer. They moved quickly for being nothing but bones.  No muscles, no blood.  Just bones.  They were staggered, one three feet or so behind the other, but almost in line.
 
        Perfect, he thought smiling.
 
        “Good thing ye things are dumb,” he said swinging with the left mace.
 
        He aimed wide, not wanting to connect, but testing the skeleton.  Whatever gave it life didn’t give it any intelligence.  The thing did not even try to get out of the way.   Adjusting his feet and grip on the two maces, Culann started swinging them back and forth, opposite from each other and over each other.  The left swung to the right as the right swung to the left, the right mace over the left about a foot.  Culann took a step forward.
 
        From his first swing, he knew the skeleton would not try to get out of the way.  It was single minded, to get to him and to kill him.  With the maces swinging in wide arcs he advanced on the creature.  The higher right mace, on its return swing to the right, perfectly lined up, drove the two arms of the skeleton out of the way.  Culann adjusted the speed of the swing on the left mace and took a quick step forward.
 
        The backswing of the mace caught the skeleton in the side, the right mace turned at an angle that kept the arms moving to the right.  The body moved to the left, the arms to the right, and the skeleton went off balance.
 
        Pulling both maces back, Culann kicked out with his right.
 
        The leather boot caught the skeleton in the chest and pushed the creature backwards.
 
        It fell, toppling straight back and into the other one.
 
        The second skeletons hands, with the bony claws, grabbed onto the one that fell into it.  It grabbed and clawed at the first as the momentum carried them both to the ground.  The two fell with a clatter of bones and clacking of jaw.  They rolled as each tried to grab at the other.
 
        Shaking his head, Culann turned and ran after Sheren and Jemas as now all three skeletons rolled around on the ground, two fighting with each other and one just trying to get up.
 
    
 
        They were halfway through the corpse of trees when Culann caught up, the sound of the skeletons barely audible.   The two men were struggling.  Hauling a body like they were was awkward, especially with the size and strength differences between the two men.
 
        “Let me lad,” Culann said taking a leg from Jemas.
 
        The young Private looked like he was about to protest but relented.  He was sweating and was visibly relieved to take the maces back and let Culann take Jaspers limp body.   The pace quickened now that Culann was helping carry the Sergeant.
 
        “The skeletons,” Sheren asked, breathing hard.
 
        “Distracted,” Culann replied.  “But nae fer long.”
 
        Sheren looked over his shoulder, down the road.  He knew how far a walk it was from the cemetery to the village.  He had made it carrying the body of Timon Mackel but that had been on full strength, not after a day of fighting magical skeletons.  And that had been without pursuit.  He didn’t want to have such thoughts but reality was setting in.  Maybe if they could stop and built a liter, but he knew it was foolish. He could hear the sounds of the skeletons coming from the cemetery; reminding him that time was something they did not have.
 
        He looked down at the barely breathing Jaspers, the blood still dripping from his many wounds.  He could feel the Far Rider’s eyes on him.  Sheren looked up, seeing Culann watch him.  The man gave a small shake of the head.  Not yet, the motion and the look in the eyes said.  Not yet.
 
        Gritting his teeth, he adjusted his grip, and was relieved and a little guilty. The decision would not have to be his.
 
        “Jemas,” Culann said to the Private who was walking alongside and constantly looking back towards the sound of the skeletons.  “Run ahead and get help.”
 
        The young man looked at Sheren and Culann, at the burden they were carrying.  He wanted to stay, to protect them, but he also wanted to run and hide.  He was scared.
 
        “Do it lad,” Sheren said.
 
        Jemas nodded.  He knew what the two men were thinking.  If the skeletons came, they would have to leave Jaspers behind, alive or not, and save themselves.  It was practical.  It was the right thing to do.  It didn’t make it easier.  It hit Jemas then, that they were sending him away so he would not be part of that decision if it came to it.
 
        He made to hand the maces over to Culann and then realized what he was doing.  He held them awkwardly, not sure what to do.
 
        “Keep them,” Culann said.  “Give them ta whoever comes.”
 
        Nodding, Jemas took off down the road at a run.
 
        “Poor lad,” Sheren said once he knew Jemas was out of hearing.  “He should never have come here.”
 
        “Aye,” Culann replied.
 
    
 
        Jemas ran.
 
        He had run during training to be a Kings Guard.  He had grown up running on his family’s farm.  The fourth son, he never would have inherited the farm or found a good wife in their village where the boys already outnumbered the girls, so he had decided to become a soldier.  The training had been hard.  He had taken to it well, learning to use a sword and ride a horse.  And the first couple months was easy, the work easier than anything he had done on the farm.
 
        Until now.
 
        He was not ready for this.  
 
        He had known that someday he would have to fight, but he thought it would be bandits or a foreign army, and in a way even looking forward to it.  Maybe even the army of the Romus Empire.  It was said that the Roma were looking to come across the Divide into the Centerlands.  He could imagine himself distinguishing himself on the battlefield, getting promotion after promotion and soon becoming a General and catching the eye of some noble’s second or third daughter.
 
        He had found, now that he was done his training and been assigned, that soldiering was not what he had thought.  The path to being a General was a long and hard one.  Sergeant Jaspers had been just that, a Sergeant, for a couple decades now.  There was little room for true advancement and the glories that he envisioned coming with the job were few and far between.  Being a soldier, at least so far, had been boring.  Lots of time spent standing in front of doors and gates. Lots of time spent standing on castle walls.  Very little in the way of action.  No grand battles.  Some farmers acting up and threatening was the most he had encountered.  And they quickly backed down once a squad of soldiers rode into view.
 
        This was not what he thought he would face his first time in action.  Not in his wildest imagination.
 
        It wasn’t anything like he had thought.  It wasn’t heroic.  It wasn’t brave or noble.  It was nothing but scary moment after scary moment.  And he hadn’t done anything yet.  Just the sight of the walking skeletons scared him more than he thought anything could.  They terrified him.
 
        All his training was forgotten.
 
        He felt useless.  Useless and afraid.  And embarrassed.
 
        The Far Rider, Culann Hawkfall, knew what to do and didn’t let fear freeze him.  Even the miner, Sheren Tobiason, was handling it better then he was.  He was a trained soldier.  The other man was just a simple village miner.
 
        Even this, running to get help, made Jemas feel shame.
 
        He should have stayed.  He should have fought.
 
        He couldn’t even help carry the wounded Sergeant Jaspers.
 
        The two maces swung up and down as he ran; the weight heavy in his hands, but he held on.  He had a job, a task he had been given.
 
        He rounded the last bend in the wood and could see the wagon ahead.   There were six men on the other side; shovels, axes and hammers in hand.  They spotted the running Jemas and started yelling, gesturing.  Jemas couldn’t hear a word they were saying. 
 
        “Help,” he yelled but it came out quieter then he had intended.
 
        He started coughing, stumbling as his steps went off balance.  He almost fell but caught himself, remaining upright.
 
        He came to a stop at the wagon, dropping the maces and bending over.  He coughed, trying to catch his breath.  His armor, well normally not light was unbearably heavy.
 
        “Help,” he started to say.  “Back there,” he continued, coughing between words and breaths.  He gestured wildly behind him.
 
        “What are you saying,” someone asked.
 
        “Get Hesh,” another said.
 
        Jemas took a deep breath and another.  He closed his eyes and took another breath, steadying himself. 
 
        “They need help,” he managed to get out.
 
        The six men, ranging in age from Jemas’ own to gray, looked at each other.  None of them seemed in a hurry to move.   The young soldier just looked at them.  What were they doing?  Why weren’t they moving?
 
        “They need a litter,” he said.  “Jaspers is wounded.”
 
        Still no one moved except one turned and ran back to the village.
 
        “There are skeletons chasing them,” Jemas added as a coughing fit overtook him.
 
        He looked down at the maces he had dropped.  He couldn’t blame these men.  He had done the same hadn’t he?  He had froze when faced with the danger, the fear sapping his strength and reason.  These were miners, farmers, villagers.  They weren’t soldiers.  They weren’t trained or prepared to deal with threats like this.
 
        No one was.
 
        He couldn’t get mad at them.  He was them.
 
        Or had been.
 
        Something deep down changed.  It was like a wall being removed.  He was still him, still Private Tern Jemas, but he was something else.  He remembered one of his instructors talking to the recruits about moments like this.  The instructor had said that ever soldier, every man, would face a moment when they thought they would run or give up but something deep inside would break and they would stand up and face their fears, face the danger, and rush head long into it.  For some it was wanting to protect their families.  For others it was not wanting to be seen as a coward.  For some it was as simple as not wanting to die.  Whatever the reason, it happened.
 
        He straightened up, watching the men on the other side of the wagon.  They stared back at the soldier, hands holding the assortment of tools turned into weapons.  They were nervous, scared.
 
        Jemas was scared too.  Terrified.  But he knew what he had to do.  He would not let fear take him again.
 
        “You,” he said taking a commanding tone.  “Go and get a litter.  There is a wounded man that needs to be carried.  You four are coming with me, leave your weapons.  You’ll need to carry the wounded.”
 
        He bent down and picked up the two maces, turning and moving back down the roads towards the cemetery.  He didn’t hear any footsteps coming towards him or any moving away.  He stopped looked over his shoulder.
 
        “Now,” he ordered in a tone that none could refuse.
 
        The five men looked at each other and back at Jemas.  The one that had been singled out ran back into the village.  The others all dropped their tools and stepped around the wagon, running to catch up with Jemas who had turned and was now sprinting back up the road.
 
    
 
        “Stop,” Culann Hawkfall said.
 
        Sheren was grateful for the break.  They had not gone far.  It was slow, carrying the armored body of Jaspers, and trying to keep it as smooth as possible.  The man was still bleeding some and any major jarring could rip open the scabs over his many wounds.
 
        “Set him down,” Culann said.  “Gently,” he added as the two men worked together and laid the wounded soldier on the ground.
 
        Jaspers moaned in the magical sleep he was under.
 
        Culann turned around, facing the stand of trees that was not as far away as he had hoped.  He could see shadows moving, the skeletons coming closer.  Looking around he figured this was as good a spot as any.  The road was still wider then he would have wished, but this was the thinnest part.  The mountain was on one side and a steep drop to the forest below on the other.
 
        “How is he,” Culann asked.
 
        Sheren knelt down next to the wounded man, watching Jaspers chest rise and fall slowly.  The soldier seemed to be breathing fine.  A little ragged, but he was breathing. 
 
        “Stable,” the miner said standing back up.
 
        The skeletons stepped out of the trees.  Three of them, all dirty from having rolled around on the ground.  Two of them bore visible wounds.  The two that had been pushed together.  The skeletons were tough to normal means but apparently were not as strong against each other. 
 
        “Ye kin go ta the village,” Culann said.  “I will hold them here.”
 
        “No,” Sheren said coming to stand next to the Far Rider.  “I’ll stand with you.”
 
        He held out his hand.
 
        Culann reached into the satchel at his side and pulled out the sledge, somehow bringing the large weapon out of the small bag.  He handed it to Sheren.
 
        “When we get back ta Minoda,” Culann started optimistically, even though both knew it might be false. “I think I have a way ta strengthen that fer ye.”
 
        “That would be nice,” Sheren said.
 
        He looked at the sledge hammer.  He remembered the day it had been forged.  It had been a companion for many years now, always with him as he worked.   He had never really appreciated the craftsmanship until now.  It was an exceptionally well made sledge hammer.  He hefted the familiar weight, as known to him as his family.
 
       “It’s funny,” he said staring at the tool.  “I’ve used this almost daily for so many years.  I never saw it as more than a tool. An extension of myself, helping to do the job.  But now.  I’ve used it as a weapon and it feels as familiar as it did when I used it to mine.”
 
        “A weapon is a tool,” Culann replied.  “A warrior wants that familiarity.  He wants ta be one wit’ his weapons.  That is how they save his life.  The weapon is an extension o’ the fighter.  He needs ta move it as if he was moving his own arm, nae hesitation, nae disconnect.  Ye are using that sledge as ye always have.  Just the target has changed.”
 
        Sheren watched as Culann fished around in the satchel, the man’s arm disappearing inside the bag.  The big miner shook his head, amazed at the magic the bag must have possessed.  How much space was inside of it?  What else did the Far Rider have in it?
 
        “Found it,” Culann exclaimed and started pulling out a long quarter staff.
 
        The weapon, made from one piece of wood, was longer then Culann who was a tall man.  It was about an inch in diameter and made from a dark wood.  It was smoothly polished, the sun glinting off it.  The tips were rounded and smoothed.
 
        “I’m nae all that good wit’ this,” Culann admitted taking a step forward.  He held it in both hands and set it twirling in a circle.  The staff made a whistling noise as it cut through the air.  “Ye should see Kat, another Far Rider.  She is a wonder wit’ a staff.”
 
        He spun it around and snapped the staff forward, the wood sliding through his hands straight out.  He grabbed it at the end and held it level in front of him.
 
        “But I kin hold me own.”
 
        They heard running behind them and turned.
 
        Private Jemas, maces still in hand, was running towards them from the village.  Behind him, coming slower but still coming, were four villagers.  The young soldier came to a stop, breathing heavy.  He looked down at Jaspers and then up at Culann.
 
        “He’s still alive,” Culann answered.  “Good job,” he added nodding to the four villagers.
 
        Jemas smiled and stepped around Jaspers unconscious body.  He took up position between Culann and the mountain side, with Sheren on the other side.
 
        “Take him back to Minoda,” Sheren told the villagers.
 
        The four men moved around the soldier.  One at each shoulder and one at each leg.  Together the four men lifted the wounded soldier and started carrying him back towards the village.  The four of them, miners and strong men all, were making better time.
 
        “How long did ye say it took ta destroy one,” Culann asked Sheren.
 
        “Over an hour of continuous pounding,” the man replied.
 
        “Loki’s Hand,” Culann cursed.  He sighed, watching the three undead creatures move closer.  “We kinnae let a single one by or those five are dead and more in the village.”
 
        Sheren nodded.  Jemas swallowed, fighting down the fear that was threatening.
 
        “I will occupy two o’ them.  Ye will need ta destroy the one,” Culann said taking a couple steps forward.  “Donae worry about completely destroying it,” he added.  “Just enough ta make it harmless.”
 
        “I understand,” Sheren replied.
 
        “Yessir,” Private Jemas said.
 
        Culann took another step forward, holding the staff level between him with two hands.  He watched the movements of the skeletons.  The two damaged were lagging behind by ten feet or so.  Those would be his targets.  He glanced at the forest below the cliff at the road’s edge.  He could knock all three down to the bottom but he doubted that would destroy the creatures and it meant they would have to deal with them eventually.  No, best to end it here and now.
 
        “Get ready,” he said, not looking back.
 
        The first skeleton was only feet away and Culann took a step towards the mountain side.
 
        He watched as the creature turned towards him, changing its path.  Culann stabbed out with the staff, the weapon giving him added length.  He hit the skeleton in the chest and pushed, causing the thing to stumble.  The skeleton grasped at the weapon but had a hard time grabbing onto the small diameter of the wood.
 
        Culann pushed again, walking forward and using his angle to turn the skeleton.  It stumbled to the side, off balance, fighting to get at Culann.  He glanced at the other two which had turned and were angling for him.
 
        “Ready,” he asked looking at Sheren.
 
        The big miner nodding, tightening the grip on his hammer.  Next to him, Jemas had dropped one of the maces, holding tightly to the other.
 
        Culann took a step forward, pushing the skeleton back.  It tried to walk forward but could not.  Its momentum kept it leaning towards Culann and the man pulled the staff back quickly.  The skeleton stumbled forward but before it could fall, Culann pushed back with the staff hard.
 
        The blow to the chest pushed the off balance skeleton back a couple steps.  It leaned back, starting to fall over but tried to steady itself.  It didn’t have a chance.
 
        Holding onto the end of the staff, taking a couple quick steps forward, Culann swung the long weapon low.  There was a loud smack as the wood struck the lower leg of the skeleton, taking it out and causing the creature to fall.
 
        It hit the ground with a clatter of bones and tried to push it up.  It got an arm under it but fell again as the arm was kicked away.  A heavy sledge slammed against the skeletons skull, the noise echoing through the mountains.
 
                 
 
        Culann, still holding the end, forced his momentum to change.  He stopped the arc of the swing and reversed it, bringing the weapon back around.  He pivoted on his foot, turning and whipping the staff behind him.  He now faced the stand of trees and the two skeletons.
 
        The swing of the staff connected with the side of one, causing it to stumble into the other.  Both quickly righted themselves, arms waving towards Culann. 
 
        He jabbed out with the staff.  First hitting one and then the other.  Back and forth he went.  Jabbing one.  Jabbing the other.  Each push with the staff forcing the skeleton to take a step back.   All he was accomplishing was delaying them.  Eventually he would tire or stumble and the skeletons were too close for such a mistake.  They were too close for an attack, not with a weapon like the staff and not in his unskilled hands.  He was decent with the weapon, but not good enough in this situation.
 
        Back he pushed, keeping the skeletons from moving forward.
 
    
 
        Sheren swung with the hammer hitting the shoulder joint.  The impact echoed but the skeleton showed no damage.  Jemas swung with the mace, hitting the knee.  Again the impact could be heard but no damage was visible.
 
        The angle was wrong, Sheren thought, the skeleton too low to the ground.  They had to bend and could not give it their full strength.  He remembered the first skeleton, the first night, and how long he had swung at the trapped thing.  It had taken a long time but eventually the skeleton had been destroyed.  He knew this one would be too.
 
        But it wasn’t netted or trapped.  It could still move and tried to.
 
        The skeleton kept trying to move, reaching up with its arms.
 
        The claw-like fingers grasped at nothing, both men taking positions where the creature could not reach them.  But the thing’s movements made it difficult to keep hitting in the same spot.  Some of the attacks hit ground and not bone.
 
        It kept rolling and thrashing.
 
        Sheren kept swinging.
 
    
 
        Culann jabbed out with the staff, pushing the skeleton back another step.
 
        Pulling the weapon back, he changed the angle and jabbed out again.  The second skeleton stumbled, nearly tripping over.  That gave Culann a new idea.
 
        He took a step back, grabbed the staff about half way down its length and waited.  The two skeletons mindlessly stepped forward, not thinking why the weapon wasn’t still jabbing at them.  One step, two steps.  Culann swung the staff back and snapped it forward.
 
        He let it slide through his closed hand, grabbing it at the end tightly, and swung it through an arc.  He wasn’t aiming for the chests, he was aiming lower.
 
        The weapon hit the first skeleton in the knees, toppling the thing over, pushing it into the other.  The swing continued and hit the second skeleton in the knees as well.  Bones clattered as the two undead collapsed on top of one another.
 
        Culann moved to the side and prodded with the staff, jabbing at the two, getting them to grab at it but ending up grabbing at each other.
 
        “Ye are stupid things,” he said to the two skeletons.  “Thankfully,” he added but quieter.
 
        He had to adjust his thinking on the skeletons.  They were animated dead, and like most of what was called the undead, they were unthinking.  These weren’t capable of learning.  The same trick had worked twice.  They were incredibly strong and dense.  Tough but stupid.  No,not just stupid, tough but completely mindless.
 
        They reacted to noise and tried to destroy anything they came in contact with.
 
        Something bothered him about the skeletons movements.  He tried to reason it out as he poked at the two on the ground, keeping them occupied with each other.  The skeletons reacted.  There didn’t seem to be a direction to their movements, just going after whatever got their attention.  No direction, no command.  Was there a necromancer involved?  That seemed unlikely.  The evidence and behavior didn’t point that direction.
 
        If there was a necromancer, why hadn’t the village been attacked already?
 
        Under the control of a spell, the skeletons would do more than just react.
 
        It was like these were just created and let loose.
 
        The sound of a sharp crack caught his attention.   He looked over his shoulder, watching as Sheren kicked a skeletal arm further down the road.  The arm rolled and skidded across the dirt surface, kicking up little rocks and dust.  It came to a stop and laid there, the fingers twitching and grabbing at nothing.
 
        Another crack and Private Jemas pulled a leg away at the knee.  He held it up, watching the foot moving.  The foot starting kicking up and down, shaking, and Jemas threw it over the edge of the cliff.
 
        The two men returned to smashing at the skeleton, breaking pieces off one at a time.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER ELEVEN
 
    
 
        Davey Tobiason stood at the edge of the cliff, where the wagon pushed across the road left space to get around, staring down the road towards the cemetery.  The sun was setting and he should have been at home eating dinner with his parents.  But Ma was home, no food made, sitting at the table weak with worry.  A couple of the neighbors, other wives, were with her.  They were comforting Ma and annoying Davey.
 
        Which is why he was here.
 
        His Da was still out there.
 
        With the Far Rider and the soldier.
 
        The four villagers had come back with the wounded older soldier hours ago.
 
        Others had wanted to go out and see where Sheren and the others were.  Davey had been here when a group had started to organize.  But it had been Councilor Hesh, a man he knew his father did not like, that had told the men to stay.  Had told them to not risk themselves.  Either Sheren and the others would return, or they would not.
 
        Davey could understand why his Da did not like Hesh.  Not many in the village did.
 
        There was no way that Sheren Tobiason would not have gone out searching.
 
        And so Davey had stayed here, watching and waiting.
 
        The men on guard duty left him alone.  They had tried to send him home, but only after threatening to run down the road to find his Da did they give up and let him stay.  One of the wives from the village brought dinner, soup and bread, for the men and made sure to bring a bowl for Davey.  She also mentioned how his mom needed him home, but didn’t try to force him.
 
        He felt guilty.  He knew he should be with his mother, but the house was full of people that were there for his mother.  He needed to be here for his father.
 
    
 
        The three men walked slowly down the road.  They were tired, weary.   Sheren, somehow after everything he had been through the last couple days, was doing better than the other two.  Working the mines every day built up stamina and reserves of strength.  But he was starting to show fatigue.
 
        They had managed to destroy all three skeletons, but it had taken a long time.  Private Jemas and Sheren constantly hammering away at one, well Culann occupied the others.  The road behind them was littered with skeleton parts.  Some still seemingly alive and moving.  Arms and fingers had tried grabbing at them as they had walked past.
 
        Culann leaned on the staff, using it as a walking stick.  He was exhausted, mentally and physically.  It had been a long time since he had had to expend so much magical energy.  He was already thinking of what he would need to do.  Still no closer to understanding where this threat was coming from, it was time to arm the villagers so they could defend themselves.
 
        But that would require rest and plenty of it.
 
        There were rare times in his life that he wished he had spent more time studying, learning to really use the magic that he was capable of.  This was one of those times.  He managed to get by with what he had, not relying on the spells that he knew or could learn.  It wasn’t that he didn’t trust magic; he did, as he used it with his weapons all the time.  He just didn’t like casting the magic himself, using his body’s own energy reserves to power the spells.  Items, objects; those he liked to use.  Casting spells, not at all.
 
        Although, he thought, not having to use an instrument to cast the spells did have its advantages.
 
        The sun was setting, bright red in the sky to the West, casting shadows along the road.
 
        They turned the last bend in the road and could see the wagon blocking the path.
 
        They could also see a person running towards them.
 
    
 
        Sheren braced himself as his son ran into him, hugging him tight.
 
        “Whoa lad,” Sheren said with a weary smile.  “I’m okay.”
 
        He smiled as the boy peeled himself off, standing up straight and looking a little embarrassed.
 
        “Ma is worried sick about you,” Davey said.
 
        “I’m sure she is,” Sheren responded.   “Your Ma is good at that.”
 
        Culann watched the two, father and son.  The bond between them was evident, the love.  He thought back to his own father and how they had been together.  There had been a bond, true, but not of love or family or even duty or honor.  The bond between father and son for Culann had been one of responsibility and privilege.
 
        It had never even been father and son.  Father and heir was more like it.
 
        Watching them, Culann had to wonder how his life would be now if he had stayed.  He would have sacrificed personal freedom for responsibility and not a responsibility that he wanted.
 
        He was much happier now, he knew.  No matter what, that was not the place for him.
 
        He locked the thoughts away, concentrating on the here and now.
 
        Looking back he saw Private Jemas lagging behind, stifling a yawn.
 
        “It’s late,” Culann said to Sheren.  “We need food and I need a place ta rest ta get me magic back.”
 
        The miner nodded.  “The tavern has some rooms.”
 
        The three men and young boy walked into the village proper, houses starting to crowd in on the side of the main road.  Smaller roads, lanes, led off the main route, leading to the fronts of the many small homes of the villagers.  Minoda was an organized town, laid out in an easy pattern to follow, the small homes close together but each family having a small fenced in plot of land for a garden behind the house.
 
        More people started to appear as they approached the village square, gathering around the central stage.   Hesh and the other councilors were already there, standing on the stage, with Hesh waving his hands to quiet the crowed.
 
        “Sheren,” a voice called out and Culann saw a woman racing towards them.
 
        He slowed his walk, holding a hand out to halt Private Jemas, as Sheren’s wife enveloped him in a huge hug.  She was a pretty woman, that stood out even dressed simply like she was.  She started talking rapidly to both him and Davey.  Culann led the young soldier away, leaving them to their private moment.  Jemas followed him as they walked to the stage, the small crowd parting to allow them access.
 
        “What happened,” Hesh called out from the top of the stage.
 
        “How is Sergeant Jaspers,” Culann asked, ignoring the man.
 
        “He should live,” a woman said from the front row of villagers.  “He lost a lot of blood but is resting comfortably.”
 
        “Can I check on him,” Private Jemas asked.
 
        “Of course,” the woman said sympathically leading Jemas towards one of the buildings on the edge of the square.
 
        “Well,” Hesh said once more.  “Are you going to…,” he started but didn’t get the chance to finish.
 
        “We’ll wait fer Sheren,” Culann interrupted the man.
 
        Hesh looked like he wanted to speak, but he glanced around at the others and saw them all looking towards Sheren, waiting on the big miner.   The councilor settled down, not happy.
 
        Sheren felt the eyes on him, turned and saw the attention.  He grimaced and looked like he wanted to say something but his wife, Mary, prodded at him as she held onto Davey not letting the boy follow.  Sheren, with one last glance back at his family, walked towards the stage.
 
        “What happened,” Hesh asked as the miner mounted the steps alongside Culann.
 
        “Jaspers,” Sheren asked.
 
        “Resting but will live,” Culann answered.
 
        Sheren stood on the stage, looking at the councilors around him and turned to face the crowd of villagers.  The low murmuring of dozens of conversations faded away as all eyes turned to face him.
 
        “There were skeletons in the crypts,” he stated, voice carrying out over the crowd.  Questions started to come from the villagers, voices rising.  “They’re destroyed,” he added using his hands to silence the crowd.  “That’s what took so long.”
 
        A wave of relief washed over the crowd.  From where he stood, Culann could see the villagers visibly relaxing.
 
        “Hold on,” Sheren said, his voice rising above the villager’s excited talking.  “We still don’t know what is causing this or where they are coming from.  We need to be on guard.  Every able bodied man and boy over eighteen will be on watch shifts.  We will have watch posted at the road to the cemetery as well as to the mines.”
 
        Now grumblings came from the villagers.
 
        “What about the mines?,” one yelled out.
 
        “The mines need to remain closed for now,” Sheren replied to the angry shouting.
 
        He watched the crowd, letting them vent their anger and shock.  He knew it was fear behind the shouts.  The shouts and mutterings slowed down, quieting and finally ceased.  All eyes were back on Sheren again.
 
        “What about him,” a voice said from the stage. 
 
        Hesh stepped forward, pointing at Culann.
 
        “He said he was going to help us, what has he done,” the man asked, it was Hesh.
 
        “Besides save the lives of Hutch, myself and my son,” Sheren asked angrily.  He moved right in front of the shorter Hesh, looking down at the man. “Don’t be more of a fool then you already are.”
 
        “He wasn’t named in the guard rotation,” Hesh said weakly, stepping back.  He had a cornered, scared, look in his eyes.
 
        “Master Hawkfall needs to rest,” Sheren said giving Hesh one last glare before returning his attention to the villagers.  “He used up all his magic helping us and needs rest.  Without him there would have been six or more of those skeletons attacking us.”
 
        He paused, visibly angry.  Taking a deep breath, letting it out, Sheren calmed himself.
 
        “Everyone line up along the side of the stage,” he said pointing to a side.  “We’ll start assigning watches.”  He moved over to the side, watching the villagers starting to line up.   There were a couple of teens, as well as a couple of men, that were hesitant at first but angry looks from the others caused them to line up.  “That includes all of you as well,” Sheren said to Hesh and the other councilors who had stayed still on the stage.
 
        The men all looked at each other, at Hesh and then at Sheren.  The large miner gave them all a flat stare and without having to say anything else, the men moved off the stage and lined up with the other villagers.  Their friends and neighbors.  Sheren just shook his head, telling one of the younger boys to run and fetch a quill and paper.
 
        Culann watched for a couple minutes, wondering if he was the only one watching the dynamic of the town shift.  He glanced over to where Sheren’s wife, Mary, stood with some of the other village women.  From the way she stood, the way she looked at her husband, Culann realized she was seeing it as well and was proud.
 
        Smiling, knowing things were well in hand, he moved off towards the tavern to grab a meal and some rest.
 
    
 
        Culann walked down into the tavern’s common room, the early morning sun shining in through the windows.  He felt like he hadn’t slept at all.  The room had been decent, good sized and with a comfortable bed. It was obvious that it didn’t get used much; there had been a faint musty odor that had not had enough time to go away before he lay down for the night.  It hadn’t mattered.  He had been so tired that he had fallen asleep as soon as his head had hit the pillow.
 
    
 
        Normally, when traveling, he was up with the dawn.  But exhaustion and being in a comfortable bed had allowed him another hour or so of much needed sleep.
 
        He came into a crowded common room.  All the tables were full as was the bar, all men and a couple of older boys.  Murphy, the tavern keeper was running from table to table, handing out food and collecting dishes and mugs.  A couple women were assisting him.   Most of the men sitting down looked tired but some looked like they had just woken up.
 
        Murphy caught sight of Culann and motioned him towards the bar.
 
        “Here now Tafford,” the man said to another sitting at the end of the counter.  “Let Master Hawkfall have the seat.”
 
        The man called Tafford turned around on the stool, noticed Culann by the stairs and stood up. He nodded to the stool as Murphy picked up the man’s plate and utensils.
 
        “You can have my seat sir,” Tafford said.  The man was really a boy, no more than eighteen.  He was one of the ones that looked awake.  “I need to go start my watch.”
 
        Culann watched the boy walk through the crowded room, tapping another on the shoulder before walking out.  The other man got up from his seat and followed Tafford out into the village.  Culann took the stool as Murphy wiped down the bar.  He didn’t even have to ask before one of the women placed a plate of food and mug of ale in front of him.  Eggs, buttered bread and a couple slices of bacon.  It all smelled delicious and he was famished.
 
        Culann looked around the room.  The undercurrent of fear that had been through the villagers the previous day was missing.  All these men were focused. 
 
        “Aye, quite a turn out,” the tavern keeper said as he walked by.  “All these boys are either coming off night watches or heading out.  Feeding ‘em was the least I could do.”
 
        Digging into the food, Culann was surprised how good it was.  The tavern’s cook must have been making more food than he ever had at one time and normally that meant cutting corners.  But the breakfast was excellent.  As he ate the men sharing the bar with him all left at various points.  Murphy and his helpers were quick to clear the dishes and clean up.
 
        A fresh plate and mug were set down next to him and Culann saw Private Jemas sit down.
 
        “I didn’t think I would be this hungry,” Jemas said wasting no time in eating.
 
        “Take every chance ta eat that ye kin,” Culann told the young soldier.  “Ye never know when yer next meal will be.”
 
        “That sounds like something my old drill sergeant used to say,” Jemas replied between mouthfuls of food.
 
        Silence fell as both men ate.  Without being asked, Murphy gave each of them a second helping of breakfast, refilling their mugs at the same time.  Culann nodded his thanks.
 
        “What’s yer full name lad,” Culann finally asked as they were finished up the second serving.
 
        “Tern Jemas.”
 
        “Ye from Jeryan?”
 
        “Yeah,” Jemas answered pushing his plate away to indicate he was full.  Culann waved his fork and got an additional helping of eggs.  The seats at the bar had filled up again with people coming off the last watch.  “Farmers.  Family has a place to the South, in the Brookmar Duchy.  Fourth son in the family, so becoming a soldier was really my only option.”
 
        “Naething wrong wit’ that lad,” Culann said finishing off the last of the eggs.   “The world needs farmers but sadly it needs soldiers just as much,” he added standing up.  “Did ye have yer fill?”
 
         “Huh?,” Jemas asked.  “Oh, yes,” he answered when Culann pointed at the plate of empty food.
 
         “Good, we have a long day ahead o’ us and might nae end up eating again today.  Always take food and rest when ye have the chance fer ye may nae get another.”
 
        Culann stood up, thanking Murphy.
 
        “Come wit’ me Tern Jemas,” he said turning to leave.
 
        “What are we doing?,” the young man asked following.
 
        “Ye shall see,” the Far Rider answered walking out the door.
 
    
 
         It was a beautiful day, Culann thought as they walked out of the tavern.  The sun was shining bright over the mountains, warming the cool morning.  He paused on the porch, breathing in the air.  It was clean, pure.  There was nothing like mountain air.  Minoda wasn’t high up the side of the mountain, not like he was used to, but it was still nice country.  He was not a city lover, preferring the mountains and the forests.  Luckily the Centerlands was mostly just that.  It was the Southern Marches that had the oldest cities on the continent and maybe the world.  Oldest human cities anyways.
 
        “Beautiful country up here,” he said as the two walked towards the stage in the middle of the village square.  “Reminds me o’ home.”
 
        “Where is that sir?,” Jemas asked.
 
        “The Scholari Highlands,” Culann replied pointing in that general direction.  “Far ta the West, almost ta the Perselin Sea.”
 
        “Why did you leave?”
 
        Jemas looked up at Culann when there was no immediate answer.  The man was staring into the sky, watching the birds flying.  There was a wistful look on his face, a sadness and longing in the eyes. 
 
        “That is a long story lad,” he replied a minute later, the same care freeness that he had been wearing since Jemas had first met him now back in his expressions.  “Nae one fer now.”
 
    
 
        The center of the square was busy.  Almost a dozen men stood around it, armed with sledge hammers, pick axes, shovels and clubs.  At the center of the group was Sheren, his own sledge in hand.  The miner was directing the others, pointing out watch assignments.   Culann paused and watched.  All the villagers looked to Sheren, nodding their heads and accepting the other’s orders.  There was no talking back, no questioning.  They listened and obeyed.
 
        “Yer Sergeant Jaspers might be a decent man,” Culann started smiling.  “But I doubt it.”  He could see Jemas smirking, holding back a laugh.  “That is what he wished he could be,” he finished nodding towards Sheren.
 
        Jemas was confused at first, but as he watched and understanding came to his face.
 
        The crowd around the stage thinned and Sheren noticed the two men.  He waved, walking over and meeting them.
 
        “Did Murphy feed you?,” he asked
 
        “Aye,” Culann said in reply with Jemas nodding.  “Was a good meal.”
 
        “Good.”  Sheren looking around the village.  “We have sentries posted at the mines with pairs set up to relay down the road,” he said pointing towards the mines.  “The blockade to the cemetery is covered by a half dozen men with a pair of runners further up the road,” he added.  “I didn’t think that we should have sentries closer to the cemetery.”
 
        “Good thinking,” Culann replied.  “Any closer and they might attract the skeletons attention.”
 
        “That was what I thought,” the miner said, glad to know he had been making the right decisions.  “What are you going to do?,” he asked focusing on the Far Rider.
 
        “I need ta visit the smithy,” Culann said moving that way, indicating Sheren and Jemas to follow. 
 
        “Harland is still blinded,” Sheren said.
 
        “I donae need him fer this, just his workspace,” Culann said.  “Time ta see what we kin do ta make that better,” he added pointing to Sheren’s sledge hammer.
 
    
 
        The plateau outside the mines looked much changed since the other day.  All three entrances were covered up with heavy planks of wood nailed into the arches surrounding the mine openings.  Other beams had been set up at angles from the planks to the ground; providing bracing should anything push against them.
 
        There were three groups of men, all in pairs, stationed around the area.  One pair were standing outside the third mine, where the skeletons had come from, right near the opening so they could hear inside.  The second pair were sitting on the stone walls surrounding the forge.  The last pair was at the entrance to the road, where it opened onto the plateau, ready to run or shout to the sentries further down.
 
        “Nae one alone,” Culann commented.  “Good.”
 
        The three men walked towards the smithy.  Culann noticed the villagers all standing straighter when Sheren approached, the same as the men they had passed on the road.  If they were slouching, they stood up. If they were leaning against something, they stopped.  Sheren said a greeting to all, speaking their names and pausing to shake a hand or clap a shoulder.
 
        Stepping through an opening in the wall they noticed the forge fires had gone out.  Without the warmth of the fires it was still cool, almost cold, in the shadows under the roof.  Culann moved over to one of the work benches, looking the surface over.
 
        “I hope the smith does nae mind,” he said moving the various tools and implements out of the way, clearing an area.
 
        “What do you need?,” Sheren asked watching.
 
        “That,” the Far Rider said pointing to Sheren’s sledge hammer.
 
        The big miner looked surprised, staring at the man and at his tool that was now turned into a weapon.  He held it out towards Culann.
 
        He took the sledge hammer from Sheren’s hands.  Culann ran his hand over the surface of the hammer, feeling the dents and nicks.  This was a tool that had seen much use.  A good tool.  A solid tool.  An honest tool.  A simple tool, made to smash.  Not with finesse but with power.
 
        It would do.  It would do perfectly.
 
        He laid it on the smithy’s bench and reached into the ever present satchel at his side.  The other two, along with the villagers outside watched as he pulled out a small book and started flipping through the pages.  He finally stopped on one.  The page contained an image, a symbol. It looked like just lines in an odd shape, crossing each other.  It was a rune, that much Jemas knew.  Culann studied the rune, glancing back and forth from the page to the hammer’s head.  He used his fingers to measure the head of the hammer, the slightly damaged surface.  He took a rag that was laying on the worktable and wiped off the face of the sledge.
 
        “I think this one’ll work,” he told the others reaching into the pouch and pulling out a small hammer and chisel.
 
        He laid the chisel against the head of the sledge and started tapping with the hammer.
 
        “Wait!,” Sheren said, startled, reaching to stop him.
 
        “Master Tobiason,” Culann paused in his work, looking over his shoulder.  “This will help.  Please trust me.”
 
        Sheren studied the man and nodded, stepping back.
 
        “Now is there anyone in the village that works wit’ fine tools,” Culann asked going back to tapping the chisel, moving it slowly along the surface of the hammer.  “A tinker or jeweler?  A tradesman like that?”
 
        “There’s a tinker in town,” one of the villagers said.  The two nearby were now watching Culann, interested in what the Far Rider was doing.
 
        “Good,” Culann said not looking over his shoulder as he spoke, continuing to lightly tap the chisel.  “Tell him ta bring his tools here.” The villager looked at Sheren, who nodded.  He ran off towards the road. “The rest o’ you,” Culann said to anyone that was listening.  “Ye go and find as many blunt tools like this as ye kin,” he said indicating Sheren’s sledge hammer.  “Naething round,” he added pointing at the mace Jemas wore on his belt.
 
        The three men in the forge looked at each other, a little confused.
 
        “Hurry,” Culann said turning around.  
 
        “You heard him,” Sheren said moving towards the road.  “Toby, ask Daryl and William what they have at their homes,” he told the villager, pointing towards the two guards at the mine entrance.  “Private, would you mind helping me gather what Master Hawkfall needs.”
 
        “No sir,” Jemas replied following the miner.
 
        Culann returned to his work, glancing from the page to the slowly developing rune he was etching in the hammer’s head.
 
    
 
        “I heard you asked for me,” a voice, old and cracking, said from behind, surprising him.  Culann had not realized how absorbed in the work he had gotten.  He had no idea how much time had passed.
 
        He ran his hand over the half finished symbol, smoothing it.  
 
        Turning around he saw the voice belonged to an old man, well past his prime.  He was thin, bent with age.  His beard had grown long, unkempt.   The hands shook a little as he held a small tool box.    The tools in the box were well cared for. They looked regularly oiled and sharpened.  The box itself was neat and well made.  Not the youngest, and probably not the best, but he would have to do.
 
        Behind the old man, Culann could see Davey Tobiason and other village boys standing with sledge hammers and other tools in their hands.
 
        “See this symbol,” Culann asked the old man, indicating the open book.  “Kin ye carve that onto the head o’ anything the villagers bring ye.”
 
        Culann handed the book to the old man.  He looked at the image drawn onto the page and at what Culann had carved into the head of the hammer.
 
        “Aye,” the tinker said tracing the image with his finger.  “I can do that.  Won’t be the cleanest work,” he added holding up his hands.  “My time for fine detail is long gone.”
 
        “That’s fine,” Culann told him clapping the old man on the shoulder.  “Just needs the shape o’ the rune.  I need ta add the magic wit’ the final fine etching but ye kin do the main work.”
     “That I can do,” the old man said clearing a space at another work bench.
 
        He carefully set down the tool box, pulling out a hammer and chisel.  He looked at the implements and replaced them, pulling out another set of different sizes.  He set the notebook on the bench next to him, studying the rune.  Satisfied that he knew the shape he motioned to Davey who stepped forward. The tinker took a sledge from the boy.
 
        Culann watched as the old man put the sledge hammer into a vise.  Certain that the tool wasn’t going to move, the man started tapping on the iron surface with the smaller hammer and chisel. He worked slowly, getting the outline of the shape and then quicker as he removed more material cutting the symbol into the surface.
 
        Satisfied that the man knew what he was doing, Culann went back to Sheren Tobiason’s sledge hammer.  He tapped his hammer with the chisel, finishing the shape a short time later.  He then started to hum as he took a smaller hammer and a finer bladed chisel.  He tapped the new chisel around the symbol, humming the whole time, changing the pitch and modulation. 
 
        The rune glowed softly; flashing with the change in Culann’s humming.
 
        The humming came to an end and the rune’s light flashed once more before disappearing.
 
        Culann looked it over, running his hand over the symbol.
 
        “Never seen that before,” the old tinker remarked.
 
        “Just a bit o’ rune smithing,” Culann said.  “I’m nae very good at it.”
 
        “Could have fooled me,” the man said returning to his work.
 
        Outside of the forge, Culann saw looks of surprise and astonishment on the faces of the village boys.  They were talking excitedly to each other pointing at the sledge hammer.
 
        Smiling, Culann set Sheren’s sledge aside and motioned to the boys for another piece of equipment to etch the symbol into.
 
    
 
        Sheren traced the etching head of the hammer with his finger.  The carved edges were sharp but not rough.  It was expert craftsmanship.  He had just returned to the smithy, with Jemas.  Both men had been pushing wagons filled with various tools.  He had sent Davey and a couple other boys ahead with armfuls.  He had just walked into the forge when Culann had handed his sledge back to him.
 
        The tool felt the same, no different in weight, but he thought it felt different.  Not the strength or swing.  It was the same tool he had held countless times before, but now there was a vibration to it.  He couldn’t explain it.
 
        “This will work?,” he asked doubtfully.  He had seen the power of the runes carved into Culann Hawkfall’s two weapons but he was still skeptical about one on his own hammer.  “The first one took forever for us to bash apart.”
 
        “It’ll take more than one swing wit’ that,” Culann said as he bent over the table etching another hammer, his voice a little hoarse from the humming he had been doing near constantly for a while now.  “Maybe five or six swings ta do damage,” he glanced over his shoulder looking at the crowd of villagers that had begun to gather once they heard what was happening.  “Three or four fer some o’ ye,” he added remembering that Minoda was a village of miners.
 
        “Three, five, what does it matter,” one of the villagers said.  “The skeletons will just keep coming.”
 
        Culann stood up, looking the crowd over.  He could see fear and confusion in their eyes.  Understandable.  They were miners and farmers, woodsmen.  They weren’t fighters.  This was something outside their scope of understanding.  This was something they should never have to deal with.  Add to it that he was asking them to trust in a magic that they didn’t know.  Most of these villagers had never seen real magic before and he was asking them to trust in a single symbol carved into iron.  He started to say something but Sheren spoke up first.
 
        “We work in teams of two or three,” the big miner said.  He was still looking at the sledgehammer’s head.  “No one faces a skeleton alone.  Attack, one after the other.  Keep the things spinning, off balance.  One hits, then the other.”
 
        Culann nodded and smiled.  That was what he would have suggested but it was better coming from one of their own.  He watched as the villagers gathered around Sheren, listening and talking as the miner handed out the weapons that had already been marked.  Culann returned to the work bench listening to the sounds of activity behind him.
 
        “Good man, that Sheren,” he heard the old tinker say.
 
    
 
        “That looks like the symbols in that room at the end of the new shaft,” Culann heard one of the villagers say, a newcomer to the group that had gathered around the forge.
 
        “What did ye say,” he asked loudly, quickly turning around, looking through the crowd for the speaker.
 
        The villagers all quieted, spreading apart and isolating the speaker.  He was a middle aged man, as big as Sheren, but with bright red hair and beard.  He looked embarrassed to be the center of attention.
 
        “That symbol,” the man said finally pointing at one of the runed weapons.  “It looks like the ones in the new shaft.”
 
        “Chicol’s Breath,” Sheren cursed, swearing at himself.  “I should have made the connection.”
 
        He turned to Culann, shaking his head and holding his sledge out so all could see the rune.
 
        “I’m an idiot,” he said.  “I saw the symbols on your weapons but just never connected it to the room we found.”
 
        “What are ye talking about,” Culann asked walking forward, stepping out from under the roof and surprised to see it was almost midday already.
 
        “We started that new mine shaft about a year ago,” Sheren explained pointed towards the third mine.  “We needed to increase the town’s output,” he added with a glance towards Hesh who was hovering around on the edges of the crowd.  “We weren’t producing enough.  So we dug a new shaft.  About three days ago we broke through a wall and into a room.”
 
        “What kind o’ room” Culann asked starting to get a bad feeling.  He looked towards the mine and the large mountain behind it.  Could it be?  It could explain so much.
 
        Sheren shrugged.
 
        “Four walls,” he said.  “No visible door. The walls, floor and ceiling were all polished smooth.  And there were carvings along the walls.  Symbols like this but so many different ones,” he finished pointing at the rune.
 
        The big miner sighed.
 
        “I’m such a fool.  I should have thought of it earlier,” he added.
 
        “Ye had important things on yer mind and were a little busy,” Culann said walking forward and clasping the man on the shoulder.  “Nae one else thought o’ it either,” he added.
 
        Sheren nodded but Culann knew the man was going to keep blaming himself.  Not that it would have made a difference, if he had thought of it before.  They would have still been in the same position they were now, but at least Culann finally had a place to look for answers.
 
        “Show me,” he said.
 
    
 
    
 
                 
 
                 
 
                 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER TWELVE
 
    
 
        Culann watched as the villagers pulled off the large planks they had attached to the wooden frame around the mine entrance.  The midday sun was not yet fully above the mountain peaks so the entrance was still in heavy shadow.  The villagers had done a good job at barricading the entrance, placing thick and heavy timbers across the opening, nailing them into place and then bracing them into the ground.  It would have done a good job of preventing more skeletons from getting out.
 
        If any had tried.
 
        It appeared the tunnel was empty.
 
        As the planks were removed they had thrown stones into the tunnel and nothing had moved.
 
        The last of the planks were pulled off, thrown to the ground with a loud thump that made Culann wince.  He glanced towards the other two tunnels, both just as secured, and saw nothing trying to claw its way out.
 
        He looked back towards Private Jemas.
 
        “Ye ready lad?,” he asked.
 
        The young man just nodded, taking a tighter grip on the mace.  Jemas had volunteered to go with him, into the mine and the unknown.  The lad was scared, rightfully so, but it said a lot for him that he had stepped up.
 
        Culann pulled the light wand out of the satchel, activating it with the command word.  The globe grew brighter, the white light penetrating into the shadowed depths of the tunnel.  Holding the wand in his left, he drew a hand axe in his right.  He stepped into the tunnel, followed closely by Jemas holding the mace and buckler.
 
        Two villagers, who had also volunteered, walked in behind them carrying a bundle of torches.  Culann held up his hand, slowing them.   The two men stopped, one lit a torch with tinder and flint, which they used to light another.  They placed the now burning torches into brackets already mounted to the rough stone of the tunnel walls.  They walked to the next set of brackets, ten feet down, repeating the process.
 
        Culann walked deeper in, shining the light over every surface.  Floor, walls and ceiling.  He could see marks on the stone, some running vertically up and down and fewer side to side.  The up and down had a rough appearance and had to have been made by pickaxes.  The others, the horizontal side to side were spaced like the fingers of a hand.  Cuts gouged into the surface.  Holding the light close, he could see the jaggedness of the marks.
 
        Shaking his head, he moved deeper in.
 
        “Dagda,” he heard Jemas curse as the young soldier noticed the marks.  “Did the skeletons do that?”
 
        “Aye,” Culann replied moving on.
 
        He paused at a large indentation in the sidewall.  It was about a foot deep, a couple feet wide and almost a full person in height.  He looked towards the two villagers.
 
        “Side tunnel?,” he asked.
 
        “Yeah, started the other day,” one of the villagers answered.  “The room is another twenty feet down.”
 
        Culann continued on, watching the walls.  The tunnel gradually sloped downward, the floor still rough in parts but smoothed out for the miners to walk.  It wasn’t a wide tunnel, not yet, and the ceiling was a foot or two over his head.  As he walked the tunnel narrowed, the village miners had not had a chance to fully develop this extension yet.  He also noticed more of the skeleton claw marks on the sidewalls.
 
        The tunnel narrowed to just barely wide enough for two, the sidewalls and lower ceiling all very rough.  This was a new tunnel, just opened and not refined, abandoned for the moment.  He glanced back at Private Jemas and saw sweat on the young man’s forehead.  Jemas stood at the point where the tunnel narrowed considerably, glancing around nervously.
 
        “It’s okay lad,” Culann said. “Ye kin wait there.”
 
        “No,” Jemas said taking a step forward.
 
        Good lad, Culann thought, he’ll make a fine soldier someday.
 
        The rough tunnel was short, only about ten feet long.  Looking ahead he saw a deeper, darker, patch of shadow with a very jagged outline.  He paused, studying it before he realized what he was looking at.  Walking the last couple feet he stepped through an opening and into a room.
 
        He had to step through and twist his body, ducking, as the opening was barely wide and tall enough for a person to walk through and a foot or two off the ground.  The miners had stopped when they realized they had broken through into the room, only making a hole big enough to explore the space beyond.
 
        The light of the wand barely illuminated the space but he could see smoothly carved and polished stone walls, floor and ceiling.  It looked to be about fifteen feet square, with no doors or openings that were visible.   Culann could see odd shapes and designs on the walls.
 
        “Torches,” he called out to Jemas and the miners beyond.  “More light.”
 
        He walked to the far wall, the wand’s white light giving it an eerie quality.  The wall was the same stone as the mountain itself, but carved and shaped so there were no joints or rough edges.  It was a solid slab of mountain.  The chamber was about ten feet high with a band of carvings along the top and bottom edge.
 
        Culann turned around, towards the hole and saw that that wall was not as smooth as the other three.  The two ends of the wall were, as well as the arch he could now see, but inside of the arch was rough stone.  As if the arch itself had been filled in.  The miners had broken through almost dead center of the arch, under the keystone.
 
        Studying the width of the arch, he realized it was wider than the shaft the Minodan villagers had been digging.  Wide enough for a small wagon to pass through.  If the miner’s had continued to the sides, widening the shaft, would they have hit more smooth walls?  Was this a tunnel entrance?  If it was, it came from outside, but led to where?  There were no more doors off the room.
 
        He spun around, studying all four walls, looking for anything that would indicate a door, opening or anything that would lead from the room.
 
        Nothing.
 
        “Master Hawkfall,” Private Jemas said stepping into the room, bearing a lit torch in one hand and a pile of others under the other, mace now hanging from his belt.  “Where would you like these?”
 
        “The corners, and along the wall,” Culann answered moving over to the arch.  He extinguished the wand, putting it back in the satchel, wishing he had a lantern so he could focus the light more on the details.  The wand was good for general light but it was diffuse and spread out.
 
        The room became brighter as the flickering flames of the torches were lit by Jemas, setting them up around the room.  The shadows disappeared and more of the space appeared.  But it was torch light, flickering, providing light but not the greatest for examining the details.  And there were details everywhere, on every surface.  Carvings, and markings that looked like runework.  There were words, or what looked like words, and pictures.
 
        None of it was faded.  The carvings appeared as fresh as if they were cut that day.
 
        The workmanship was amazing. 
 
        “What is this place?,” Jemas asked walking around the room.
 
        Culann continued to study the arch.  It was carved out of the wall a couple of inches, about a foot wide and running up towards the ceiling where the keystone was.  Looking at the design and the room itself, Culann didn’t think the arch was meant to hold up the ceiling above.  It appeared to be ornamental, meant to highlight the tunnel that must have once been there.
 
        The craftsmanship and the runework appeared familiar.  He thought he recognized a couple of the symbols, barely able to make out some of the words.  
 
        Taking a step back, Culann looked at the symbols moving up and around the arch.  Up one side, down the other.  A line of text.  He could only make out one out of every five words or so, but it was enough.  He didn’t know the meaning, but he could guess.
 
        He also knew who had made this.
 
        “It’s Dvorkan,” he said.
 
    
 
        “What are the Dvorkan?,” someone asked.
 
        Culann sat on the low stone wall around the Smithy’s forge; tired and rubbing at his eyes, which hurt.  He had spent what seemed like hours in the room at the end of the tunnel, studying the symbols by torchlight trying to decipher the meaning.   He had not learned anything more, knowing as much as he had started with.  It was frustrating, tiring.  The miner’s had put the planks back in place, not as solidly as before but still an effective barrier.  They had left the brace’s down, thinking they would need to access the shaft again.
 
        It was close to dinner now, the sun setting a brilliant red.  The sunset was beautiful, causing the tops of the trees and clouds to shine, but Culann was too tired to notice.
 
        “The Dvorke are more commonly known as Dwarves,” he said in answer, unsure who from the crowd around him had spoken.
 
        He had not wanted to talk to the crowd, preferring to speak only to Sheren and the other councilors, but he had been bombarded with questions as soon as he had stepped out of the mine.  He had ordered the villagers to put the barricade back up and after that short time a large crowd had surrounded him.  He had pushed his way to the Smithy, having to sit down and rest.
 
        Davey Tobiason stood in front of him with the mug of water he had asked for.  He downed the mug in a couple gulps, giving a satisfied sigh as he handed it back to the boy.
 
        “Thank ye Davey,” he said before turning to the crowd.  “Dwarves are mountainfolk and by that I mean they live inside the mountains, carving their homes out o’ the stone.  The homes, they call them Cradles, are rooms and tunnels carved inta and from the mountains. They are miners as well as crafters.  Strong fighters too, solid as the stone they live in.”
 
        “That’s what you found,” another villager asked.  “There’s a Dwarf city in the mountain?”
 
        “I donae know,” Culann answered with a shrug.  “Right now it’s just a room wit’ nae any doors.”
 
        “So you’re no closer to solving this,” a voice said, a newcomer, one that he recognized as Hesh.
 
        Culann saw the man standing near the edge of the crowd.  There was a sneer on his face, which Culann was now thinking was permanent.   He just shook his head.  He had met people like Hesh before.  People that were in power but knew the foundation they stood on was uncertain, quick to attack anyone that threatened that footing even if the threat was in the person’s own mind and not reality.
 
        “Aye, I am nae closer,” Culann admitted.  “There are nae doors out o’ the space, nae that I kin see.” He shrugged, fighting back a yawn.  “That does nae mean there is nae any.  The Dvorkan are stoneworkers wit’out peer as well as master runesmiths.  There could be a door there that we kinnae see or open.”
 
        He pushed himself up from the low wall.  Stretching he walked back into the forge area and the pile of hammers, sledges and pick axes the tinker had left on the work bench.  All the tools in the pile had the rune etched into them.  They were all rough and it was on him to finish them up and enchant them with the magic.
 
        “Kin someone bring up some dinner?,” he asked looking back at Davey.  “Ye all excuse me.  I have more work ta do before nightfall.”
 
        Culann picked up the hammer and chisel off the workbench where he had left them.  Sighing, yawning, he picked up a small hammer and started finishing up the rune, humming as he did so.
 
        The rune on the hammer flared, taking the magic in.
 
        He looked at it, studying it.  It was good work.  Not the best runesmithing he had ever seen, but not the worst either.  This one was simple enough, he knew, not like others he had seen.  He glanced up, looking at the mine entrance and guessing where the Dvorkan room would be.  He stared at that spot, picturing the room through the dozens of feet of solid stone and the walls of the Smithy.  His work was nothing like what a Dvorkan could do and there was a lot of runework in that room.
 
        Was there a door hidden in the room?
     Most likely, but the question was how to find it.
 
        A question for later, he thought, returning to his work.
 
                 
 
        Davey Tobiason, along with his father, walked out onto the plateau in front of the mines carrying a plate of food and a couple mugs of ale.  The sun had set but the entire space was well lit by torchlight.  The smelting building was empty, but torches had been placed in the brackets on the building’s exterior wall.  The forge in the Smithy was still lit, giving off light.  Other torches had been placed on poles and set around the space, concentrating on the mines, where the shadows of men could be seen on watch.
 
        A small campfire had been lit on the ground in front of the rock cluster in the middle of the area.  Davey suppressed a shudder as they walked towards the rocks, remembering how he had hid behind them when the skeletons had come out of the mine.  He had never been so scared in his life and it shamed him.  He hadn’t told his mother, and especially not his father, about how he felt yet.  He doubted he would.  He had been scared like a little kid. He was almost a man now; he should not have felt that way.
 
        When the skeletons had come out, he had been frozen with fear.  He would have died if not for Culann Hawkfall.  Davey was ashamed of his inaction.  He badly wanted to make up for it, to do something that would lessen that feeling.  To make his father proud, to be worthy of sharing the name.
 
        The Far Rider now sat on the ground, leaning against the rocks, in front of the campfire.  He was poking at it with a stick, pushing the logs around.
 
        “We thought you would be in the smithy,” Sheren said as they approached.
 
        “Had ta take a break,” Culann replied.  He set down the stick as Davey handed him the plate of food.
 
        Sheren sat down next to the Far Rider, setting one of the mugs down. Culann nodded his thanks as he dug into the plate of food.
 
        “This is good,” he said between mouthfuls.  “Thank ye.”
 
        Silence fell as Culann ate the dinner.  Sheren turned and watched the villagers that were guarding the mines.  Davey just looked around seeing how the glow of the fires added strange shadows and shapes to a space that he knew so well.
 
        “I hope ye donae mind I started this,” he said setting the plate aside and pointing at the small fire.  “I took a couple logs from the forge.  I do me best thinking by campfire and under the stars,” he added looking up at the night sky.  He reached for the mug, taking a drink as the three watched the stars appearing.
 
        “Not at all,” Sheren replied.  He shifted his position, looking back at the mountain looming over them.  “Hard to believe that there could be an entire city in there.”
 
        “Dvorkan Cradle are unlike a city as we know it,” Culann said looking at the mountain as well.
 
        Davey turned and studied the peak that he had lived beneath his entire life.  It was a mountain, like the rest in the range that Minoda was built on.  Hundreds of similar peaks as far as the eye could see to the North.  Most villagers never went deep into the range.  There were stories of Orcs and other monsters living deeper in the peaks and mountain valleys.  He had a hard time imagining people living inside the mountains.
 
        “They are nae open like Minoda or other cities,” Culann said and Davey returned his attention to the man, fascinated to learn more.  “Cradles, fer the most part, are rooms carved out o’ the mountain and connected by tunnels.  There are stairs and ramps that connect the different levels which start at the top o’ the mountain and kin extend deep below what would be ground level.  There could be tunnels beneath our feet,” he said tapping the ground.
 
        Davey laid his hand against the ground.  He thought of what it would be like walking through the stone and never seeing the sun or stars.  He wondered how far below the plateau these tunnels could be.  Would the vibrations of someone walking be felt on the surface?  Could someone in the tunnels know when someone walked over them?
 
        “You said for the most part?,” Sheren prompted.
 
        “Aye,” Culann said in reply.  “Most Cradles are entirely wit’in the mountain but there are some that have had part built outside the mountain. Tul Noval in the kingdom o’ Ameir is one,” he said pointing towards the northeast.  “The castle grows out o’ the mountain.  The walls, floors, battlements, they all are seamless wit’ the stone.  It is like the Dvorkan carved the castle from the mountain, nae built on top o’ it.  It connects ta a very small Cradle that has been abandoned.  It now serves as the King’s Keep.”
 
        “Why would the dwarves abandon their homes?,” Sheren asked.
 
        “That I do nae know.  There could be any number o’ reasons.  Most are bad,” he said.  “But nae all,” he added seeing the worried look on Sheren’s face as he looked back towards the mountain.
 
        “How do you know this is Dvorkan?,” Davey asked having a hard time with the unfamiliar word.
 
        “The runes lad,” Culann replied.  “I recognized the work.”
 
        “What are runes?” 
 
        “Now that is a question that I kin answer,” Culann said with a smile.
 
        He reached down and drew out his two hand axes.  He held them out so that Sheren and Davey could see them in the flickering light of the fire, blades pointing towards each other.  Davey could clearly see the symbols carved into the dark metal of the weapons.  There were four symbols on each head.  Culann flipped the weapons so they could see the same four symbols were on both sides.  The first, third and fourth were the same on both weapons.  Only the second was different.
 
        “The top is a rune for sharpness,” Culann said.  “It makes the weapons stronger and tougher so they do more damage.  The third is a rune o’ force.  That one makes the axes go from a cutting weapon ta a bashing weapon, like a hammer or a mace.”
 
        He paused, watching Davey’s eyes trace the shapes of each rune.
 
        “It takes decades ta learn ta be a runesmith,” Culann said.  “I know some of the art and what I know is naething compared ta the one that made these,” he finished proudly indicating the runed weapons.
 
        “What do the other runes do?,” Davey asked curious to learn more.  The runes grabbed his attention and held it.
 
        It was fascinating, he thought tracing the lines with his eyes, that simple carvings could have such power.
 
        “That bottom one, the fourth, is a rune o’ hardness.  It makes the axes more durable and gives them the ability ta repair nicks and scratches over time and remain sharp.  The second rune on each weapon is different.  This one,” he said holding up the left axe higher. “is a rune o’ ice and the other,” he added indicating the right axe. “is a rune o’ fire.  Ye’ve seen what those kin do.”
 
        Davey nodded, remembering the earlier fight with the skeletons on the plateau.
 
        Culann replaced the axes in the special leather sheathes and pulled a necklace out from his tunic, holding it by the chain.  He showed the symbol to Davey.
 
        “Runesmithing can be intricate work,” he said.  “Some runes are constant, needing nae recharging.  But some, like the fire and ice on the axes and this one here,” he said shaking the necklace.  “They need time ta recharge, ta get the magic back. Some even need a mage ta fill them with magic again.”
 
        “You used yours all up fighting the skeletons at the mine the other day,” Davey remarked.
 
        “Aye lad,” Culann said smiling.  “That I did.  The axes will have recharged themselves but the necklace will need a wizard.”
 
        “How do the runes work?,” Davey asked.
 
        “Runes are symbols,” Culann said tracing the line of necklace with his finger.  “They lock in magical power which kin be summoned by a word or phrase.  They are a note waiting ta be sung.”
 
        “A note?,” Davey asked confused.
 
        “Music is magic and magic is music,” Culann said, leaning back and poking at the fire as if that explained it all.
 
        Davey looked at the man, expecting more.  Culann just looked into the fire, watching the flames dance.  He caught Davey’s questioning look and smiled.
 
        “Need more explanation, huh lad,” Culann said with a smile.  “Have ye ever seen a mage cast a spell?”
 
        Davey shook his head.  All this was new to the boy.  He knew magic existed, but living up in the mountains they had never really encountered it.
 
        “What about a priest casting a healing over someone,” Culann asked after some thought.
 
        The boy nodded thinking of the priests of Dagda or Frigg that would come to the village a couple of times a year to perform healings and blessings.  Minoda was too small for a temple of its own, each villager being more private in their prayers, so the larger temples to the south would send priests to the smaller villages.
 
        “Well ye’ve seen how they cast the spell, right?  They chant some words and the magic happens.  A chant is just a song wit’out music behind it.  Mages do the same thing; they recite words or lyrics ta a spell and achieve a result.”
 
        “So a bard does the same thing with an instrument,” Davey stated.  He thought he understood the concept.  The basic idea made sense but there was a depth, a level to it that he wasn’t able to fully grasp.  Not yet.  But he wanted to.  The ideas had started to take hold in his mind.
 
        “Aye, that they do,” Culann replied.  “And their singing.  Ye should hear a Far Rider friend o’ mine, name o’ Kathwen.  That lass kin sing.  The magic she kin make wit’ her voice,” he said trailing off, smiling.
 
        “But you don’t have an instrument,” Davey pointed out.
 
        “Kin nae play a single one,” Culann admitted with a shrug.  “Never been able ta figure out.  These just were nae made for playing,” he added wriggling the fingers of both hands.  “And nae anyone wants ta hear me sing.”
 
        “Then how,” Davey started, not wanting to finish the thought for fear of insulting Culann.
 
        “There are many other ways ta make music,” the other man said, still smiling.
 
        He leaned forward, poking at the fire, moving some of the logs around and laid another one across the top.  Davey stared into the depths of the flames, thoughts swirling as he tried to process it all.  Culann moved more logs, revealing the hot stones he had placed underneath.  He tapped the stick against the stones.
 
        “More than one way ta make magic,” he said quietly, the fire reflected in his eyes, barely audible but Davey caught how he had repeated the statement but changed the one word.
 
        Culann continued to stare at the stones, lost in thought, the stick tapping a rhythm against the stone, the end starting to blacken.
 
        “Lad,” Culann said finally, not moving from the spot or stopping the tapping of the stick.  “I think I know how this is happening.”
 
    
 
        “I know part o’ the how,” Culann said the next morning.  “But nae all,” he clarified.
 
        He sat on the steps up to the stage, a mug of tea in his hand.  Sheren and the other councilors, along with some of the villagers, including Davey, stood in a ring around him.  All the men, except Hesh, were armed with whatever they could find and most of it had been marked with Culann’s rune.
 
        “Ye there,” he said calling out to Donald Jaccob, who stood on the outskirts of the group.  “Ye fought a necromancer wit’ the King’s Guard, aye?”
 
        “I did,” Donald said limping forward.
 
        “Why did the mage do what he did?,” Culann asked.
 
        “Power,” Donald said with a shrug.  “He wanted to carve out his own little kingdom.”
 
        “Aye,” Culann said taking a sip of his tea.  “That is what feels off about this,” he added waving his hand to indicate the village and the skeleton attacks.  “Where is the wizard?  This could be testing some new spell but doesnae feel like it.”
 
        “Then what?,” Sheren asked.
 
        “I think ye all did something when ye mined inta the ol’ Dvorkan ruin.”
 
        The mumbling started, the villagers looking at each other.  Culann heard one mutter about blame.
 
        “Calm yerselves,” he said waving his hands up and down.  “Was an accident if’n it did happen.”
 
        “You’re saying we unleashed a spell,” Sheren asked.
 
        “That is what I think” Culann said setting the mug down and standing up.  “The ruins been abandoned fer centuries and just yer bad luck ta open it up now.  Ye activated something, some kind o’ trap or protection.  The skeletons movements seem ta support that.”
 
        “How so?,” It was Hesh that spoke but without the customary snarkiness or sneer, showing genuine interest.
 
        “This is just a theory mind ye,” Culann started to explain.  “They donae seem to stray far from where I assume they start.  And after awhile they return ta where they started and go inta some kind o’ resting.”
 
        “Which is why we found them back in the crypts,” Sheren asked.
 
        “Aye,” Culann replied.  “The bones are acting like some magical guardians I’ve heard about.”
 
        “But never seen for yourself,” Hesh pointed out returning to form.
 
        Culann just shrugged.  Did it matter as long as the theory was right?
 
        “The Dvorkan donae have a natural affinity fer magic,” Culann explained.  “But they are the best runesmiths the world has and ever will see.  Everything we know about runes came from the dwarfs.  Because they couldnae cast spells, they became experts at creating and storing magic in stones covered in runes.   A single rune, like on me necklace, has one effect.  Multiple runes on the same thing,” he held up one of the axes again showing the four runes on the head.  “kin have multiple effects but there are costs.  One at a time, nae as strong.  That kind o’ thing.  The Dvorkan found ways around that wit’ runestones.”
 
        “That’s what is causing the skeletons,” Sheren asked. “Some kind of magical trap?”
 
        “Aye, I think so,” Culann replied.  “When ye mined inta that chamber, I think ye tripped the trap which activated a stone.”
 
        “That helps us how,” Hesh asked.  Because of all this he had lost some of his standing in the village and knew it.  He was angry and desperate.  As the link to the merchants that bought the village’s ore, he was bleeding money.
 
        “It helps me,” Culann said emphasizing the word as he stared down Hesh.  “in that now I know how ta find it.”
 
        “And shut it off,” Sheren asked.
 
        “One step at a time Master Tobiason,” Culann replied.  “I need ta find the stone first.”
 
        “How will you do that,” Hesh asked with not quite a sneer.
 
        “That will be the tricky part,” Culann said with a smile. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   CHAPTER THIRTEEN
 
    
 
        Culann walked out of the Smithy carrying a long black rod.  It was about three feet in length and an inch in diameter.  Sheren noticed that the end had been flattened for about six inches.  Culann held it out so he could see it.  The flat end had some symbols carved into it, so small that Sheren could barely make them out.  The etchings appeared clean but the rest of the work was very rough and hammer marks could be seen along the flattened portion.
 
        He glanced up a Culann, questioning.
 
        “This is what I originally went ta the smith fer,” Culann explained.  “When I first arrived and ye asked what I wanted.”
 
        “What is it?,” the miner asked.  He had forgotten about that, lost in the battle with the four skeletons.  But now he remembered.  He had asked Culann what the man needed and he had said the smithy.  Thinking it safe enough, Sheren had sent his son to lead the man here.  That had almost ended with Davey dead.  Culann Hawkfall had saved his sons life.
 
        Together, the two men had left the meeting that morning at the village square and returned to the Smithy.  Culann had immediately set to work, stoking the forge fires and laying out the tools he would need.  Sheren checked in with watchers at the mines as the sound of hammer on metal rang out in the mid-morning air.
 
        He had paused in front of the third mine entrance.  The torches were still lit down its length and he could just make out the shadows that marked the entrance to the Dvorkan room.  Nothing seemed different about it.  It was a mine shaft, like the ones he had been mining for almost his entire life.  But it was different, strange.  He could feel it.
 
        Sheren had stepped back, surveying the entire mountain.  Knowing what could be in there, could they continue mining this peak?  Would they?  The other two shafts seemed safe enough; maybe they could just close this one off for good and start a new one further away?
 
        Shaking his head he had turned away from the mines.  Those were thoughts for another day.  At this moment, they didn’t even know when they would be able to reopen the mines.  It would have to be soon, he knew.  The town depended on those mines.   No ore, no gold.
 
        The sound of the hammer had stopped, followed by a tapping noise.  He had heard that noise enough to know it meant Culann was etching a rune onto something.  Curious, he had walked back to the forge.
 
    
 
        “The work is bad,” Culann acknowledged as he ran his free hand down the length of the flat part, feeling the runes.  “Runes o’ this size are difficult and I donae have the skill to work the iron correctly but it was the best I could do wit’out ta smith.”
 
        “What is that metal?,” Sheren asked reaching out and touching his hand to the smooth rounded part of the rod.  The metal was dark, like obsidian, but it felt like iron.  The appearance, dark black but dull, was similar to what Culann’s chainmail shirt was made from.
 
        “Dark iron,” the other answered stepping back and taking a couple practice swings with the rod.  “I had this length but needed part o’ it flat ta etch the runes.”
 
        “I’ve heard of dark iron,” Sheren replied.  “It’s extremely rare.”
 
        “Aye, that it is.”  Culann held the rod at the end, holding it as far out as he could, studying the length and weight.  “Ye donnae even want ta know what I had ta do ta get this.”
 
        “But what is it for?,” Sheren asked.
 
        “Follow me and find out,” Culann replied with a smile.
 
        He started walking back towards the village, Sheren following.
 
    
 
        The walk back and through the village was silent.  They didn’t pause or stop, coming down from the mining road and continuing on to the road towards the cemetery.  They passed the guard post at the end of the road, with the wagon blocking the pass.  Sheren just shrugged at the questioning glances of the villagers posted there.
 
        They continued up the road, Culann carrying the dark iron rod, and only came to a stop at the bend where there were two villagers stationed.  The men were standing at the mountain side, where they could look up the road towards the cemetery and the stand of trees in the distance, but still able to hide out of sight easily.
 
        Culann looked up the road towards the cemetery, and saw nothing moving.
 
        “All quiet?,” Sheren asked the two men, one younger and the other older with his hair and beard mostly gray.
 
        “Aye,” the graybeard answered.  “Haven’t seen anything moving.”
 
        “What’s that?,” the younger villager spoke up pointing at the rod.   The young man appeared nervous, licking his lips and taking a step back.
 
        “I have a spell that will let me track where the skeletons are coming from,” Culann answered watching the road.  “This will help me with that spell.”
 
        “How?,” the nervous young man asked.
 
        “By getting me a needed item.”
 
        Culann stepped onto the road and away from the bend.
 
        “Stay here,” he said as he started walking down the road, the rod hanging loosely at his side.
 
    
 
        He didn’t feel the confidence that he hoped he projected.
 
        Culann glanced down at the rod in his hands, focusing on the flat end.  The rune work was fine, he knew and the shoddy craftsmanship of the rod itself wasn’t going to affect the result, but he wasn’t even sure it would work as intended.  He’d never attempted this kind of spell before.
 
        But there was only one way to find out.
 
        He was not one to not try.  He’d taken plenty of risks and leaps of faith in his life, but he always liked to have some small inkling that the idea would work, that he would pull off whatever he was attempting.  He had been called daring many times and sometimes even reckless, but he never tried anything without some small belief that he could pull it off.
 
        He thought that way now.  He knew there was a good chance this would not work, but there was also a small chance that it would.  And he had the confidence in his own abilities, if not the spell, to get out of danger if it didn’t work.
 
        He was almost to the trees and there should have been parts of skeletons lying around.  This was where they had destroyed three of the magical creatures, breaking them apart into pieces that were still moving.  But there was nothing.  The dust and rocks on the road showed the evidence that something had taken place, but there was nothing of the skeletons.
 
        All traces had disappeared.  Faded away.
 
        It made sense, he thought, as he looked at the stand of trees.  If the skeletons were magically created, they would fade after awhile, after the energy that created them was expanded.
 
        The stand of trees was just ahead and he heard nothing.  The shadows were deep, but it looked like nothing was moving either.
 
        He paused at the edge, straining to hear, but still nothing.  No scrap of bone on bone or clack of jaws moving up and down.  What if there were no skeletons?  The whole plan hinged on there being at least one.
 
        Walking into the trees, he still heard nothing.
 
        He slowed his walk, moving quietly and carefully, listening the whole time.
 
        Stepping out from the trees into the cemetery, he had to shield his eyes from the glare of the sun.  It was peaceful here, he thought, looking out over the large grassy plateau.  The gravestones, all laid out neatly in rows, dotted the front half of the field with small clusters of trees here and there.  Steep drops led down to the tree covered valleys below.
 
        There was still nothing moving.
 
        Culann walked further out into the cemetery.  He could now see all six of the crypts with the third and last being open, just as they had left them.   One last look around the field and he moved to the third crypt, the first with the door open.
 
        The heavy door had been pushed open enough so the skeleton could walk out.  Marks on the edge of the door and the wall showed where the creature had scrapped as it forced its way from the dark tunnel.  The angle of the door prevent too much daylight from penetrating the entrance to the crypt and all Culann could see was the rough carved stone of the walls and floor to only about five feet back. 
 
        Holding the edge of the rod, he reached into the dark and tapped the metal against the stone.  The sound echoed down the tunnel and into the deeper parts of the crypt.  He stopped the tapping, listening for anything that was reacting.
 
        Silence.
 
        He tapped again, harder this time to produce a louder sound.  He kept at it longer finally stopping.  Stepping back from the entrance he listened to nothing.  There was no stirring in the depths of the crypt.  He looked down towards the sixth and last crypt with the heavy and thick stone door that had opened the widest.  Nothing could be seen moving.
 
        “Never anything around when ye want it,” he muttered to himself wondering what he was going to do.
 
    
 
        Lucien Joratson leaned against the wooden arch that formed the entrance to the third mine, the new shaft.  He was tired and bored; a bad combination.  He wasn’t against the arch itself, more against the planks that had been nailed to it, the barricade to keep any skeletons in the mine itself.  The planks were rough and uneven and he could feel where the gaps between them were.  But it was still better then leaning against the hard and rough stone face of the mountain.
 
        The other mine entrances still had the braces set against the planks, but at the third they had not been replaced after it had all been removed so the Far Rider could enter the chamber at the end.
 
        He stretched out his arms, the newly formed muscles tight.  At only twenty two years of age, he had not been working the mines for long.  Like many in the village he started out in the smelting building, taking the rough ore and refining it to more useable ingots.  The smelting building was relatively new, compared to the Smithy and the two older mines.  It was easier to do the refining here and just have to transport the much smaller and lighter ingots.  He had only had to work the smelting fires for two years before he was allowed to start in the mine.  As such, he hadn’t developed the level of muscle that the older workers had.
 
        Standing still for so long was not helping.  He was growing stiff.
 
        Guard duty was boring, nothing happened.  Which he thought was a good thing.
 
        Lucien glanced down at the sledge hammer next to him, leaning against the mountain.  He could see the rune that had been etched into the face of the head.  They had told him that it was magic, but he wasn’t sure.  He had seen what the skeletons had done, what it had taken to destroy the first one.  He had no desire to test this supposed magic.
 
        Especially if Joen Hunst was his partner.
 
        It wasn’t that he didn’t like Joen, he did.  The two were close in age and had started working the mines at the same time.  It wasn’t that Joen was a second generation resident of Minoda either; where Lucien’s family were among the first settlers.  It was just that Joen was clumsy.
 
        He had seen Joen swing a pick axe and everyone gave him a wide berth for their own safety.  Lucien didn’t want to have to count on Joen to work together with the newly runed weapons.  Not when his own life was on the line.
 
        He looked around the plateau.  There were two villagers stationed outside each of the mines as well as a couple others over where the road started.  There were plenty of people nearby, so it wasn’t as if he was counting on Joen alone.
 
        But still, he didn’t want to have to find out how fast the others could get there.
 
        Lucien stifled a yawn, watching Joen pace back and forth across the entrance to the shaft.  The other man was almost marching, his sledge over his shoulder in imitation of the way that Sheren Tobiason had been carrying his lately.
 
        Joen’s footfalls crunched on the loose stone of the plateau, sounding loud in the otherwise silent day.  They were loud enough, distracting enough, that Lucien almost didn’t hear it.
 
        The noise, quiet at first but getting louder, came from inside the shaft.
 
        He stepped back from the wall, turning and looking into the darkness through the gaps in the planks.  He was sure he could hear something coming from further in.
 
        “Stop,” he said to Joen leaning in closer to the barricaded shaft.
 
        “Huh?,” the other muttered behind him and Lucien waved his hand to shush the man.
 
        There was definitely something making noise.
 
        Joen stepped closer, hearing it now as well.  Lucien picked up his sledge, taking a step back.   He could hear the other villagers scattered over the plateau.  They were reacting to what they saw Lucien and Joen doing.  If the two men at the third shaft, the one where skeletons had already come from, were staring into the depths of it, that could only mean one thing.
 
        “I think I see something,” Joen stated, putting a hand on the planks as he leaned in closer.
 
        Lucien took another step back, gripping the handle of the sledge tightly.
 
        “There’s..,” Joen started to say and jumped back as a skeletal hand reached through the gaps in the planks.  “Dagda!  There was nothing and then it was just there,” he said breathing heavily, fear in his voice.
 
        Together the two young men moved further away from the tunnel entrance watching as now two pairs of bony hands were reaching through the planks.  Now they could hear the sounds of bone scrapping on bone and the horrible clacking of the moving jaws.  New sounds joined the rest, that of bone against wood and wood cracking and straining.
 
        Lucien looked at the edges of the planks, seeing them starting to bend and pull away from the timbers of the arch.
 
        “Chicol’s Breath,” Lucien heard a man curse behind him.  The others from the mine entrances had rushed over and now stood with Lucien and Joen, watching the skeletal arms flailing and the bone fingers trying to grab.
 
        “Damned things are pushing the planks out,” another man said in a voice that Lucien was surprised was so calm.
 
        They watched as cracks started to form in the planks where the skeletons arms were, the bodies of the creatures pushing against the solid wood.  Gaps could be seen at the edges as the iron nails were being pulled out of the timber frame.
 
        “Everyone step back,” one of the villagers said and Lucien happily complied.  “Someone run to town, warn them.”
 
        “Get Sheren,” another said.
 
        The first plank fell to the ground, loudly landing and kicking up dust, causing all the men to jump and curse.  Hands tightened on weapons as all took steps back, spreading out.  Some took more steps but a couple stood strong in the front.  Now the bodies of the skeletons could be seen, the arms still uselessly outstretched and grasping at nothing.  The legs of the creatures strained against the plank along the bottom and the heads caught on the plank across the top.  The creatures were almost bending, the arms pulling the midsections forward.
 
    
 
        Private Jemas watched Sergeant Jaspers chest rise and fall.  The older man was lying on a bed in what had become the makeshift hospital.  It was someone’s home, a larger two story building, that had the first floor cleared out and beds brought in.  Jaspers was in the middle bed along the back wall.
 
        His eye, that was now missing, was wrapped in bandages which also covered up most of the deep scratches on the man’s face.  He had no shirt on, most of his chest covered in bandages.  All the wraps were still white, showing that the bleeding had stopped.  Finally.
 
        Well still unconscious, Jaspers was finally sleeping soundly.  At least that was what Jemas had been told.  An older woman, hair all gone to gray, one of the villager’s wives, was acting as the doctor.  Minoda had no cleric, so she had been drafted into service.   Jemas had been taught some basic battlefield medicine; how to bandage wounds and the like, and it appeared the women knew what she was doing.
 
        Without anything to do, Jemas had wandered the town.  Out of place, without clear direction, he had volunteered for a watch shift and had been assigned the wagon.  Once his shift was over, again at a loss for something to do, he had thought to go and see if the Far Rider, Culann Hawkfall, could of have used his help but in the end he wound up checking on Sergeant Jaspers. 
 
        “Hey, you there,” a voice said from one of the other beds.
 
        Jemas looked over and saw the village smith, a man called Harland, sitting up.  The smith was looking towards Jemas, but not focused on him exactly.  He remembered that the man had been blinded, caught in the backlash of some spell Culann had cast.  It was supposed to be temporary, but it didn’t appear as if the man was fully seeing yet.
 
        “Yes sir,” Jemas said walking towards the man.  “How are you doing?”
 
        “Lots of bright spots,” Harland answered with a chuckle.  “But starting to see some shapes.  Lighter spots in the brightness.”
 
        “What can I do for you?,” Jemas asked.
 
        “Some water,” the smith replied adjusting his position on the bed.
 
        Jemas looked around the room spotting a pitcher of water on a counter by the wall.  There were a couple mugs so he grabbed one and poured some water into it.  Walking back he held the cup near the smith, helping guide the man’s hands to it.
 
        “Thank you lad,” Harland said taking a sip.  He set the cup down on his lap, holding onto it with one hand.  “Can’t wait to see again. Feel pretty helpless.  Can’t even get my own drink of water.”
 
        “Madam Thurmanson should be back soon,” Jemas said, unsure of what he should do next.
 
        Harland was about to say something when a commotion from outside caught their attention.  Shouting, lots of it.
 
        “Something’s going on,” Harland said, head tilted towards the noise.
 
        “I should go,” Jemas said.  “Will you be okay?”
 
        “I’ll be fine.  Go do your duty lad.”
 
        Jemas nodded, not realizing until he was almost out the door that the smith would not be able to see the movement.  He grabbed his shield and the sledge he had been given off the ground where he had left them, leaning against the side of the building.  The shield felt familiar, its weight settled comfortably as he put his arm through the straps.  The sledge though felt odd.  It was heavier than his sword and the mace he had used yesterday.   Culann had said that he couldn’t etch a rune onto the mace with the rounded head.  That ability was beyond his skills.  So they had given Jemas a sledge to use.
 
        He held onto it now as he stepped into the village square, noting the shouting coming from the mining road.  Villagers, mostly those that had been on watch, were making their way towards the watchers that had been stationed at the end of the road.  Jemas joined them, hearing the two men talking over each other in their excitement.
 
        From what he could gather, the relay system had worked.  Skeletons had been spotted at the mine, not yet broken through the planks, but would soon.  The warning had been passed down the road, from watcher to watcher.  
 
        “What do we do?,” a villager asked.
 
        “Where’s Sheren?,” another questioned.
 
        The group looked around, at each other, back to the village and up the road.  None of the other councilors were there, and Jemas was beginning to doubt that any but Sheren Tobiason would be listened to.
 
        “Sheren is at the cemetery with the Far Rider,” someone shouted out in answer.
 
        More looks passed around, no one wanting to make a decision.
 
        “Someone run and get Sheren and Culann,” Private Jemas said, speaking up and surprising himself and the villagers.  “I need two of you to come with me; the rest will stay here and fortify this position.”
 
        Silence fell, the villagers all looking at the young man dressed as a Kings Guard.  Jemas tried to maintain a steady glance, the look similar to one he had seen the drill sergeant at his training use.  The look of a man who was waiting for his commands to be followed.  Inside he was nervous and fearful.  He didn’t know why he had spoken up.  It had just come out.  He knew that someone needed to make a decision and the words had just flowed out.
 
        “I’ll go get Sheren,” one of the younger men said finally.
 
        It was like a dam burst with that one statement.  The others started reacting, following Jemas’ commands.  Two men stepped up to volunteer and the others started talking about what materials they could get to form a barricade across the road.
 
        Nodding, still keeping the look of command, Jemas was inwardly shocked.  They were doing what he had said, what he had suggested.  They were following his orders.
 
        With the two men following, Jemas set off at a jog down the road towards the mines, knowing that the villagers were doing what he had ordered.  He smiled to himself, still surprised.
 
    
 
        Culann stood in front of the fifth crypt.  It looked like the others, nothing to make it stand out.  A stone arch with fading carvings and a large stone door that was unmarked except for cracks that marked the passage of time.  There was nothing to indicate that the crypt was still in use and the name of whatever family was housed within had long worn away.
 
        He leaned against the stone.  It was too thick to hear through.  If there was even anything within.
 
        The thought had come that there was nothing making the skeletons form inside those specific crypts.  There could be skeletons currently in all the others.  There was no way of knowing.  Not now at least.  If the skeletons appeared when they had broken into the Dvorkan chamber, then it took a couple of days for the animated creatures to push the heavy stone doors open.
 
        This crypt could be hours away from opening or days.
 
        Culann studied the edge where the door met the arch, running his figures over the crack and feeling the difference and how they were not flush.  Naturally occurring from craftsmanship of the door, age or were there skeletons even now pushing at it?
 
        Sighing, he set the dark iron rod against the stone arch and grabbed the rusting metal handle that had been attached to the door.   He wished he had thought to bring some oil to use on the hinges, afraid they would be hard to pull against and would squeak.  No help for it now, he thought.
 
        With both hands he started pulling on the door.
 
        The stone ground against the threshold, the hinges squeaked loudly.  Slowly the heavy stone slid out revealing a space of a couple inches around the arch.
 
        Culann stepped back towards the opening, staying well back in case a skeletal hand tried to grab at him.  He watched the dark slash where no light penetrated, the partly open door blocking it all.  There didn’t appear to be anything right at the edge.  Grabbing the rod, he banged on the edge for a minute, the sound reverberating down the length of the crypt’s tunnel.
 
        He stopped, pulling the rod back and leaned in as close as he dared.  He thought he heard something from the far end, a scratching sound.  Setting the rod against the arch again, he grabbed the edge of the door and pulled.
 
        The heavy stone slid further and Culann continued until there was an opening of about six inches between the frame of the arch and the back side of the door.  Now daylight was able to get into the front of the tunnel, lessening the shadows but not providing complete light.
 
        There was definitely a noise from deeper inside the crypt.  Grabbing the rod he took a quick glance at the door and saw multiple marks broken into the stone, similar to what they had seen on the inside of the other door.  Evidence that a skeleton had been pushing on it.  Taking a step back, he started banging the rod against the door.
 
    
 
        Jemas ran onto the plateau, breathing heavy from running the almost mile in armor with the sledge and shield, the two villagers lagging behind.   He took in the scene quickly seeing the watchers from the village arrayed in a half circle in front of the third mine entrance.  He couldn’t see the entrance itself, the villagers were in the way, but more was becoming clear as they all took steps backwards.
 
        Heads turned as he jogged towards them, his armor making noise.  He could now hear the clacking of the skeletons jaws and the strain of the last of the planks.  The villagers parted as he approached, opening up a view of the entrance.
 
        The middle plank had fallen with the top and bottom being pushed out by the relentless pressure of the two skeletons.  The creatures pushed forward, taking small steps as the feet got caught on the bottom plank, but their strength was slowly pulling the nails out of the arch.
 
        “Push them back inside,” Jemas shouted.  “We need to reinforce the barricade.”
 
        It took a minute, the villagers watching him, trying to decide what to do.  It was the two that had followed him that decided it.  They had come up behind the others as Jemas shouted his orders and it was they who grabbed some of the watchers, moving quickly to do as he had said.
 
         “We need to,” He started but stopped as he saw a crack start to form in the top plank.  He had been about to tell them to start banging the ends of the planks back into the arch but it was too late.
 
        The sharp crack of the heavy timber echoed over the plateau and into the valley.  The plank split in two, the force of the skeleton’s head pushing against it threw it back and the last bit of nail was ripped out of the arch.  The two pieces fell with a loud boom, throwing up dust.
 
        The villagers all paused, all turning to look at the entrance.
 
        It was like the skeletons paused as well.  The plank fell away, the resistance fell away, and they stood still as if they had been surprised.  But it didn’t last as the creatures started moving again.  One was so close to the bottom plank that when it went to take a step its foot caught on the wood and without the upper plank to catch it, the skeleton fell over.
 
        But it fell out onto the plateau, where it started moving to try to right itself.
 
        The second skeleton got lucky and managed to step over the bottom plank.  Its arms reached out, fingers opening and closing, and started moving quickly towards the villagers. 
 
        Panic set in on the people of Minoda.  Now that the skeletons were out of the mine with nothing to stop them, the people kept moving back, leaving Private Tern Jemas alone.
 
        Jemas took one step back with his right, putting his left foot in front, angling the shield so it faced the oncoming skeleton.  He gripped the unfamiliar weight of the sledge, making sure the runed head was facing out.  He hoped Culann was right about the rune.   He took a deep breath, trying to calm his nerves, watching the magical creature take another step towards him.
 
        He glanced at the fallen skeleton; saw that it hadn’t righted itself yet.
 
        The first skeleton was on him, the bony fingers slapping against the shield.  He crouched down, angling the shield to push the arms of the creature up.   The force of the flailing arms, the surprising strength behind the bones, pushed against him.  The fingers scrapped against the iron, causing an ear curdling screech to sound through the plateau.
 
        Jemas swung with the sledge.  He as at an odd angle and didn’t know the proper way to grip the weapon for best effect, so the swing was weaker then intended but the effect was strong.  The head of the weapon hit the skeleton’s knee bone and the rune flared up, a bright orange.
 
        Surprised, Jemas almost dropped the weapon, but managed to hold on.  He stood up as the pressure against the shield was released, the skeleton stumbling to the side by the blow.
 
        Over the sounds of the skeletons, Jemas could hear murmurings from the villagers.  They had all seen the swing of the sledge and the flare of the rune.  They had seen the skeleton stumble.
 
        Jemas took a side step, moving around the skeleton, and swung the sledge again.
 
        He hit the back shoulder of the skeleton, more light flaring, and everyone on the plateau heard the sound of bone cracking.   Another swing, at the same spot, and a louder crack of bone.
 
        One more swing and the skeleton’s arm fell away, falling to the ground.  The fingers still kept opening and closing, grabbing at the dirt and rocks.
 
        A cheer rose up from the villagers.  Three hits and the skeletons arm had broken off.
 
        The magical creature turned, grabbing at Jemas with its lone arm.  He pushed at it with the shield, turning it so he was once again facing the mine entrance.  The second skeleton had managed to right itself and was almost standing up.
 
        Pushing the shield to the left, Jemas pulled the skeletons arm away, leaving its chest open.  He swung with the sledge, hitting it on the side.  The rune flared up, bone cracked.  Stepping back, the skeleton off balance, Jemas dropped the shield.  He gripped the sledge with both hands and swung as hard as he could.
 
        The head of the weapon hit the skeleton in the middle of its chest, where a crack had just formed spreading out from the impact on its side.  The rune flared and the villagers watched as the creatures ribs exploded into many pieces.
 
        Taking a step back, giving himself space, and breathing heavily, Jemas watched the skeleton standing frozen.  One arm was reaching out, the fingers no longer grasping.  There was a large cavity in the creature’s chest, where its ribs had been.  Pieces of bone continued to fall as cracks spread across the skeleton’s body, spider webbing out from the cavity.
 
        The head fell atop the pile of bones that was its body, the jaw moving up and down.
 
        The villagers cheered louder and Jemas saw them rush forward, four of them, runed weapons raised.  They all stood around the second skeleton and started swinging.  Orange flashes flared as each weapon hit the creature, followed by the crack of bones.  Within seconds the skeleton was reduced to a pile of small bones.
 
        Jemas looked down at the head of the one he had destroyed.  It had fallen so the eye sockets were up, staring at him, the jaw clacking.  He raised the sledge over his head and brought it down smashing the skull into pieces.
 
        “Get some new planks in place,” he ordered and was surprised to see all the villagers react quickly.
 
    
 
        Culann stepped back out of the reach of the grasping arm.  The skeleton filled the small gap between door and arch, trying to push its way through to get at the man.
 
        As far as he could tell there was only the one, come up from the depths of the crypt.
 
        He watched the heavy stone door, seeing it move little by little as the skeleton pushed against it.  The strength of the creatures was hard to believe.  He had struggled to move the door the few inches he had.  The skeleton was pushing the thing just by sheer force.
 
        The arm moved, reaching out but not up and down.
 
        Culann angled slightly to the side, wanting to keep the skeleton reaching straight out.  He watched the movements, gripped the black rod tighter in his right hand and grabbed the skeleton at the wrist with his left.
 
        Immediately the creature started thrashing, moving the arm up and down and back and forth.  It was hard to hold on to, the skeleton’s strength threatening to pull loose from Culann’s grip.  He gritted his teeth and held on tighter.  He gave it a small yank, pulling the skeleton forward.
 
        The unthinking creature reacted instinctively.  It pulled its arm backwards, expecting resistance from Culann but he let the creature pull back well still holding on.  As the skeleton stumbled, Culann quickly yanked it forward.  Off balance, the skeleton fell forward, the head barely fitting through the opening in the door.
 
        Once the head was out and in the open, Culann swung with the black rod.  He hit the skeleton on the neck and kept the rod against the bones.  Runes flared up in a rainbow of colors.  The light was bright and he had to look away.
 
        He kept the pressure on the rod, trying to hold it steady as the skeleton kept trying to move.  It kept pulling at him, trying to free its arm.  A sizzling sound could be heard, like something was burning.  Smoke starting flowing up from where the dark iron rod hit bone.
 
        The light died down, followed by a thud of something hitting the ground.  The movements of the skeleton changed, no longer as frantic.
 
        Releasing the creature, Culann jumped back.
 
        With no more pressure, the skeleton’s body jerked backwards, falling fully into the crypt entrance.  Culann could hear it scrapping against the stone as it tried to right itself.
 
        That would be hard enough, but it would be harder without a head.
 
        He saw the skull lying on the ground where it had falling, a bit of spine still attached.  The ends of the bone were still smoking and the jaw was still moving up and down.  The clacking was muffled by the grass it had landed in.
 
        He looked down and saw the still smoking end of the rod.  Most of the flat length had melted away, bits of it still dripping down onto the grass.
 
        “That was expensive,” he muttered, dropping the dark iron rod.
 
        Culann reached into the satchel and brought out a smaller cloth bag with a drawstring around the top.  He pulled it as far open as it would go and holding it with one hand he reached down and grabbed the skeleton’s head by the bit of spine.
 
        He held the skull upside down in front of him.  The creature’s jaws clacked together crazily. It knew he was there, so close, and could do nothing.
 
        “Be angry all ye want,” he told the thing stuffing the head into the cloth bag.  “But ye are going ta help me.”  He pulled the drawstring tight, closing the bag.
 
        With the skull inside, the jaw still moving and wrinkling the bag as it did so, it wouldn’t fit inside the satchel so he let the bag fall loose, holding it by the end of the drawstring.  He swung it around a bit, shaking the skull inside.  Bending down he picked up the rod, glancing inside the crypt where the headless body still struggled to get up.  He put the rod in the satchel as he stood up.
 
        Letting the bag hang by the drawstring, Culann left the cemetery.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER FOURTEEN
 
    
 
        The tavern was full and Private Jemas was the center of attention.
 
        The young man sat at table in front of the hearth, the villagers that had been on watch outside the mines sitting around him.  There were a couple of empty mugs already in front of the soldier along with the one he was currently hoisting.  Men clapped him on the back and many more mugs of ale were hoisted in toast.
 
        The poor man was overwhelmed.
 
        Culann just laughed and smiled from his seat at the bar, a mug in hand.
 
        Jemas drained the last of the ale in his mug and set it down, one of the villagers calling for another.  The young soldier looked around and caught Culann’s eye.  The Far Rider smiled and raised his mug, telling the young man to enjoy the attention.  He deserved it.  His quick thinking had most likely saved lives.
 
        Let them all enjoy the night, he thought, because tomorrow will not be enjoyable.
 
        He turned back around, setting the mug on the counter.  He leaned down, elbows on the counter, and laid his head in his hands.  He rubbed at his temples, sighing.
 
        Culann looked up at a light thump on the bar, seeing his empty mug replaced with a full one.  He nodded thanks to Murphy.
 
        “Big difference a couple days can make,” Murphy said nodding towards Jemas.
 
        “Aye,” Culann replied taking a drink.  “Some men rise up when called upon but I’ve seen many more sink and break.”
 
        The sound of the door opening drew both men’s attention.  They watched as Sheren Tobiason walked in, pausing just inside.  The big miner looked the tavern over.  A good percentage of the village was there, mostly the men that were not currently on watch.  A small smile escaped the man’s stoic features.  Even before the skeletons, it had been a long time since he had last seen the villagers this celebratory.
 
        What Jemas had done had changed the mood.  Now they knew they weren’t defenseless against the skeletons.  Now they could fight back.
 
        He saw Culann at the bar and started making his way there, having to stop at the tables he passed and exchange words with the villagers.
 
        “Aye,” Culann said returning to his drink, looking up at Murphy.  “I’ve seen men break.  I’ve seen men rise up when called upon and I’ve seen men find their true calling.”
 
        Murphy watched Sheren move through the crowd.  He smiled.
 
        “I think I’m seeing it now,” the man said turning to the kegs and filling a mug.
 
        He set it on the bar just as Sheren sat down next to Culann.
 
        “Good crowd,” Sheren said taking a drink.  He nodded his thanks to Murphy.
 
        “It’s good for them,” Murphy said.  “They needed to let loose a little.”
 
        “That they do,” the miner replied.  “They really needed to lose the fear.”
 
        “Fear isnae always a bad thing,” Culann said looking straight ahead, staring at the wall with a far away expression.  “A good dose of fear kin keep ye alive.  Overconfidence, the lack of fear, that kin kill ye.  Without fear, ye have the illusion o’ safety.  And we are nae safe.”
 
        Murphy and Sheren exchanged somber glances, the mood instantly changing for them both.
 
        “Let them have their night,” Culann added holding up his mug in a silent toast.  “For the morning and reality comes soon enough.”
 
        He drained the last of the ale, setting the mug down.  Putting his hand over the top, he indicated that he didn’t want anymore.  Sheren put his own mug down, listening to the sounds of the villagers behind him.  Good sounds, happy sounds.  Yes, the morning would come soon enough.
 
                 
 
        The morning came.
 
        Again most of the village gathered in the square, the sun up for a couple of hours.  Culann stood on the stage, alone; the bag containing the skull was at his feet.  It moved as the skull inside shifted, the jaws still clacking away.  The villagers eyes it warily, especially the councilors that were at the bottom of the steps.  There were men, women and children, all looking to him for answers and solutions.
 
        “There is risk ta this,” Culann said looking out over the villagers after outlining his plan.
 
        They were scared, worried, as they should be.  The cheerful mood of the previous night had faded.  The reality of the threat facing Minoda once again in their minds.
 
        “What risk?,” Hesh asked.
 
        “If it is a trap like I think and I go inta the Cradle ta find and deactivate it,” he started.
 
        “It might cause more to appear,” Sheren finished from where he stood at the bottom of the stairs.  “To protect itself.”
 
        “Aye.  Inside the crypts, the cradle or maybe more outside.”
 
        "But won't the skeletons attack you, not the town," one of the councilors asked.  "To defend this stone?"
     "Maybe some will, but I do nae think all will," Culann answered.  "The skeletons have so far been moving away from the Cradle," he explained.  "Coming ta where the threat is perceived.  Here."
 
        "It's a defense mechanism," Private Jemas said, all eyes turning towards him.  "An automatic defense, you would have it respond outwards, away from what it is meant to defend.  To prevent more intruders."
     "Aye," Culann said with a nod.  "That is what I think as well."
 
        “If there’s a chance they will attack the village then don’t do it,” Hesh said.  “One or two we can handle now that we have these,” he said pointing at the runed tools many of the villagers were carrying.  It was lost on no one that he did not have a weapon.
 
        “We’d have to shut down the mines,” Sheren told the man.  “Even with the weapons,” he paused looking out over the villagers.  “We couldn’t risk it.”
 
        “Just the new one,” Hesh tried to counter but he didn’t look as sure as he had a second before.
 
        “No,” Sheren answered.  “All the mines.  The entire mountain,” he added looking around at the villagers. 
 
        The murmurings started.  People looked at each other, to the mountain, to the councilors, to Culann.  This was their livelihood at stack.
 
        “Dvorkan Cradles are huge,” Culann said as the crowd quieted, listening.  “Great sprawling complexes built deep inta the mountain and below.  It’s a surprise ye had nae gotten inta the tunnels before this.  Ye could mine fer a while and never hit a tunnel, or hit a tunnel and never set off the trap, or mine tomorrow and flood the town with skeletons.”
 
        “No way to know,” Sheren stated more than asked.
 
        “We can’t shut down the mines,” Hesh said dejectedly.  Any fight the man had was gone.  He was looking at the loss of the only thing that gave him any standing in the town.  He knew he had already taken a beating in that regards, the last couple days, and couldn’t take anymore.
 
        “Aye,” Culann said agreeing.  “Ye cannae.  Ye need the mines and cannae take the time ta start new ones further away.”
 
        The Far Rider fell silent, letting the villagers decide.  He walked down off the stage, leaving the moving bag with the head as a reminder, coming to stand in front of the councilors.
 
        “The merchants would have to go elsewhere,” Hesh said with a sigh.  “They would have to, in order to meet their contracts.  We’d lose everything.   We might already with what we’ve loss due to these.”
 
        Sheren looked around at the villagers beyond the circle of councilors.  They were scared and nervous.  He looked at the rest of the councilors and found all eyes on him, even those of Hesh.  They were telling him that it was his decision.
 
        He sighed, looking up at the sun and the clear blue skies.  Everything had been so much easier a couple days ago, less worry and more simple.  Work the mines, that was it.  He saw Private Jemas standing off to the side.  The young man looked less scared than he had when first come to the village, more determined.  He no longer had the look of a recruit.  He was turning into a true soldier.  Looking into the crowd he saw Mary, clutching Davey tight.  She had the same fear in her eyes but also strength and faith. 
 
        Faith in him.
 
        “Go,” Sheren Tobiason finally said turning to Culann.  “Go and stop this.  Do what you have to.  We’ll defend the town.”
 
    
 
        “What can I do,” Davey Tobiason asked.
 
        He stood in front of his father, along with the men and older boys of the village.  He was the only boy of his age, the others all closer to adulthood.  They were all gathered in front of the stage in the middle of the village square.  His father was directing, telling people where they would stand and what groups they would fight in.  Others were handing out the runed weapons, hammers and picks.  The women and younger children were at the edges of the square, watching and waiting when they would have to kiss their loved ones goodbye and seek the safety of the homes.
 
        It was a couple hours after the meeting in the square.  It had not taken long for preparations to begin.
 
        Sheren looked down at Davey, a smile on his face.  He looked proud.
 
        “Not today son,” he said, the pride still in his eyes.  He was proud that Davey was here trying to help but the boy was not old enough, not yet.
 
        “Da, I can help,” Davey said trying hard not to let his voice turn into a whine.
 
        He knew he couldn’t fight but he could help, like the older boys.  He could run water, bandages, orders and that.  He was one of the fastest boys in the village.  It wasn’t fighting, but it was important and it was helping.  He wanted to help.  This was his home too.
 
        “You can help by staying with your mother,” Sheren said clasping his son on the shoulder.  “She will need you.”
 
        “But,” Davey started to say, the whine creeping in.
 
        “No,” Sheren said in the tone that Davey knew meant there would be no more discussion. “Go to your Ma.”
 
        Dejected, Davey walked through the crowd towards the lane that led to his house.  He could see his mother standing with other mothers, holding the younger children back.
 
        “Davey,” she called.  “Come here.”
 
        Sighing, head hanging low, he walked to his mother.  She held out her hands, grabbing him by the shoulder and pulling him in close.
 
        “What did you think you were doing?,” she said scolding him.  “Your father is busy.”
 
        Embarrassed, Davey mumbled something, trying to step away so she wasn’t holding him so tight.  Part of him wished this had happened a year or two from now, when he would have been older and able to stand with the older boys.  All he wanted to do was help.
 
        Her grip was tight, he couldn’t move.
 
        He looked out over the square.  Watching the men organize, clustering and talking in small groups.  There were the older boys, going over the routes they would run with supplies and orders.  His father stood out, everyone going to him for commands.  Davey was disappointed but also proud.  That was his father.  The center of it all.  The one in charge.
 
        That was his Da.  He was proud but he wanted to be a part of it.
 
    
 
        Private Jemas stood outside the building that was serving as the hospital.  He watched the action in the square, Sheren Tobiason directing villagers as if he was a General.  The miner should have been a soldier, Jemas thought.  He would have made an excellent leader.
 
        The conversation that Culann had, he had missed it.  Too far away to fully hear, but he knew the basics.  The Far Rider was going after whatever was causing the skeletons to appear.  Jemas wondered what his role, if any, would be.
 
        Most likely there would be fighting.  Should he go with Culann or should he stay and defend the village?
 
        A commotion got his attention.  The sound of an argument, voices raised, came from the house behind him.  He climbed the steps and walked inside, seeing Sergeant Jaspers standing up at the end of the bed.  The man was clad just in pants, the bandages wrapped around his chest and face were stained red.  He was moving slowly, stumbling.  He held out his right arm, the side where he lost the eye, using it to help guide him.   The woman that was acting as the nurse, Madame Thurmanson, stood at the end of the bed, not touching him, but glaring at the man.
 
        “Need to lie down,” she was saying harshly, no signs of a bedside manner.
 
        “Lady, I need to know what is going on,” Jaspers said with a growl.
 
        “You lost an eye,” Madame Thurmanson said stepping out of the way of the fumbling Jaspers.  “You need time to adjust.”
 
        Jaspers was about to say something and Jemas knew the man well enough to know it was going to be mean and angry.
 
        “She’s right,” Jemas said before Jaspers could utter another word.
 
        “Jemas, is that you?,” Jaspers asked turning so his remaining good eye could focus on the Private near the door.  “What’s going on?”
 
        Madame Thurmanson glared at Jemas, giving him a look that said Jaspers was his problem now.  She ignored the Sergeant and went to check on the other patients.  Jemas could see Harland sitting up in his bed, head turned towards them but not looking directly at them.  The Smith had yet to have his full vision return.  The other two men in the room were sleeping still.  Somehow.  Or they were just good at faking it.
 
        “You need to rest,” Jemas said moving towards Jaspers.
 
        “Don’t tell me what to do,” the Sergeant muttered angrily waving Jemas away when the younger man reached out to help.  “I need an update.”
 
        “You’ve been hurt.”
 
        “Chicol’s Breath boy,” Jaspers grunted.  “Of course I know that.”
 
        Jemas reached out again only to be batted away.
 
        “How long have I been out?,” Jaspers asked.  He finally stopped moving, standing at the end of the bed, looking around as he stood unsteadily.
 
        “Two days,” Jemas answered stepping back and taking a position between the man and the door.
 
        Jaspers stopped, focusing his good eye on Jemas.  He seemed shocked, surprised and deflated a bit.  He reached up, feeling the bandages around his head, rubbing them over where the eye was.  He glanced down at his chest, looking at the mass of white that was stained red.
 
        “How bad?,” he asked Jemas pointing at the bandages.
 
        “Not good,” the Private answered.  “Mostly just some deep cuts on your chest. Madame Thurmanson stitched you but too much activity and they can pull out.  The cuts haven’t scarred over yet.  The eye,” he started to say and stopped.  Not sure how to proceed.
 
        “I lost it,” Jaspers said for him.  The usually boisterous and arrogant Sergeants voice had a new tone to it, the tone of a broken man.
 
        Jemas could only nod.
 
        Reaching around with his right hand, Jaspers felt for the bed behind him.  He sat down on the edge and sighed.
 
        “This will take some getting used to,” he muttered to himself.
 
        “Would you like me to get you anything?,” Jemas asked into the silence that had fallen.
 
        Jaspers was silent for awhile, staring down at the ground.  Jemas was about to ask again when the man finally spoke.
 
        “No.” It was spoken quietly.  “Just tell me what is happening.”
 
        Jemas started to protest but Jaspers held up a hand.
 
        “I won’t leave and will lie down,” he said looking up at the younger man.  “I just want to know where things stand.”
     Nodding, Jemas told him.
 
    
 
        Culann stepped out of the tavern, stretching and holding back a yawn.
 
        He had spent the last couple hours preparing the required spells.  He still wasn’t sure the idea would work as he intended or even work at all.  But he had to try.  Minoda could not keep going as it was.  From the tavern’s porch he looked out over the square, watching as the villagers were organized. Sheren stood at the base of the stage issuing orders, directing men and the older boys.
 
        The bag in his hand started swaying, the skeleton head contained inside moving it with the force of the clacking jaw.
 
        “Ye be quiet now,” Culann said shaking the bag, which only made the skeletal head move the jaw more.  The Far Rider smiled as he stepped off the porch.  He wore his traveling cloak but had left the bow and quiver inside the small room.  He wouldn’t be needing it where he was going.  It wouldn’t be much use inside the Dvorkan Cradle.
 
        He paused, watching Sheren Tobiason and the villagers.  He looked around for Private Jemas but didn’t see the man.  Which was good, the soldier would probably want to come along but would be of more use here.
 
        There wasn’t much else Culann could do here.  It was time.
 
        He adjusted the sack with the equipment he would need and started walking towards the mines.
 
    
 
        Sheren walked towards his wife and son, sledge hammer over his shoulder.  He was smiling, trying to appear calmer then he felt.  He could tell that Mary saw through him.  She knew him so well.  Villagers that were around them stepped back, giving the family privacy and going to find their own families.  He stopped in front of them, leaning the sledge against the wall of a nearby building, and reached out a hand and placed it against her cheek.  She leaned into it, staring up at him.
 
        There was fear in her eyes.  And love and pride.  She forced a weak smile.
 
        He bent down and kissed her forehead.  Nothing else needed to be said.
 
        “Da,” Davey started to say.
 
        “I told you already,” Sheren responded sternly looking down at his son.
 
         “No,” the boy said pointing towards the far end of the square.
 
        Sheren turned to where Davey was indicating.  He could make out the cloaked figure of Culann Hawkfall walking towards the road that led to the mine.  Sheren looked up at the sun.
 
        It was time.
 
        He took a step back from his family and looked at them.
 
        Beautiful Mary.  Gray starting to show in her long brown hair, wrinkles and other marks of age, but she was still as beautiful as the day they had been married.  And Davey.  A strong lad with a decent head on his shoulders.  Most of the time.  He would make a fine man someday.
 
        He picked up the sledge hammer, feeling the rune carved into the head.
 
        “Davey,” he said looking down at his son. “You keep an eye on your Ma.”
 
        “Yessir,” Davey replied with a nod, still looking disappointed.
 
        With a last look at Mary, Sheren turned his back on them and walked back towards the square.
 
    
 
        Jemas walked out of the house and into the square.  The large crowd had dispersed; going to the assignments they had been given.  He saw Sheren Tobiason and made his way towards the miner.
 
        “Master Hawkfall is heading for the mines,” Sheren told him as they met at the stage in the middle of the square.
 
        “Where do you need me?,” Jemas asked.
 
        Sheren looked the young man over.  When the soldier had first come to town, Sheren would have said he wanted the man as far from the actual fighting as possible.  He had seemed weak, scared.  But now?  Now the young man was a true soldier.
 
        He was also the only one in the village with armor and a shield.
 
        The thought of taking Sergeant Jaspers armor and gear and putting on a villager was tempting but no one had ever trained to fight in armor or with a shield, except Donald Jaccob and with his limp he couldn’t fight.  The idea was good, but in the end he had decided to not do it.  The armor would have a negative impact with someone untrained and not used to the weight.
 
        That left Private Jemas as the only armored man.
 
        “The villagers, we’ll face any skeletons as a team.  One in front and one in back, alternating hits to keep the thing off balance,” he said and Jemas nodded.  “You,” he added tapping on Jemas’ chest armor. “are going to be the roamer.  I’d like you to move around and help out where needed.”
 
        Jemas looked off around the square, taking in the way the villagers were organizing and gathering.  At first he was disappointed as it sounded like Sheren was trying to get him out of the way, not trusting him in the coming battle.  But then he thought about it.  No, Sheren was giving him an immense trust and faith.  It would be his job to reinforce any of the groups, to fight solo if need be.  It was an important task.
 
        “I can do that,” he said proudly.
 
    
 
        “Davey,” he heard his mother say.
 
        She had released her grip on him and he had taken a couple steps away.  He could see his father talking with the young soldier, Jemas.
 
        He looked up at his mother, who was smiling at him.
 
        “Go home and wait for me,” she said.
 
        “Where are you going,” he asked.  His father had just got done telling him to watch out for her and now she wanted him to leave?
 
        “I’m going to help Mrs. Thurmanson and the other women,” she informed him, still smiling.  “I’ll be home soon.”
 
        “But Da said,” he started but she held up a hand and gave him the look.  He wasn’t sure which was worse, the look from Da or the one from Ma.
 
        “Davey Tobiason,” she said using his full name which meant he better not argue.
 
        “Yes Ma,” he answered moving past her and down the lane between houses.
 
        Their house was midway down the lane and he stopped in front of their door.  He looked behind him, back towards the square, and could no longer see his mother.   He looked ahead, where the lane ended at a cliff overlooking the forest below.  He moved quickly down to the end.
 
        He looked down into the forest, seeing the tops of the trees almost level with the plateau that Minoda was built on.  Looking towards the mountain, he could see the road leading to the mines and the mines further back.   There was a man walking on the road, from this distance hard to tell who it was but it had to be Culann Hawkfall.  He was the only one heading towards the mines.  There were other men moving away from them and towards the village.
 
        There was no one with him.  Davey’s father and the soldier, Private Jemas, were staying in the square.  What if Master Hawkfall needed help?  Needed a runner?  Someone to fetch and carry messages?
 
        Davey glanced back towards the square.  His mother was still busy.
 
        He looked back towards the mines.
 
        He badly wanted to help.  He didn’t want to be sent home like a child.
 
        But what could he do?  His parents didn’t want his help.  He couldn’t just cower in the house like a little child.  He should be out in the square with the older boys, doing his part.
 
        One last glance towards the square to see if anyone was coming.  Still clear.  Slowly he started making his way towards the mine road, keeping between the last houses and the edge of the land.
 
        If he couldn’t help in the square then he would help in the mine.
 
    
 
        Davey ran up the road as fast as he could.  He knew he was visible to anyone looking from the edge of town, but there would be no one looking.  He was surprised at first that there were no sentries posted, but it made sense as everyone knew what would be coming.  It made it easier for him as there was no one to stop him and ask what he was doing there.  He had an excuse ready but never needed to use it.
 
        The thought that a skeleton could be between him and the mine never occurred to him.
 
        He ran and ran.  He was born in the mountains and had run this road and through the trees of the surrounding valleys many times.  The mile or so to the mine was nothing.
 
        Davey slowed down as he came towards the plateau.  He paused, somewhat hiding behind the smithy and watched.  Culann Hawkfall stood in front of the entrance to the new mine.  The other two were still boarded up but the planking had been removed from the last.
 
        Culann was just standing there looking the arch over.  He held a bag in each hand and Davey could see the smaller one in his right hand moving with the motions of the skeleton’s skull.  Glancing down at the bag, Culann gave it a shake.  The man stood in the entrance for a couple more minutes, staring down into the shadowed depths.  Finally he walked into the mine.
 
        Davey waited a couple minutes and then moved.  He ran across the plateau and stopped in front of the third mine.  Hiding behind the side of the arch, he looked into the darkness.
 
   


 
   
  
 



CHAPTER FIFTEEN
 
    
 
        Culann stood in the middle of the Dvorkan room, what he was starting to think of as the entrance chamber.  He had never been to a Cradle before but had heard from some that had.  The dwarves were very protective of their homes and it took a lot of trust for an outsider to gain access.  Most Cradles had buildings built on the mountain slopes, outside the city itself, for visitors and trade and those didn’t truly connect with the tunnels beyond.  Very few did connect.  He had a feeling this was one that did not have buildings for outsiders.
 
        Cradles were also said to have multiple entrances to go along with the larger one that outsiders knew about.  The mountain was said to be dotted with small, Dvorkan sized, entrances that were cleverly hidden.  These were the ways that the Dvorkan themselves entered their halls, or escaped if need be.
 
        “If this is the entrance,”  Culann said to himself walking forward and running his hands over the back wall.  “There has ta be a way ta enter.”
 
        He moved back to the rough shaft where he had set the equipment down, the bag with the skull rolling as the magical creature’s jaw kept working.  Pulling out the lanterns, he lit them and placed one at each of the four corners.  These had all four sides open, allowing the light to spread out into the room.  Adjusting the shutter so it only allowed light out one side, he lit the last and held it aloft.  He started walking around the room, shining the focused light on the carvings in the walls and around the arch.
 
        He tapped on the back wall, not noticing any difference in sound.  He tried the side walls getting the same noise and echoes.  He completed a circuit of the entire room, tapping all over and getting the same noise.
 
        How to get in?  There had to be a passage out of this room.  Even if outsiders never got past it, the Dvorkan had to get be able to get into the space.
 
        Somehow.
 
        The dwarves were master craftsmen.  There could be a door in the wall and he would never know it but it had to be here.  There had to be an opening in the wall.
 
        Stepping back, Culann looked the wall over.  He moved the beam of the lantern, studying the different symbols.  Nothing caught his eye.  He wished he had a Librarian from GriffinStone here.  One of those academics that had studied the Dvorkan language would come in handy right about now.
 
        Sighing, he set down the lantern, adjusting the shutter so the widest possible beam of light was focused on the back wall.  He didn’t want to do it this way.  Culann had a feeling that he would need to cast more magic before the day was through, but it didn’t look like he had a choice.
 
        He began whistling.  A simple tune, very few notes, but it was long and repetitive. He had to concentrate to keep the pacing and pitch the same throughout the process.  This would be so much easier with an instrument, he thought wishing he had been able to learn to play.
 
        The lantern’s light, where the beams hit the wall, started to take shape.  Brighter spots formed, outlining the different carvings in the wall.  As Culann whistled, the lights moved away from the carvings.  They came together, forming lines on the wall, and started dancing across the surface.  That was the only way to describe it.  The lights, now four long lines, moved up and down and side to side along the surface.  As they moved, they grouped in twos, vertical and horizontal.
 
        He watched as the two horizontal lines settled along the wall.  One at the very bottom, where floor met wall; and the other about ten feet up.  The lines, which were about five feet long stretched out and ended up around ten feet long.  The vertical were still sliding along the walls surface, back and forth.  One of the vertical stopped, catching on the ends of the horizontal.  The other continued past and moved back towards the other side but caught on the other end of the horizontals.
 
        Now a perfect square of light was on the back wall.
 
        The hidden door.
 
        Culann changed the pitch, quickly switching the notes and rhythm of the whistling.  The lights brightened and disappeared with an audible click.
 
        He fell silent as slowly the stone slid back on hidden rails.  The door, one solid piece of stone, smoothly moved backwards.  Dust fell from the edges and the joints, the sound of chains and gears echoing through the space.   Culann watched as the door moved slowly back a couple feet and then rotated on the right side.  Once parallel to the corridor beyond, the door moved back again and with a loud thud slid into place and completely out of the way of the now revealed ten foot wide by ten foot high opening in the wall.
 
        “Ogmios’ Book,” Culann exclaimed as the last of the dust settled to the ground.  “Now that’s nae something ye see every day.”
 
        Picking up the lantern he stepped towards the opening.  He stopped at the threshold, shining the light over every surface and as far into the corridor as the beam would reach.  Beyond the opening was a long corridor with a downward angle.  The walls were smooth, the ceiling and the floor worked.  There were no carvings or markings, just the smooth walls.  He could see the shadow of the door set into a niche in the wall, with metal rails built into and flush the floor.
 
        He shined the light over all four surfaces of the opening looking for indications of carvings or runes, even tripwires.  He was highly doubtful that the opening was trapped, or if it had been that it was still active, but his suspicions about what was causing the skeletons was making him wary of Dvorkan traps.
 
        “Ye should nae be here,” he said as he heard a noise in the tunnel behind him.
 
        Culann turned and shined the light on Davey Tobiason.
 
        The boy was standing at the end of the miner’s tunnel under the arch.  He had been looking around the room intently but was now staring straight at Culann, fear in his eyes that were partially covered by the arm he was using to block out the light.  How much younger he looked at that moment.  Shaking his head, trying to keep the anger out of his voice and face, Culann beckoned the boy in deeper.
 
        “Come here lad,” he said gently.  “What are ye doing?”
 
        “I wanted to help,” the boy said as he walked into the room slowly, looking around wide eyed.  The wonder and amazement was overriding any chagrin the boy had for being where he was not supposed to.    “I thought I could be a runner for you.”
 
        Culann was about to say something as Davey stopped in front of him when a misty like light started seeping up from the ground in the middle of the room. Both the Far Rider and boy looked at the spot, watching as more and more flowed up.
 
        The light spiraled together, bright but cloudy, wispy.  It swirled around the middle of the room forming a cylinder of bright cloud about a man’s height tall.  It moved faster and faster, pulling in on itself.
 
        Culann grabbed the mesmerized boy and pulled him close, pushing the boy behind him.  He held the lantern in one hand, the other holding onto the boy.
 
        The light grew brighter causing the two to shield their eyes.  It lost the misty quality, solidifying.  They watched as it contracted, taking on a man like shape.  A hole formed in the ground, pieces of dirt and stone flowing up and into the shape formed by the light, filling in the space.
 
        Culann realized what was happening.  They were watching a magical skeleton being created.  No wonder they were so strong, he thought fascinated.  They were pure magic, not formed from human bones, but from the stone of the mountain.
 
        “Don’t move,” he told Davey.
 
        He moved to the side of the room, keeping an eye on the forming skeleton, working his way back to the front.  He stopped at the opening, reaching behind him and feeling for the bag that held the skull.  The damned thing had moved.  He risked a glance behind him, seeing the bag.  Leaning back he grabbed it and pulled it towards him.
 
        Bag in hand he cautiously made his way back to the boy and the open door.  He watched, fascinated, as the shell of light become almost solid, taking on definition.  He could see the ribs being formed, the shape of the spine bones.
 
        “Come lad,” he said quietly, as calmly as he could, when he got back to Davey.
 
        Walking backwards, watching the skeleton being formed, Culann stepped over the threshold and into the corridor.  He held his breath, arm holding Davey in the other room, waiting for a trap to be sprung.  Nothing.  No explosions, gas or arrows.  Sighing, letting the breath out, he pulled Davey into the corridor.
 
        It was as wide as the room beyond and he pushed Davey into the corner formed by the walls, out of sight of the entrance.  He moved behind the wall, looking into the entrance room beyond.
 
        The skeleton’s shape was filled in now.  The light was dimming and the hole in the ground reforming.  Holding a finger to his lips, telling the boy to be quiet, Culann pulled himself deeper into the shadows of the corridor as the horrible jaw clacking noise started to come from the room beyond.
 
        He listened, waiting to hear the sound of the skeleton walking away. 
 
        At first there was nothing, just the clacking of the jaws, then came the bone scrapping on bone as the skeleton moved its arms and legs.  Culann heard footsteps, bone striking stone, as the skeleton moved.  He held his breath, glancing down at the boy who looked up scared but also holding his breath.
 
        Together they listened, waiting for the noise to come their way.
 
        But it didn’t.
 
        The footsteps moved away from them and Culann recognized the change in tone as the skeleton walked off the smooth stone of the Dvorkan chamber and onto the rough stone of the mine.  There was a new scrapping, the creature’s hands and arms moving against the tightness of the passageway, scrapping across the stone.
 
        Slowly letting his breath out, Culann peeked around the corner.  He could just barely see the darker shadow of the skeleton as it made its way into the larger mine heading for the entrance.  Whatever magic drove it had somehow missed the two of them.  It had to be designed to protect from without, not within like they were.
 
        He stepped into the middle of the corridor.  He watched as the Skeleton exited the mine, moving in that odd shambling motion with the constant scrapping noise echoing down the tunnel.  The creature seemed to pause, the head moving around and then it turned and walked in the direction of the village.  Culann listened to the sound of it fading away as it moved quickly.
 
        He wondered what to do now.  Should he head back out, bring Davey back to his family?
 
        The decision was made for him as the boy stepped up alongside, coming from out of cover.
 
        They saw more of the white mist coming out of the ground, this time in two spots in the entrance chamber.  Cursing silently, Culann stepped back from the doorway, pulling Davey with him.
 
        “Come on lad,” he said calmly.  “We need ta be away from here.”
 
        With one hand on Davey’s shoulder, the other holding the lantern, Culann led the boy further into the Dvorkan Cradle.
 
    
 
        The first skeleton came down from the mine road.  The villagers that were stationed at the end of the road, where it met the village proper, shouted out when they first caught sight of it.  It had been lost in the shadows of the mountain and only the noise gave it away at first.
 
        The two men watched as it came closer.  They shuddered at the horrible noises, bone scrapping bone and the jaw clacking.  The thing’s arms were outstretched, reaching for them already.
 
        They looked at each other, both holding a marked sledge hammer.  They looked uncertain, scared.  One glanced back towards the village, seeing other ranks of villagers in teams of two and groups of three or four with poles.  The plan was that the ones without the runed weapons would occupy the skeletons well the ones with the magic would destroy them one at a time.  The people in the square were ready.
 
        Turning back to the skeleton they took a couple steps away from each other and a couple back towards the square, giving them more space.  The road from the mine came into the village hugging the mountainside with a house close to the edge.  The side of the house facing the road had a stone chimney and the mining carts with the horses always had to be careful not to clip the chimney when they came into town.  The house’s owner had a fire going in the hearth and they could see the smoke rising up into the afternoon sky.
 
        “Ready Michen?,” one asked, a man named Renin.
 
        “No,” the other replied, fear in his eyes and his face.
 
        The skeleton shambled closer with that weird gait it had.  It moved stiffly, creaking with every step.  Renin gripped his weapon tighter, hands hurting he held the shaft so hard.  Michen took another step back.
 
        Neither had thought much about it when Sheren Tobiason had told them to take up position there.  They never truly expected an attack from a skeleton.  That man, the Far Rider, was at the mine so shouldn’t anything have attacked him first?  And that would have given them plenty of warning.  Probably some of the villagers would have gone running to the mine.  Sheren would have.
 
        But now they were facing off against one of the creatures.
 
        “I’ll take the first swing,” Renin told the other, remembering Sheren’s instructions.  First one, then the other from behind.  “You work your way behind it.”
 
        “Yeah,” Michen said distractedly.
 
        Renin didn’t catch the tone in his partner’s voice, he just readied himself.  He took the stance he used when mining, one foot in front of the other, so he could swing down with all his might.  He held the sledge hammer against his shoulder with both hands, waiting for the creature to come close enough so he could lift it up and swing it down.
 
        The skeleton came closer, arms outstretched with fingers grasping.  It took all Renin had to stand there, watching the thing.  Time seemed to slow down, dragging to a stop.  What was seconds seemed hours.  Each step of the skeleton an eternity.
 
        “Stay quiet,” Renin said to his friend.
 
        Michen needed no encouragement.
 
        Renin tensed, shifting his grip, watching the skeleton and timing the steps.  He waiting, watching.  Closer, every step bringing it closer and closer until it was right there.
 
        He lifted the hammer over his head and swung with all his might.  A shout behind him, lots of shouting caused him to stumble a bit and the aim of the swing was changed. The hammer swung down, the momentum pulling Renin with it.
 
        He had missed, the heavy weapon swinging down in front of the skeleton and into the ground.  Renin stumbled forward, gasping in surprise.  He fell into the arms of the skeleton.  The creature grasped at Renin’s shoulders, fingers cutting into flesh.  Renin screamed.
 
        Michen stood frozen.  He had stayed quiet, had started to move around behind the creature like he was supposed to.  Then Renin had missed.
 
        He heard his friend screaming and panicked.
 
        Michen swung his hammer at the skeleton, right hand over left.  He was further away and barely connected with the skeleton, but the magic of the rune flared and orange light exploded from the small contact.  It startled Michen more than it did the skeleton.
 
        The thing dropped Renin, who fell whimpering to the ground.  It turned on Michen who took steps backward quickly, finding himself moving around the skeleton.  Unconsciously, for the young man had no idea what he was doing at this point, he was stepping backwards and turning at the same time, rotating around the creature.  The skeleton moved with him, the eye sockets of the skull always staring straight at Michen.
 
        He swung again, the momentum turning his body almost around, exposing his right shoulder to the skeleton.  The creature’s bony fingers grazed his shoulder and Michen screamed.  He swung the sledge hammer back, left to right, crossing under the skeletons reaching arms.  The swing continued, past his body and around in an arc, the runed head pointing out.
 
        Michen hadn’t realized how close to the house he was, how close to the stone chimney with the lit fire.
 
        The sledge hammers head hit the stones of the chimney, the rune not caring if it was stone or bone.  The magic flared as the power of the rune found an easier material to break.  The bones of the skeleton, born of the earth itself and shaped and shielded by magic were stronger then the stones of the chimney.
 
        There was a great explosion of stone, chunks big and small flying in all directions.  The force of the explosion pushed Michen, throwing the man against the side of the mountain.  A large stone hit the skeleton in the head and the thing fell backwards, other stones falling around it.
 
        The explosion blew inward as well, throwing flaming logs around the large open space of the houses.  Clothing, blankets and the wood of the home caught on fire where the flaming logs hit.
 
    
 
        Sheren stood back from the wagon that was across the road leading to the cemetery.  There were two men at the wagon and two on the other side further down the road.  He had thought about moving it out of the way.  It would give the skeletons, if any came and he had a feeling they would, easier access to the village but it would also allow the people to get at the monsters quicker.
 
        He thought they had a good strategy in place, one that had been worked out with Culann Hawkfall.  There weren’t enough runed weapons to go around to all the townsfolk, and not all would be capable of fighting to begin with.  The dozen or so weapons were spread out with the men assigned to groups of two.  It would be their task to destroy the skeletons, standing in front and back of the creatures and alternating swings to keep it off balance.  The other villagers, in groups of three or four, were equipped with shovels, rakes and brooms. Anything long that they could use to keep the skeletons at bay and distracted until a team with weapons could get to them to deal with them.
 
        When Culann had outlined the plan, Sheren at first had thought it overkill.  So far there had only been four of the skeletons at a time and the theory was that those in the cemetery were the first and had appeared over a length of time, not all at once.  Four of them should be relatively easy to deal with now that they had the weapons and plan.  
 
        The Far Rider had said to take no chances and Sheren had agreed.  These were his friends and neighbors and there really was no such thing as overkill.
 
        The two men on the road shouted, getting his attention.
 
        He watched as they ran back, glancing over their shoulders.  The wagon had been moved enough to allow people to move by easily, about five feet from the wagon’s end to the edge of the cliff overlooking the forest below.  The two runners stopped in front of Sheren, breathing heavily.
 
        “Two of them,” one of the runners said pointing behind him.  “Just around the bend.”
 
        “Get ready,” he told the four men.  “You two lead the first into the square,” he said to the two runners.  “Wait until the second skeleton is on this side of the wagon,” he told the others who were both carrying runed sledge hammers.
 
        All four men nodded.  Sheren looked them over.  They were all young men.  He was one of the oldest in what they were calling the defenders.  Most of the older men were in their homes.  The older boys were arrayed around the square ready to run with bandages, water or whatever else would be needed.  That left only about two dozen men that were ready to fight. 
 
        They were young men but looked ready.  Not too eager, which was good, and just the right amount of scared.  They would do well.
 
        He gave them a nod and turned to walk into the square and join the others when there was a shout from the mine road.  He looked and saw the two men stationed there shouting and pointing.  Another skeleton?  He moved closer and could see the shape of the thing up the road, slowly approaching.
 
        Sheren took steps that way when shouting behind him turned him around.  Back at the wagon, the four men were pointing and yelling back beyond the wagon.
 
        “Two more,” Sheren heard clearly.
 
        Culann must have opened the door in the chamber somehow, he thought.  That would make sense, the stone or whatever it was creating more of the skeletons to defend from the intrusion.  One from the mines, four from the cemetery.  He knew where he needed to be.
 
        He could see people in the village square reacting to the shouts.  He wanted to go to them, to give them direction, but thought he was needed here.  Not for the first, or last, time he wondered how he had come to be in this position.   Sheren took a step towards the square and saw Private Jemas moving from group to group, giving directions and calming them down.
 
        More shouting from the mine road.
 
        Sheren saw Renin holding his sledge hammer, ready to swing, with Michen moving to the side to get in position behind the skeleton.  The two men were ready.  Or so it seemed.  He watched, moving towards them, ready to assist.  Renin was waiting and went to swing just as more shouting came from the cemetery road.  Sheren didn’t turn, but Renin shifted, distracted by the noise.
 
        He saw Renin fall, he saw the skeleton grab the man and he saw Michen’s panicked movements.
 
        And there was nothing Sheren could do.
 
        He was too far away.
 
        Horrified he watched as Michen moved around the skeleton and swung the hammer in a panic.  He watched as Michen missed and the head of the hammer, etched with magic, hit the stone chimney of the house.
 
        He watched as the chimney exploded.
 
        The explosion threw him to the ground.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER SIXTEEN
 
    
 
        Mary Tobiason heard the shouting.  She looked up from where she was gathered with some of the other wives, laying out bandages and other supplies.  Coming from each of the two roads around the mountain she could hear the shouts of the men.  The skeletons were here.
 
        “Alright,” one of the older women said standing up and looking the crowd over.  “It’s time to get inside.”
 
        The women all took long looks out into the square, where their husbands and some sons were.  Mary thought she could see Sheren at the far end, over by the cemetery, but it was too far to be sure. 
 
        One by one, they all turned and headed down the lanes and through the square to their homes.  They all wanted to be out there, ready and watching, praying for their loved ones.  But they knew it was better to be behind the locked doors.  Safer.
 
        Only Mary and the older woman were left.
 
        “You boys know what to do,” the woman asked the group of young men that were behind them.  
 
        She received a chorus of nods.  These were the boys that were too young to be in the fighting but too old to be left inside with the mothers and younger children.  Mary knew that Davey wished he was one of them, but she was glad he was not.  They were to be the runners, bringing bandages and whatever else was needed.
 
        “Come Mary,” the older woman said laying a hand on her shoulder.
 
        Mary nodded, letting herself be laid away.  They walked slowly down the lane and the old woman continued further down towards her house, leaving Mary outside her door.  She took one last look towards the square, visible at the end of the lane. 
 
        “Rosmerta protect him,” she prayed looking towards the sky.
 
        Opening the door she stepped inside.
 
        Mary closed the door and leaned against the rough wood, feeling the knots of the planks beneath her forehead.  She could hear the sounds through the wood.  The shouting of the men at first and now followed by the screams of the hurt or worse, the horrible scrapping of bones.  A sound that would haunt her forever.
 
        She turned around, facing into her home, back against the wood.  Tears streamed down her face.  She sank to the floor, hugging herself.   She reached out for Davey, needing to hold him.  Not for his sake, but for hers.
 
        Opening her eyes she looked around the dark interior of their home, a place so familiar but now looking like a place she had never seen before.  Where was Davey?
 
        “Davey,” she called out, quietly at first but louder as she said it again.  “Davey?”
 
        She stood up, desperation in her cries.
 
        He was not there.  Her son was not there.
 
        Mary ran through the house and up the ladder to the loft, wondering if Davey had gone to his more familiar sleeping space.  But no, he was not there.  He was not anywhere in the house.
 
        “Rosmerta, please no..,” she said standing in the middle of the space, looking around wildly.
 
        He had to be outside still.  Why?  Why would he do that?  He had been told to go straight home.
 
        She pulled the door open, stepping outside into the lane between buildings.  Mary looked both ways, seeing nothing.  She looked towards the square, where the sounds of fighting came from.  She knew that was where Davey would be.  She used the sides of the houses to help hold her up as she walked, half stumbling, towards the square. 
 
    
 
        Sheren pushed himself up off the ground.  He stood up, shaking his head, trying to clear it.  He could hear more shouting, much more.  It was coming from all around him.  From the direction of the mine, from the cemetery and now from the square itself.
 
        He looked down at the ground, searching for his sledge hammer.  It had flown from his grasp when the chimney had exploded.  He found it almost five feet away.
 
        Grabbing it he got a clear look at the chaos that now fell over Minoda.
 
        The house that had exploded was fully on fire, the flames licking up the log sidewalls and onto the thatch roof.  The flames had spread to the next house, threatening to consume that one as well.  There was rubble across the road from the mines, but that hadn’t stopped the skeleton.
 
        Or was that a second one?  There looked to be bones trapped under large rocks at the road, along with what were two bodies.
 
        Quickly looking away he turned towards the wagon, seeing it at an awkward angle.  The gap between it and the road’s edge had widened, the wagon had been pushed.  He could see why, there was a skeleton on the other side of the wagon continuing to walk forward and its magical strength slowly moving the unloaded cart out of the way. 
 
        There was no one there, the four men having retreated into the square itself.
 
        He saw multiple skeletons, four or more.  It was hard to make out with all the chaos.  Men were running back and forth, crossing each other.  It looked like they had regained some control and were following the plan.  A group of four villagers were pushing a skeleton in circles with brooms and the ends of shovels.  Another group, two from the wagon watch, were alternating blows on a skeleton with their enchanted weapons.
 
        Sheren ran into the square.  He found the group of teens at the far edge, crowded together.  There were less than he thought there should be.  Some must have ran.  Not that he could blame them.
 
        “Start a bucket line,” he ordered the boys.  “We need to put out those fires.”
 
        The oldest of the boys nodded, understanding.  The others were reluctant to leave the perceived safety of where they were, but the oldest pushed them to go.  Some he had to physically push, but once they most got moving, the rest followed.
 
        Sheren ran back into the square, stopping and grabbing some of the men as he went.  He ordered them towards the fires as well.  They had to put those out before it spread to more of the homes.  The skeletons were bad enough.  They didn’t need the village to catch on fire as well.
 
        He looked around the square, studying the pockets of fighting, trying to figure out where the best place for him would be.
 
    
 
        Jemas felt the force of the skeleton’s blow against his shield.  It staggered him, but he dug his heels into the ground and would not move.  Again the thing struck at him, mindlessly pummeling the shield with its arms.  It moved forward, bringing its body against the iron of the shield and now Jemas was pushed back.  The strength of the thing sliding him back, no matter how hard he tried not to move.
 
        It was relentless.  Nothing would stop it.
 
        He adjusted his stance, angling his body down.  Holding onto the enchanted sledge, he swung at the skeleton’s exposed knee.
 
        Orange light flared up as the weapon hit bone.  Cracks could be seen forming.
 
        The skeleton stumbled to the side and Jemas swung again at the same spot.  The bone of the kneecap shattered into hundreds of little pieces.  The skeleton fell to the side, the lower leg given out completely. It rolled onto its backs, arms and remaining leg flailing as it tried to right itself.
 
        Private Jemas didn’t give it a chance.
 
        He struck it repeatedly with the sledge, orange light flaring with each blow.  Three, four hits and the creature stopped moving as there were no pieces large enough to move anymore.
 
        Breathing heavily, Jemas looked around the square for his next target.
 
    
 
        Mary paused at the edge of the square, still in the lane between homes leaning against one, looking out onto a nightmare.
 
        A house far across the square, at the mine road, was on fire.  The flames were spreading to other homes.  There was shouting, screaming.  She could see two skeletons walking through the square and another three already being fought off by the villagers.  She watched one skeleton reach out and grab one of the men, pulling the man towards it, as the other men started hitting it with everything they had.
 
        She couldn’t let that distract her.
 
        Mary looked all around the square, moving deeper into it.  Looking.  Searching.  Where was Davey?  The group of boys was gone, some having run away and others doing the tasks they had been assigned.  She thought she saw some running towards the fires with buckets in hand.  It hadn’t been that long since she was last here, but it looked so different.  It had happened so quickly.
 
        Still looking and searching for Davey or Sheren.
 
        Then she saw in the middle of the square. Sheren.  Her husband.
 
        “Sheren,” she yelled, watching him turn towards her.  “Davey is gone!”

     Sheren heard his wife’s voice behind him.  He turned and looked at her, saw her running across the square towards him, saw the fear in her eyes.  He didn’t need to hear exactly what she had yelled; the look and fear said it all.   He looked around the square, searching every corner and nook.  But it was impossible; there was too much going on.  Too much movement to find one small boy.
 
        Where was that boy?  The damned fool.
 
        He couldn’t see him.
 
        No, Sheren thought.  He didn’t.  He wouldn’t.
 
        Davey had chased after the Far Rider.
 
        He looked down the west road, lost at what to do.  Chase after his son?  Stay here and fight, save the village?  More shouting, louder screams, drew his attention.  He watched a skeleton walk out of another lane, coming towards the back of some distracted villagers.
 
        Sheren ran, swinging his hammer, praying to Dagda and all the Gods above that the Far Rider could protect his son.
 
    
 
        Sergeant Jaspers woke up to the sound of shouting, screams and the horrible bone scrapping.
 
        He thought he was still in the midst of the nightmare, but no, he was awake and the sounds were coming from outside.  It took him a moment to orientate himself to what was happening.  He remembered the conversation with Private Jemas earlier.
 
        He turned his head to the left.  Empty beds.  He pushed himself up and looked to the right, needing the extra height to see with his left eye.  An empty bed.  They had taken the three men; Hutch, Harland and some other man that he did not know; and sent them to their own homes or somewhere else.  Planning for more wounded, he assumed.  That damnedable woman who called herself a nurse was gone as well.
 
        Shaking his head, sitting fully up and turning to put his feet on the floor, he stood up.  He knew more about battlefield medicine then she did.  The poor woman never had to deal with more than broken bones and colds, he knew.  She wasn’t ready for this.  None of them were.
 
        In bare feet, he couldn’t find his boots, the wooden floor cool, he walked towards the door.  He didn’t stumble as much, finding a balance and angle to hold his body so he could see enough to move.  The sounds were louder and the bone scrapping was everywhere.  How many skeletons were there?  He could now hear the jaw clacking, sounding like it was right outside.
 
        His armor, weapons and shield were leaning against the wall by the door in a neat pile.  He reached down and felt the metal of the shield, running his fingers along the upper edge.  He felt better just knowing the familiar weapon and armor were close.
 
        There were no windows on this face of the house, nothing looking towards the square.   He leaned up against the door, listening.  There was so much shouting, from all over the village it seemed, that it all ran together.  He couldn’t make out any of it.
 
        “Bah,” he muttered opening the door.
 
        The door opened onto a set of steps that led down to the ground, this home being one of the few that opened directly onto the village square.  It was a scene of chaos.
 
        A building near the road to the mine was on fire.  Men were running back and forth with buckets of water, trying to put it out.  Scattered around the square were groups of men fighting skeletons.  Some were attacking with make shift weapons, sledge hammers and the like.  Others were just keeping the skeletons occupied, pushing them with long poles, herding them towards the ones with the weapons.
 
        Jemas had explained that the Far Rider had runed some of the villager’s tools, turning them into weapons that could harm the skeletons.  And they seemed to be working.
 
        Jaspers watched as the villagers took turns, alternating their swings and hits on a skeleton.  They kept it off balance, turning the thing back and forth between them.  And each time a weapon hit the bones, there was a flare of orange light.  He watched as it took only four of five hits for chunks of the skeleton to start falling off, the thing breaking apart into pieces.
 
        A cheer came up from the nearby villagers as the skeleton fell.  But that cheer was quickly drowned out as that group moved to the next magical creature, repeating the alternating hits.
 
        But one of the men tripped and fell, dropping his sledge hammer.  He hit the ground hard, the skeleton reacted instantly, reaching for the man’s flailing arms.  The other villager started hitting the skeleton wildly, distracting the creature.  The first reached for the fallen sledge.
 
        Without the other man to alternate blows, the untrained villager was overwhelmed.  The skeleton reached out, ignoring the wild hits, and grabbed the man with one bony claw.  The man screamed, dropping his weapon in the panic.  The skeleton gripped and Jaspers, knowing how strong those bones were, imagined the sound of bones breaking.
 
        The fallen man stopped, panicked, watching his friend and neighbor.  He was frozen, unable to move.
 
        The skeleton reached forward with its free hand and grabbed the struggling villager’s face.  The creature squeezed and the man screamed.
 
        Jaspers looked around as best he could with one eye.  There was no one else around, no one else nearby.  The villagers with the poles, that had brought the skeleton, had moved on.  Not sound tactical planning, he thought, but then these were miners and farmers.  Not soldiers.
 
        It was over quickly, the villager stopped struggling and the skeleton turned towards the man still on the ground.  Seconds, what had felt like minutes.  The skeleton dragged the lifeless body around with it, letting it fall to the ground as it reached down for the man on the ground.
 
        The man screamed; fingers just inches away from his weapon.
 
        Not that he would have been able to do anything.  Untrained, he could just swing, treating it like a hammer hitting a nail.  That wouldn’t help him now.
 
        No one could help him now.
 
        Grabbing his shield, Jaspers jumped down the stairs.  He stumbled as he landed, adjusting to only seeing from the one good eye.  He worked to put his arms through the straps as he charged at the skeleton.  So close, yet so far.
 
        Jaspers heard a new scream echoing through the square and was shocked to realize it was him.
 
        He slammed into the skeleton, taking most of the force on the shield.  He pushed the creature back, turning it away from the villager.
 
        “Run man,” he yelled.
 
        The villager, younger then Jaspers had realized, scrambled back on his hands and legs putting as much distance between them all as he could.  Because of the angle, Jaspers couldn’t see if the man was gone as he was on the right side.   The man had better be, Jaspers thought, as the strength of the skeleton was pushing him backwards.
 
        His feet scrapping along the rough ground, it was only then that Jaspers realized he had run out with no boots on.  Or shirt, or anything at all beyond the pants he was wearing and the shield he had grabbed.  He felt a sharp pain across his chest as the stitches were being ripped out. Blood starting flowing down his body, dripping onto the ground.
 
        He grunted in pain, gritting his teeth.  A skeleton arm got past the shield, raking at his arm and making new cuts.  He shifted the shield, moving it to protect from both arms, but lost some ground.  He felt something hitting his heel, pushing it across the ground as he was pushed.
 
        He shifted again, putting more force on the right side to turn the skeleton that way.  He angled himself so he could look down at the object with his left eye, cursing the damned skeletons for taking his eye, making everything harder.  He also cursed himself for his stupidity, knowing that ultimately he was to blame.
 
        The thing he had hit was the dropped sledge hammer.
 
        It was on his left side.
 
        He was holding the shield with his left arm.
 
        The skeleton surged forward, pushing him backwards and bending him down.   Jaspers could feel more blood flowing from his wounds, the old and the new.  He could feel himself getting weaker.  Already tired and hurting, the strain of holding back the supernaturally strong skeleton was too much. 
 
        It was now or never.
 
        He pushed with the shield, putting all his strength behind it.  The skeleton turned, barely, and Jaspers bent down, keeping the shield above him.  He blindly felt around the ground for the sledge.
 
        The skeleton recovered and pushed again, the force causing Jaspers to bend awkwardly.  He felt a bone snap in his leg, grunting in pain, as he fell and landed on his back, the skeleton on top.  His legs were pinned under him and he could not move; the weight of the skeleton pressing against him with the shield between them.  His left arm, through the straps, was caught and bent.  He was sure his wrist had broken.
 
        He could feel the bony fingers of the skeleton grabbing for the edge of the shield, trying to pull itself over or around.  Jaspers felt the ground around him, hoping and praying.
 
        His fingers felt the edge of the handle, just barely touching.  He shifted under the shield and grabbed the sledge hammers handle.  The movement caused the skeleton to turn and the grasping fingers found his left shoulder.  They cut and dug in deep, ripping new wounds in the man. Jaspers yelled.
 
        Barely holding onto the sledge he swung it, the angle and movement awkward.  By the grace of the gods the runed end hit the bones of the skeleton.  Jaspers closed his eyes in shock against the bright orange flash of the magic.  The skeleton shook, its weight loosening up.
 
        Again Jaspers swung, managing to free his legs from under the weight of the skeleton as it moved to avoid the attacking weapon.  The hits were bothersome, doing no real damage, but it allowed Jaspers to free.
 
        Screaming in pain, he lifted with the shield, broken wrist and torn shoulder fighting against the act.  He continued to swing and hit the skeleton, keeping its weight off the shield.  He managed to turn the creature and pushed with all his strength.
 
        The skeleton was pushed up and fell, landing on its back.  It still moved, kicking its arms and legs to try to get up.
 
        Jaspers struggled up.  He leaned to the side, barely able to put any pressure on his right leg.  Broken leg and ankle, bleeding from the re-opened wounds on his chest and the new ones on his shoulder.  He could barely stand and had to drop the shield, the sound of it hitting the ground loud in the relative silence.
 
         He looked around the square and saw that it was the same as before.  What had felt like hours had only been a couple of minutes.
 
        “To Duinn with you,” he said walking towards the skeleton that was struggling to get up.
 
        Sergeant Jaspers swung the hammer off balance, nearly falling over.  The weapon hit, not with much force but enough to spark the magic. The orange flash joining others throughout the Minodan village square.  He swung and swung; each blow weaker than the last.
 
        His entire body was covered in the blood that leaked from his many wounds.  Breathing heavily he dropped the sledge, staring down at the skeleton that was still moving.
 
        Moving slower, but still moving.
 
        There were cracks all over the creature’s body, more growing with each passing second as the magic of the rune spread.  It still moved, trying to get up.
 
        Jaspers took a step back moving away from it, stumbled and fell to his knees.
 
        He grunted in pain, vision going dim.
 
        There was a noise to his right, the sound of someone bending down and picking something up.  Footsteps moved towards the skeleton.  Jaspers managed to turn his head and saw a limping form standing in front of the skeleton.  He thought he recognized the man but was having a hard time thinking.
 
        The villager, not the one he had saved, swung the sledge with two hands.  The rune flared brightly where it hit the skeleton and continued with each smash of the hammer into the creature.  Three or four more swings and the skeleton finally fell still.  There was a large hole in its chest, the bones smashed to pieces, and more and more of it was cracking apart.
 
        The man dropped the sledge and kneeled down in front of Jaspers.
 
        This close, he did recognize the man, Donald Jaccob.  The former soldier, who knew Jaspers prior to all this, nodded at the Sergeant.
 
        “That man you saved is named Harin Joneson,” Jaccob said with a sad smile.  “He’s nineteen years old.”
 
        Jaspers smiled.  That felt right.  He knew what kind of man he was, what kind of man he had been when come to this town.  No one would miss him.
 
        “You did your duty Sergeant,” Jaccob said.  “You can rest now.”
 
        Smiling Jaspers fell backwards, hitting the ground.  He stared up at the blue sky, birds circling ahead.  Everything was fading, going to black.  But it was okay.  He had done his duty.
 
    
 
        Jemas swung the hammer.  The orange light flared and the skeleton was forced back, its arm falling off at the shoulder.  He swung again, hitting the thing in the chest, and pieces of bone shrapnel flew everywhere.
 
        He grimaced as a large piece struck him across the face, just below the eye, cutting a long gash and drawing blood. Sweat feel from his forehead, hair drenched, dripping into his eyes.  He wiped the sweat, clearing his vision and looked around the square.
 
        The fighting seemed to be under control.  It seemed more and more skeletons were appearing from both directions, but after the first chaotic moments, the villagers were calming down.  They had found their rhythm and coordination, working together.  Further away he could see Sheren directing groups of villagers, setting up better defensive positions at the roads.
 
        He could feel the blood from the cut running down his cheek, dripping onto the ground.  No time for that now, he thought.
 
        Over to the side he saw a man, he thought it was Donald Jaccob the former guardsman, standing over someone lying on the ground. He saw the sun glinting off metal, a shape that looked like a shield.
 
        Jemas ran over, Jaccob turning at the sound.  The older man just shook his head and moved out of the way.
 
        Sergeant Jaspers looked peaceful laying there, at least his remaining eye that was still open.  His body was a mess of cuts and blood and bruises, but there was definitely peace in his lifeless gaze.  There was a slight smile on the face.
 
        Peaceful and content was not something that Jaspers had been when he was alive.  Jemas had never really liked the man, but he was glad that he had been able to die content.
 
        “You’re bleeding,” Jaccob said looking at Jemas.
 
        “I’m fine,” the young man replied absently still looking down at Jaspers.
 
        “That’s a pretty nasty looking cut,” the villager remarked.  “Better go get it taken care of before it scars.”
 
        There was fresh shouting and Jemas looked over his shoulder in the direction of the sound.
 
        “Later,” he said turning to go.  “There’s more to do. “ He took a couple steps and turned to look back at Jaccob.  “Can you take care of him?,” he asked nodding towards Jaspers.
 
        “Aye,” Jaccob answered as the younger man walked away towards the fighting.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER SEVENTEEN
 
    
 
        Davey held the bag containing the skull.  He could feel it moving as the head inside kept moving its jaw, the motion causing it to sway and move.  He held it away from his body, in a tight grip, trying to keep it from swinging close to his body.  Every time it came close, the skeleton somehow sensed it and the jaw starting opening and closing rapidly as the creature tried to bite at him.  He could see the outside of the bag moving with the motion.
 
        He walked five feet or so behind Culann, keeping the pace the other man had told him to.  The Far Rider didn’t want Davey too close, in case there were traps, he had said.  In one hand Culann held a long rod with a glowing tip, shining the only light in the space.  He would pause it move the small amount of light so it would highlight all the walls, ceiling and floor as they walked.  It was slow going.  In his other hand he held one of his axes in a tight grip.
 
        Davey wished he had a lantern or a light of some kind.  The magic wand that Culann had provided enough light to see by, but just barely, and the boy was walking at the edges of that light.  The tunnel was wide, but it was dark and Davey was starting to feel scared and small, the weight of all that stone around them pressing down on him.  He wished he had listened to his mother, had done what his parents wanted.
 
        There was no going back.  Culann had led them down the corridor and to where the tunnel turned sharply, maybe twenty or thirty feet from the door, the light provided by a rod he had taken from his satchel.  The lanterns and the rest of the gear were still back in the entrance chamber.   He had looked down at Davey, told him to stay, and then retraced his steps, slowly and quietly, coming back to the entrance chamber.  Skeletons were still being magically constructed.  One or two at a time, but they kept coming.  Luckily they were going out of the mine.  Lucky for them, not for the villagers, Davey had realized.
 
        Back at the turn, Culann had said that their presence in the tunnel was causing the magic to respond.  They had to hurry to find a way to stop it. He had led the boy down the next section of tunnel, handing him the bag with the skull so he could have a hand free to hold a weapon.
 
        They had been walking for what felt like hours to the young boy.  Each step was a process.  Move forward, examine the walls, floor and ceiling and then take another step.  When Davey looked behind him, he couldn’t see anything.  The darkness was absolute.  There was just their little bubble of light, the rest was pure darkness.
 
        “How did the Dvorkan see?,” he asked, his voice barely above a whisper.   He had meant to ask at a normal volume, but something about the darkness and confines of the tunnel made it come out quieter.
 
        “They kin see in the dark,” Culann answered, just as quietly.
 
        Davey fell quiet, thinking through that, wondering what it would be like. He ran his hands over some of the carvings on the wall and was amazed that these had been done in the absence of light.
 
        The tunnel came to an end at an intersection, new connections leading to the left and right.  Davey had no idea what direction it was or where it could lead.  He had become lost in the dark, his sense of direction gone without being able to see any landmarks.
 
        Culann stood in the middle of the intersection, looking back and forth in each direction, shining his light as far down as he could.  He spent a couple minutes looking at the carvings along the walls.
 
        “Didnae want ta do this so soon,” he said finally.
 
        He handed the glowing rod to Davey.  Reluctantly the boy took the magical item.  He expected the orb to hurt to look at, but was surprised when it didn’t.  The wood was smooth, polished, and felt a little warm in his hand.  Culann took the bag from him, putting his axe back in its sheath.
 
        “Hold that steady.”
 
        Culann set the bag on the ground and reached into his satchel.  He pulled out a short pole of some kind of wood, without proper light Davey couldn’t see how dark the shaft was to identify the species.  It was about an inch in diameter and a foot long.
 
        Opening the bag, he picked it up by the bottom, careful to avoid the snapping jaw of the skull, and lifted.  The skull fell out, rolling along the floor.  Culann stopped it with the rod, which he used to turn the skull around, trying to get at it from underneath.  It was hard as the creature’s constant jaw movements kept it moving anytime the Far Rider got it where he wanted it.
 
        Muttering under his breath, Davey thought it sounded like a curse his father had told him never to utter; Culann put his foot down on the skull, holding it steady.  He knelt down, holding the wooden shaft at the base of the skull, where the bones of the spine were still attached.  The creature’s jaw bone, free of the bag, clacked together with the sound echoing down the empty tunnels.
 
        Davey looked around, following the sound as it bounced around.  The weird echoes produced by the tunnels made it seem like there were dozens of the creatures.  It as unnerving and made him want to run.  He started to shake, the light he was holding moving with him.  The noise and the complete darkness were too much.
 
        “Hey now,” Culann said looking back at the boy.  “Just this one and it kinnae hurt you.”
 
        Taking a deep breath, Davey forced himself to steady.  This was why his parents wanted him to run and hide, he thought, angry at himself.  He closed his eyes, forcing himself to block out the echoes.   Opening his eyes, he could still hear the strange reflection of the sound but he was able to keep his focus.
 
        Culann whistled; a sharp sound that strangely did not echo.  It was short, only a couple quick notes.  Standing up, taking his foot off the skull, Culann lifted the shaft.
 
        And the skull came with it.
 
        The jaws kept clacking, which caused the end of the shaft to move and the whole length to shake.  Culann had to work to maintain a grip on it.
 
        “Bring the light closer,” Culann told Davey, who took a couple steps forward.
 
        Culann moved the skull on the end of the shaft towards the light, moving it so the base was visible.  Davey was amazed; there was no seam or visible joint where the wood of the shaft met the bone of the skull.
 
        “That should hold,” Culann remarked stepping back.
 
        “What are you going to do,” Davey asked.
 
        “Use this ta find the runestone,” the other answered.  “Magical creations like the skeleton are linked ta that which created it,” Culann explained.  “With the right spell, ye kin follow that link back ta the source.”
 
        Motioning the boy to be quiet, Culann held the skull out as far as he could, gripping the shaft at the very end.  He started to hum and make sounds, almost like that from a drum.  It was music he was making, an odd type of music, but still music.  It continued for a couple minutes with nothing happening, at least nothing that Davey could see.
 
        He had seen Culann perform magic before and there had been an immediate effect.  With this, there was nothing.  He kept quiet though, knowing that what was happening was beyond his understanding and not wanting to interrupt Culann.
 
        It went on for another minute and then Culann stopped abruptly.  Davey watched as a light grew from within the skull.  It was a faint green color, almost like a mist that surrounded the skull.  Not bright or solid looking, it didn’t shine, confined to a shell around the skull.
 
        Culann nodded, satisfied.
 
        He turned moved a couple steps down the left hand tunnel, holding the skull out in front of him.  Nothing seemed to happen, the glow around it staying the same.  He did the same down the right hand tunnel and the glow around the skeleton seemed to brighten a bit.  Not much, but it was noticeable.
 
        Nodding, Culann stepped back into the original shaft.  Holding the skull out at arm’s length, keeping the clacking jaws away from Davey and himself, he gathered a bunch of small rocks and laid them out in an arrow shape pointing the way they had come.   Done, he again walked up the left tunnel and back down the right tunnel, paying attention to how the skull’s glow responded.
 
        “We go this way,” Culann said using the skull to point down the right side.  “Stay close,” he instructed.  “Yer holding the light now.”
 
        Davey nodded, coming up to stand directly next to Culann.   Holding the skull in his left hand, he pulled out a hand axe with his right.   They started walking, a little faster, with Culann directing Davey where to shine the light.
 
    
 
        Sheren had lost count of the number of skeletons.  They just kept coming.  From where he stood he could see two more coming down from the mine road and one from the cemetery.  There was still three in the square, being herded and separated so the teams with weapons could deal with them.  He was exhausted and knew that the other villagers would be more so.  They had lost a couple men and still more had been wounded, all of whom had been pulled back and put into houses away from the square.
 
        They now had more runed weapons then they had people to use them.
 
        At least the fires were under control.  For now.
 
        He watched Mary lead a young boy away down the lane towards one of the houses.  She had refused to go back home, wanting to keep looking for Davey, not wanting to believe that he had followed the Far Rider into the mine.
 
        He stretched his shoulders, feeling overused muscles starting to cramp.
 
        Looking around the square he could see villager’s swings slowing down, more and more becoming careless.  Everyone was exhausted.
 
        Almost everyone, he thought, watching Private Jemas taking a skeleton on by himself.  The young soldier was battered, cut in a couple of places with a real nasty one on his face.  But he didn’t stop.  He stayed in the thick of it and had saved a couple of villager’s lives.
 
        He looked around, trying to find someone that was free, someone that could come and help him deal with the skeletons that were coming this way.  There was no one.   He spotted one of the older boys, Gerrick, and was about to set him at the end of the mine road to watch the approach when new shouting came.
 
        It wasn’t any of the men in the square; it wasn’t even a male shout.  It was female.
 
        Cursing, Sheren ran towards the sound.  It was coming from one of the lanes leading off the square.  He paused at the end looking down the length of the lane.  It led straight from the square to the cliff’s edge and he could see two women running towards him.  Behind them came the shape and sounds of a skeleton.
 
        It must have walked along the cliff edge, he thought, wondering how they had missed this one coming down the road.  How didn’t matter, he knew.  Getting it away from the villagers was all that mattered.
 
        “Turn,” he shouted at the women.  “Between the houses.”
 
        It took a minute for what he had said to register, but finally both women ran into the small space between adjacent houses.   He could hear them breathing heavily, crying, but thankfully they weren’t screaming.
 
        He ran forward, stopping alongside them.
 
        “Be quiet,” he snapped, not looking, keeping his eyes on the skeleton.  “As soon as it’s past and after me get inside here,” he ordered not caring whose house they were going to enter.
 
        Sheren thought about running forward and attacking the skeleton, but the lane was thin and he was afraid he wouldn’t be able to swing the hammer as hard as he needed to.  No, he wanted to fight it in a more open area.  He took a step backwards, towards the square.
 
        “This way,” he shouted towards the skeleton, moving backwards.  “Come on.”
 
        He was at the edge of the square and the skeleton was lined up with where the women were hiding.
 
        “Come on,” Sheren shouted trying to keep the creature’s attention.
 
        The skeleton seemed to pause; the arms that had been outstretched seemed to lower a bit.  It turned slightly, towards the women, some noise or something else calling to it.
 
        “NO!,” He shouted as loud as he could, hitting the broad side of his hammer against the wall next to him.  It created a loud thumping that he continued as the skeleton started moving towards him again.
 
        He stepped out into the square and stopped.  The skeleton, bone scrapping on bone and the horrible jaw clacking sound, followed.  He waited, letting it get closer and closer.  The arms were outstretched, the fingers reaching for him.
 
        He lifted the sledge hammer up, holding it over his shoulder and waited.
 
        The skeleton moved close enough and he swung.
 
    
 
        Culann reached out, running his hand along the right wall of the tunnel.  It was faint, but there was a definite curve to it.  That, along with the slight downward angle they were walking, gave him an idea of where the skull was taking them.
 
        They had passed a couple other intersections with the magically enchanted skull used to find the direction they wanted to do.  At each of these, Culann would pause and make another arrow out of loose stones, all pointing the way they had come.
 
        He was impressed with Davey Tobiason.  The boy seemed to have found some inner strength.  He was keeping pace, doing what he was told.  Culann still wished he was not here.  Even though they had come across nothing, or indications of anything living within the old Cradle, there was no telling what they would face when they finally found the runestone.
 
        If there had been something in the Cradle, it would have found them by now.  The damned skull was still doing that jaw clacking, non-stop, echoing through the tunnels.  The way the sound bounced around and carried, it was hard to concentrate.
 
        He glanced back, trying to estimate how far they had come.  It was hard with the curve of the main tunnel, but he thought they were somewhere below where they had started.  There was not much of a slope, but it was there.  Continually curving and heading down, with enough distance from the starting point, it was possible.
 
        They walked another hundred feet or so, with the tunnel curving sharper and tighter, almost twisting in on its self now.  Culann started to notice a faint light ahead and around a corner.  There was also a humming sound coming from the same place, barely noticeable.  He paused, holding his arm out to stop Davey.
 
        The boy looked up at him and Culann put a finger to his lip.
 
        Slowly, carefully, he set the skull’s head on the shaft down on the ground and drew his other hand axe from its sheath.  He looked at Davey and pointed down.  The boy appeared shocked, unsure.  Was Culann leaving him here?  Davey glanced nervously behind him and down at where the skull was, the jaw clacking making it move, rolling along the ground.   He took a deep breath, calmed himself and looked at Culann.  He nodded.  He could do this.  It wasn’t like Culann was going far, he still had the light and he knew how to find his way back.   
 
        Culann moved forward, carefully.  There was barely any light, most of it back with Davey.  The rod didn’t spread its light out far and he was approaching the edges of it.  The faint light ahead didn’t help any.  The darkness closed in on him and he moved a step at a time.  For the entire time they had been walking through it, the tunnel had been smooth and clear.  No broken stones, no pieces fallen from the ceiling.  There was no way to tell how long this Cradle had been abandoned, but that there was no damage at all was surprising.
 
        The tunnel came to an end, turning abruptly into a space beyond where the light was coming from.  It was brighter here, at the corner, but still not enough to truly see by.  It shined, but that was it, just the glow.  It was white, spilling out of the opening and into the tunnel.
 
        He paused for a minute, listening.  He could still make out the sound of the skull’s jaw but it was distant and not overpowering.  The faint humming was louder and coming from beyond the opening, which was an arch separating the end of the tunnel from whatever was beyond.  He ran his fingers over the arch and could feel etchings and marks carved into the surface of the stone.  It also had a different feel then the surface of the tunnel, smoother and more polished.
 
        Culann wished he had more time to study the opening, as well as more light, but the villagers were counting on him.  He didn’t have the time to be careful.  He glanced up the tunnel towards Davey; the rods light a small globe in the otherwise deep darkness.  The boy was barely visible but he was there, standing strong. Taking a breath, calming himself, preparing for anything, Culann stepped fully in front of the opening.
 
    
 
        Davey saw Culann disappear.  One second he was facing the white light and then he stepped forward and was gone.  From where he stood, Davey could barely see Culann to begin with and that was only because of the weird light coming from the end of the hall.  Without that, there would have been no way to see the other man.
 
        Panic came over the boy.  He wanted to run.  He knew, thought, he could find his way back.  The darkness was closing in.
 
        He let out the breath he didn’t realize he had been holding.
 
        Forcing himself to calm down, Davey watched the end of the hall, waiting.
 
        It seemed hours later when he saw Culann step into the hall and head towards him.  The Far Rider was visible for a little bit before disappearing into the blackness.  Concentrating, Davey could make out the man’s form, darker then the surrounding, as it came closer and closer.  Davey had to remind himself that it was Culann and not some terror from the dark.
 
        At last he stepped into the light.
 
        Culann was smiling.  Not a happy smile, but a satisfied one.
 
        “Come wit’ me,” he said bending down to pick up the skull.
 
        Davey followed as Culann retraced his steps.  The pace was quicker and they didn’t stop to look at any of the carvings on the walls.  Davey could see that the hallway turned a sharp corner and it was from this opening that the weird white light was coming from.
 
        Culann held out his hand, stopping Davey at the edge of the opening and the light.
 
        “Donnae need this,” he said taking the rod from Davey.  
 
        With a whispered word, the light was extinguished.  He put it back in his satchel and set the skull down, leaning it against the wall.  The creature’s jaw moved, causing it to slide down and fall over.  Culann ignored it.
 
        Davey reached out his hand towards the light which had a defined edge.  It was odd, he thought, this new light gave everything a white tint and didn’t spread like normal light did.  At the edge he could see, but if he took a couple steps back, he would be in pitch blackness.  The light revealed details, showing depth and impressions in the wall, but it was muted.
 
        “What is this?,” he finally asked looking up at Culann who just smiled.
 
        Reaching out, the Far Rider held Davey by the shoulder and turned him so he was facing into the new opening.  He was now facing into a room.  It wasn’t as large as the entrance room, but it was perfectly square with the walls, floor and ceiling all smoothed.  There were carvings along the wall, seemingly random, not in bands like the tunnel and entrance.
 
        But it was what was in the middle of the room that grabbed his attention.
 
        “That lad is the runestone,” Culann said pointing at the object.
 
        It was smooth, egg shaped, and maybe nine inches long and six round.  There were bands of runes around it, two at each end, and four giant runes in the middle going around the outside.  It was a light color, lighter than any stone that Davey had ever seen, almost pure white and translucent.  It seemed to glow from within, spreading out from the stone.  He watched as a line of light left the stone and flowed up into the ceiling, disappearing into the stone above.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER EIGHTEEN
 
    
 
        Davey stayed in the hallway as Culann walked into the room.   The Far Rider started studying the carvings in the room, first walking around and getting a feel for them all before looking at them tighter and more in depth.
 
        Well Culann examined the room Davey just looked at the stone.  He was fascinated with it, but hesitant to move any closer.  The light from within seemed to pulse like a heartbeat, each rune growing a tad brighter then fading with the next  in line getting brighter.  When a rotation around the stone was done, a bright line would come from within the stone and rise up and disappear into the ceiling.
 
        The stone rested on a carved pedestal, made out of some dark material.  It was square, wider at the base, tapering up to only a couple inches long.  Mounted on top was a set of square supports curving out from the top of the pedestal and holding the stone securely, placed so none of the many runes were blocked.
 
        Culann started walking around the runestone, pausing to study a side and then continuing.  He made a couple of quick rotations before he slowed down.  He crouched down, looking at the underside.
 
        “This light makes it hard ta decipher,” Culann said, mostly to himself, reaching into his satchel and pulling out the rod.  With a quick word, the globe at the end started to glow.  “Wish I had been able ta bring a lantern.”
 
        He went back to studying the runestone.
 
        “Why is it pulsing like that?,” Davey asked, curious, pointing towards the stone.
 
        Culann took a step back, watching the runes of the stone briefly light up and then fade, moving in sequence.  It did the rotation a couple of times, each time a line of light disappearing into the ceiling, before he spoke.
 
        “I’m thinking that means its making more skeletons.”
 
        He pointed at the line of light that left the stone, following it as it disappeared into the ceiling above.  He wondered how many it took to make a skeleton.  The first line had moved towards the left well the next had gone to the right.  The entrance chamber and the crypts?  If his guess was right, this chamber was almost midway between the two.
 
        It would make sense, he thought as more lines of light escaped the stone and entered the ceiling space.  There could have been another entrance where the crypts ended up being built, or they were close enough to one.  One stone, if strong enough and this one seemed to be, could create skeletons in multiple locations.  If he had more time he figured he would be able to find a rune on the stone that matched one in the entrance chamber, a connection between here and where the skeleton would be created.
 
        But none of that explained how the stone was powered or how to turn it off.
 
    
 
        Sheren Tobiason held the sledge hammer loosely in his hand, hanging down and almost touching the ground.  He looked around at the death and destruction, the carnage as the skeletons tore through the village and its people.  More and more villagers were getting wounded, or worse.  They tired or slipped, the skeletons never stopped.  They just kept coming.
 
        He was numb, shocked, scared and tired.  So tired.  Even during the busiest times in the mine he had never swung a hammer or pick this often, this hard.
 
        How could this happen?  Why did this happen to them at all?
 
        He heard screaming and watched as two of the undead overpowered Darry Mackson, bending him over and crushing him under their weight.  Bony fingers ripped and clawed at the man.  A man that Sheren had known his whole life; had grown up with.  The men were the same age.  Their families had celebrated holidays together.  Darry and Sheren had talked of the hope that Davey would marry Darry’s daughter, Julia, someday.
 
        Sheren looked around at the new flames that had erupted, a few people rushing with buckets of water to stop them from spreading.  He heard his name, but it was as if from a distance.  He shook his head, trying to focus.
 
        “Sheren,” the familiar voice shouted in a scream
 
        He turned and saw his wife, the love of his life, Mary, backed up against a wall with nowhere to go.  She was weaponless, defenseless, as a skeleton with arms outstretched walked towards her.  She had not left the square, had not returned home, had not wanted to run in case Davey appeared.
 
        She screamed and something inside Sheren snapped.
 
         “NO,” he bellowed grabbing the sledge hammers handle with both hands.
 
        “NO,” he screamed at the top of his lungs, powerful legs pushing and charging towards the monstrous creature reaching for his wife.
 
        “NO,” he yelled one more time swinging the hammer.
 
        He forgot the Far Rider’s warning that the runes would not break the skeletons, not with one blow, but it did not matter to Sheren.  He swung the hammer, as familiar as his own arms.  He swung with all the fear, anger, strength and power he had.
 
        The head of the sledge struck the skull of the skeleton and the rune erupted in bright orange fire.  There was a boom that echoed through the village.
 
        The momentum of the swing carried Sheren around, bringing him almost full circle.
 
        He panted, all energy gone, watching in awe as the skeleton was pushed back by the force of the blow.  He adjusted his grip, tired, barely able to lift the heavy sledge, but ready to swing one more time.
 
        He didn’t need to.
 
        The skeleton stumbled; fell to the ground, a large crack forming in the creature’s skull.  Orange light emitted from the crack, growing and swallowing the skeleton as the crack grew along the skull and down into the rest of the bones.  Smaller cracks appeared, pieces of bones falling.
 
        The creature tried to raise, arm outstretched and reaching for Mary.  First the finger bone fell, then the wrist and the rest of the arm.  The unthinking creature just watched as more pieces fell until there was nothing left, the cracked skull just lying on the ground with the jaw still moving up and down.
 
        Sheren stood amazed over the creature and hefted the hammer.  He swung down and the runed head connected with the skull.  Another bright flash and the creature’s skull broke into many pieces.
 
        Panting heavily, Sheren looked to his wife.  She was unharmed.
 
        He glanced down at the hammer, at the rune and then looked around the village.
 
        “No more,” he said quietly, grabbing the hammer with two hands and advancing on a skeleton that was coming his way.  “NO MORE,” he yelled even louder.
 
        This was his home.  His family.  His friends.  And they would not be threatened anymore.
 
        “NO MORE,” he bellowed and heard the call being taken up by the other villagers.
 
        Sheren Tobiason swung the hammer.
 
    
 
        “I thought runes needed to be activated,” Davey asked from where he stood.  He had walked into the room and Culann had moved him to the corner.  “With a word or command.”
 
        “Most runes do,” Culann acknowledged.  “But nae runestones.”
 
        He continued walking a slow circle around the pedestal that held the runestone.  He bent down, shining the light along the pedestal itself.
 
        “Runestones are like stored magic, a series o’ commands,” Culann continued from where he crouched.  He paused, thinking of a way to explain it.  Finally he shrugged.  “Down South o’ Roma, there’s a kingdom where they made these instruments called music boxes.  It’s nae a real instrument, nae played by a person.  It uses these metal discs.  The discs have holes cut inta them at specific intervals, shapes and sizes.  When put on this box, it plays something like music, sounds created based on the holes in disc.  A rune is something like that.  The rune is like the metal disc, it plays the sounds cut inta it.  In the case o’ a rune, that sound is the lyrics ta a chain of spells.”
 
        He tentatively reached out, his fingers hovering close to the surface of the pedestal, but not touching.  He thought he could feel a vibration.
 
        “With a runestone, it’s inscribed wit’ a set o’ instructions ta cast the spells and in what order.  All it needs is the trigger and then the stone starts setting off the runes based on the musical disc its following.”
 
        He paused, holding the light close to a small symbol on the face of the pedestal.  He leaned in close, tracing the outline with his free hand.
 
        Culann stopped after a couple minutes, looking over his shoulder at Davey.
 
        “None o’ that made sense, huh?”
 
        Davey just shook his head.
 
        Culann sighed and returned his attention to the stone in front of him.
 
        “The trigger for this stone was when yer folk broke inta the entrance chamber above,” he finished standing up.
 
        He took a step back, glancing at Davey in the corner.
 
        “Stay there,” he ordered.
 
        Culann faced the stone, spreading his hands out over it, palms down.  He started whistling.  Davey had a hard time following as the cadence and tones changed.  It went on for awhile, the whole time Culann just stood there motionless.  Davey watched as a light grew around the Far Rider’s hands.  It was hard to tell the color as everything was tainted by the light coming from the runestone.
 
        The whistling continued; the light around Culann’s hands spreading but not over his body.  It spread down, flowing from his hands and over the runestone.  The light coated the stone, flowing around it and engulfing it.  The two lights, Culann’s and the stone’s, seemed to fight each other.  One would flare and then the other, back and forth, a struggle.
 
        Culann also seemed to be struggling. The whistling continued but Davey could see that it was hard.  Sweat was forming on Culann’s forehead and he was grimacing, his body shaking with the effort to remain still.  It was as if Culann’s own force of will was fighting with the magic of the runestone.
 
                 
 
        Private Jemas took a step back, staring at the skeleton in front of him.
 
        It wasn’t moving.
 
        The things were constant motion, the jaw working up and down continuously.  But now it was stopped, all of it, as if frozen.
 
        Taking another step back out of the reach of the arms, he looked around the square.  The few pockets of fighting, the villagers that were left, were all doing the same.  All the skeletons were frozen.
 
        Jemas reached out with the sledge hammer, pushing on the skeletons chest.  Nothing. 
 
        “What the…” he asked aloud and just shrugged.  What did it matter?  This was not an opportunity to go to waste.
 
        He swung the sledge hammer against the skeleton’s head.  The rune flared orange and cracks started to form in the skull.  He swung a couple more times until the skeleton was nothing but a pile of broken bones, all small pieces.
 
        The sound of breaking bone came from around the square, the villagers all taking advantage of the mysterious good luck.  Jemas looked around for another skeleton to smash.  He saw Sheren Tobiason over by a house talking to a woman, his wife.  The woman nodded and ran down the lane, presumably to find safety.
 
        Walking towards the middle of the square, where the stage was, he met Sheren at the base.  
 
        “Is this the end?,” Jemas asked.
 
        “I hope so,” the big miner replied.  “You should go get those looked at,” he said studying the many wounds, mostly just cuts and the gash on the cheek that Jemas had.  The soldier’s armor had been ripped by the skeleton’s claw like fingers, pieces of chain mail missing.  The finish on the shield was ruined, almost scratched off.
 
        “Time for that later,” Jemas said.  “I’m fine.”
 
        Sheren was about to argue when they heard shouting from the mining road.  The two, tired as they were, ran that way wondering what was happening.  A group of villagers had gathered at the end of the road, pointing up towards the mine.
 
        “We saw two of them frozen on the road,” one of them explained to Sheren.
 
        Jemas looked up the road but couldn’t see anything.
 
        “Where are they?”
 
        “They just unfroze and turned around,” another villager said.
 
        “Headed back to the mine,” a third added.
 
        The villagers were all talking excitedly to each other.  This was good news, they thought.   But Sheren and Jemas looked at each other, worried.  This was not good news.  Culann Hawkfall, and maybe Davey Tobiason, were in the mine.
 
    
 
        Culann struggled.  That was the best way Davey could describe it.  The Far Rider stood motionless, relatively.  His hands were outstretched, not moving, the whistling continued at the same tone and volume but he was shaking.  Barely, but he was shaking.  He looked like he was in pain.
 
        The two lights still battled.  Neither had an advantage.
 
        The whistling continued and it seemed Culann was putting more will and effort into it.  The light from his hands got brighter, stronger and more solid.  It seemed to cover the runestone, blocking out its light. The room started growing darker, shadows coming back as the weird light of the runestone was being diminished.
 
        Davey looked around, scared again.  Even though the light was weird, it had helped push away the thoughts that crept in.  Thoughts of darkness, what could be creeping up on him.  Thoughts of all the weight of the stone that surrounded him.  Light, of any kind, kept those thoughts at bay.  But now they were returning, stronger than before.
 
        He swallowed, taking a calming breath.  This was good, he told himself. It meant that Culann was winning, that he was pushing back the magic of the runestone.
 
        Having heard the whistling for so long, what felt like hours, but was only minutes, Davey thought he could duplicate it.  It had sounded difficult at first, but the more he heard, the more he realized that it was fairly simple melody.  There was one hard part, but the rest was straight forward.
 
        He listened and whistled the spell in his head, matching Culann note for note.  He managed to get through the hard part but something was off.  The whistling he heard was no longer as he remembered.
 
        Davey looked at Culann and saw the man sagging, taking a step back, one arm lowering.  The whistling was not the same.  Culann had missed a note.  One single note.
 
        The runestone flared and pushed Culann’s spell away.  The light faded from his hands as he staggered backwards, breathing heavily.  He tried to speak, but his voice was cracked and hoarse from the whistling.  He looked at the stone in fear.   
 
        Lights flared from the runestone, the rotation of the runes starting up again.  Davey looked at Culann; saw that he had drawn both his hand axes.  Watching the lights, Culann moved so he was standing in front of Davey.  The man could barely stand, breathing heavy and sweating.  But he stood resolute.
 
        The rotation of the runes ended and the thread of light flowed out of the stone.  But not towards the ceiling.  This light bent down, hitting the ground to the left of the runestone.   They heard a rumbling, watching as light erupted from the ground, flowing into the shape of a skeleton.  The runestone flared again and another thread bent towards the ground, on the right.
 
        This close to the runestone, the power source, the process of creation was much quicker.  The one on the left was almost fully formed.
 
        Culann looked from one to the other.  He tried to whistle, to activate the runes on his weapons, but it was no good.  His throat was raw and sore.  The dispel magic spell had been working, but the runestone was too strong.  He had faltered and lost it.
 
        And now the stone was defending itself from his attack.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER NINETEEN
 
    
 
        Culann Hawkfall watched the skeleton take its first step.  The jaw started moving, that horrible and now so familiar sound, and the bone scrapping on bone as the creature took one step forward.  There was something different about this one.  It had a flimsy look to it, not as solid as the others.  The one on the right, not fully formed yet, looked even thinner and less solid.  If that was possible.
 
        Could his magic have drained the stone?
 
        Creating these was a defensive move, something set up by the runestone to protect itself from attack.  But if it was weakened to begin with, would the magically created skeletons be affected?
 
        Only one way to find out.
 
        He waited for the skeleton to take another step.  It did and he made his move.
 
        Taking a running start, Culann leaped, jumping towards the skeleton.  He led with his right knee, hitting the creature and knocking it over.  He landed on top, pinning the skeleton down.  The arms reached for him, clawing at him.
 
        He could feel the fingers clawing at his arms, the dark iron of his armor protecting him. The skeleton moved underneath him, his weight barely pinning it down.  Culann turned the hand axes around, hitting the skeleton in the head with the backside of the axe, the non-bladed side.  There was no great strength to them, the weapons unwieldy, but he struck quickly.  Left, right, repeatedly.
 
        Pausing long enough to examine the skull, he noticed cracks were forming.  He had been right.  These were not as tough as the others. The stone was weaker.  They were still strong though.  And fast.
 
        The skeleton grabbed Culann’s arm in one hand, holding it locked, unable to swing.  He hit the skull rapidly with the weapon in his free hand.  The cracks were getting bigger, slowly, but they were growing.  Somehow sensing it was in danger, the skeleton gripped Culann’s arm tighter and started pushing up.
 
        Culann gasped in pain, trying to push back against the force of the skeleton.  He started hitting the arm with the axe, trying to break it.
 
        “Look out!”
 
        The shout from Davey warned him.
 
        He dove to the side, barely out of reach of the other skeleton’s reaching arms.  Culann rolled, coming up in a crouch facing the two skeletons.  The stone behind them was growing brighter, the runes in rotation again.  He glanced at Davey; the boy was pulled as tightly into the corner of the room as he could, trying to stay quiet.
 
        Culann tried whistling.  His throat was still raw and hurting but he was able to make the sounds.  The left hand axe glowed blue and the right was red.
 
        “Now that is better,” Culann said with a smile.
 
                  
 
        Jemas and Sheren ran together, four other villagers behind.  All were armed with runed weapons.
 
        The skeleton was just ahead and the two men spread out, one on either side of the creature, which was ignoring them.  Almost at the same time, both men swung their weapons.  Bright bursts of orange flared, one on the skeletons left shoulder and the other on the thing’s skull.  It fell forward, pieces breaking off.  The two men just kept running, the other villagers stopping to destroy it.
 
        They ran out onto the plateau in front of the mines and paused.   A skeleton could be seen walking into the third mine, the bones scrapping against stone. 
 
        Sheren looked around the plateau.
 
        “Davey,” he yelled as loud as he could, hoping his son was hiding in one of the buildings.
 
        No answer, but he wasn’t really expecting one.
 
        He led Jemas to the mine’s entrance.  They could see the skeleton in the shadows moving down the tunnel.  Light could be seen at the end, coming from the crack in the wall that led to the Dvorkan room.  By the light they could see that a portion of the room’s back wall had been moved.  The light did not extend far into the dark tunnel beyond.
 
        Jemas stepped into the mine first.  He moved slowly in the tight spaces, watching the skeleton ahead.  The thing just kept moving, ignoring the man who was not being quiet.   It was moving slowly, stumbling over the uneven ground, bumping into the walls.
 
        He walked up behind it and swung with the sledge hammer.  The orange flare was bright in the dark tunnel as the skeleton fell forward.  With it on the ground, Jemas swung again.  Two more swings and the pieces of the skeleton stopped moving.
 
        Sheren moved past him, almost running.  The miner stepped through the crack and into the entrance chamber, stopping at the new opening in the far wall.  He took a step across and stopped.  Jemas walked up beside him.
 
        There was no sound coming from the tunnel, nothing that they could hear.  The light from the four lanterns positioned at the corners of the room did not penetrate that far into the new tunnel.  It was dark, pitch black.
 
        He could hear a noise behind him, Jemas moving around the room.  The lights shifted, getting brighter behind him and now in front as Jemas stood beside him, shining a light into the tunnel.
 
        “Ready?,” the young soldier asked.
 
        Sheren wanted nothing more than to go into the tunnel in search of his son.
 
        “No,” he said finally, regretfully. The sledge hammer hung low, barely in his grasp.  He stared down the tunnel, pain and hurt in his eyes.  “We don’t know where they went or what else is down there.”
 
         Jemas wanted to argue but he knew Sheren was right.  He knew how much this was hurting the man.   He could see it in Sheren’s eyes, the struggle to stay.  But he was right.  They could get lost in the Dvorkan tunnels and wouldn’t know which way Culann, and hopefully Davey, had gone.
 
        They could only wait.
 
    
 
        Davey watched the two skeletons advance on Culann.  The Far Rider was turning them, getting them away from Davey, but he was backing himself into a corner.
 
        The runestone still glowed with the inner light.  The band of runes still glowed in that rotation, but nothing seemed to be happening.  Culann’s spell must have weakened it, hurt it, Davey thought.
 
        The notes of the spell, how Culann had hummed and whistled, still echoed in Davey’s mind.   He knew it all and even the hard part he had difficulty catching seemed to resonate in his mind, the melody of the spell coming together.  He thought he knew how it went, how it started.
 
    
 
        Culann drove the skeletons back, the axes glowing in blue and red.  Ice and fire spread over the two skeletons, large cracks forming where the two met.  He kicked out with his left boot, hitting a skeleton square in the chest and sending it stumbling backwards.
 
        It looked like it might fall but somehow regained its balance.  The skeleton moved towards him, slower than before as the magical ice and fire hurt it.
 
       Putting his full attention on the skeleton in front of him, Culann swung the left axe wide, pulling a skeletal arm out of the way.  He swiped across the bony chest with the right axe, taking advantage of the opening.  A great scratch cut across the rib bones.
 
        He had to react quickly with the right, blocking the other skeleton’s reaching arms.  Pulling the left back in, he swiped at the left skeleton’s skull, blue sparks exploding on the impact.  Both creatures pushed at him, making him take a step backwards.
 
        They were weakening, but so was he.
 
        Trying to dispel the magic of the runestone had taken a toll on him.  He hadn’t cast a spell that lengthy, and that difficult, in a very long time.
 
        It was a race now, to see who would tire first.  The skeletons or him.
 
        A skeletal arm got past his defenses and he barely moved his head out of the way.  The claw like fingers ripped through his cloak.  The other leaned forward, pushing his arm back at an awkward angle.  He barely held onto the hand axe.  The skeletons were so close he could feel the flames that were burning across their bodies.
 
        He tried pushing back, forcing them away to give him space.  They were too close and he couldn’t swing either axe.  He was tiring quicker then they were.
 
        The skeletons faltered, seemed to pause.  They shifted, like they were turning.
 
        And a noise filled the room.  Music.  Humming and whistling.  It was a melody that he recognized.  It was quiet, lacking a resonance that came with practice, but the power was there.
 
        Looking past the skeletons, Culann could see Davey Tobiason standing in front of the stone.  The boy had his arms raised, palms outstretched and facing down to the stone, barely an inch from the surface.  A weak light was forming around the hands as the boy whistled and hummed, repeating the spell Culann had been casting.   The weak light flowed down onto the stone, covering it in a thin shell.
 
        He had the notes mostly right, the tones and pitches.  But he was untrained, the results of the spell weak.
 
        It was enough. 
 
        Barely.
 
        The two creatures shook, trying to turn towards the boy but also wanting to attack Culann.  The melody continued, Davey making it almost to the end of the spell song.  He stopped, skipping a beat as he struggled to get through the notes of the most difficult part.  He was faltering, the skeletons moving towards Culann.
 
        Moving a step to the side, giving himself a small amount of breathing room, Culann whistled a couple notes.  He repeated it, trying to get the notes out as loudly as he could.  He saw Davey react, the boy nodding, eyes still closed.  The boy whistled the notes, quietly at first, practicing.  Culann heard them clearly, knew that Davey had gotten it right.
 
        The melody started again, from the beginning, the boy moving through it at the proper pace.  He got to where he had failed before and didn’t pause, whistling the notes perfectly.  He made it through the song and started over, repeating it again.
 
        The runestone seemed to dim.  The skeletons pulled back from Culann.  They skeletons turned towards the boy, mindlessly moving to the defense of the runestone that had created them.
 
        They gave Culann the space he needed as they turned their backs to him.
 
        He swung the right axe at the right skeleton, aiming for the neck where the spine was connected to the skull.  The blow connected.  The perfectly placed swing, the force and the magic all worked against the already weakened skeleton.  The skull was severed from the spine, falling to the ground and rolling around.  The body just collapsed.
 
        A swing with the left axe and the magical cold froze the bones, the spine shattering with the blow.  The second skeleton’s head fell, rolling away, and Culann pushed the body over.
 
        Davey Tobiason was struggling.  The whistles were starting to falter, the already weak light around his hands fading.
 
        Culann took up position across from the boy, on the other side of the stone.  He rested his hands on top of Davey’s, palm down, and started whistling.  He paced the boy, keeping his tones and pitches in sync, compensating for the slower cadence Davey had.  He was tired, exhausted, mentally and physically.  His throat hurt but he forced himself to concentrate.
 
        Light came from his hands, enveloping Davey’s much smaller ones, adding to the boy’s dimming light.  Together they stood there, the sounds mixing together and creating a stronger whole.
 
        The inner white light of the stone tried to fight back, but it was already weakened, it’s magic drained.  It pulsed and flared, but together Davey and Culann fought it back.
 
        The runestone started to dim, the room growing darker.
 
        Davey’s voice cracked, faltered.  The boy fell backwards, landing hard on the stone floor.
 
        He was breathing, ragged and hard, unconscious.
 
        But he had done enough.
 
        Culann continued the whistling and humming, the room growing darker as his magic forced the runestone’s own away.
 
        Slowly the inner light of the runestone dimmed, diminishing with each repetition of the magical notes.
 
        And then it winked out.  Not with a last flare up or push, but just diminished to a small dot that went out.
 
        Plunging the room into darkness.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER TWENTY
 
    
 
        They heard a noise coming from the tunnel and could see a spot of light appear, as if it came around a corner.  It was coming closer, the light growing.  There was a bright spot in the middle of a globe of light, a dark shadow behind the spot.
 
        Jemas and Sheren took a couple steps back, spreading out in the Dvorkan entrance chamber.  Both men readied their weapons, gripping the handles tight.
 
        The globe of light came closer, showing details of carvings along the smooth walls of the tunnel.  Behind the light was dark.  They could make out the shape in the light now, a man in a cloak and he appeared to be carrying something in his arms.  The light was coming from a rod the man was carrying.
 
        Sheren dropped his sledge hammer and ran forward.
 
        They two came together ten feet or so from the chamber, Culann Hawkfall slowing as Sheren came to a stop, hand reaching out, afraid to touch his son, fearing the worse.  Davey was not moving, his chest barely rising with breath.
 
        “He’s alive,” Culann said.  “Just exhausted.”
 
        Relief flooded through Sheren, tension visibly leaving his body.  He reached for Davey, holding his hands.  Awkwardly, carefully they moved the boy from one to the other.  Jemas ran forward, taking the light from Culann.  He led the way as the three men walked back into the mine.  They were silent, Sheren staring down at the unconscious form of his son, as they walked out into the sun.
 
        The plateau was crowded.  More than just the two villagers that had followed Sheren and Jemas.  Men and women filled the space, the women keeping back and the armed men forming a ring around the mine entrance.
 
        Culann blinked at the bright sun, his eyes had grown accustomed to the strange magical light of the rod, which he took back from Jemas.  With a word he extinguished it, putting it in the satchel at his side.
 
        He watched as Sheren gently laid Davey down on the ground.  The miner knelt beside his son, watching the boy breathing slowly.  He looked over his shoulder at Culann.
 
        “What happened?”  Surprisingly there was no accusation in his voice.
 
        “The lad saved ye,” Culann said looking out over the crowd.
 
    
 
        Sheren swung the hammer, hitting the nail and driving it in.  He nodded to the other villager who had been holding the new beam in place.  The man moved off to grab a stud to start framing in the new wall.  Sheren lined up another nail and hit it, driven it in.
 
        He was ready to hit the third in when he heard the horses.
 
        Climbing down the ladder he handed the hammer and bag of iron nails to the other villager who took Sheren’s place on the ladder.  Grabbing the, now, ever present sledge hammer, Sheren walked into the village square and turned towards the road.
 
        Four horses were coming up the road that led down into the duchy proper and Sheren recognized the man in the front.  Captain Crato of the King’s Guard rode ahead of the other three.  All four men wore plate and chain armor, and tunics with the crest of the Kingdom of Jeryan but in the local duchy’s colors of red and gold.  The horses wore barding also in the duke’s colors.  Big and tall, the horses were bred for war and moved in perfection unison. They were smaller than the village’s draft horses, but stronger in their own ways.
 
        Behind the King’s Guard, on a much smaller and less disciplined horse, rode Michel Tarryson who looked around at the destruction in the village with shock on his face.
 
        Sheren laid the sledge over his shoulder, standing in the middle of the square, in front of the stage.
 
        “Sheren Tobiason,” Captain Crato said recognizing the miner.  “It looks like the trouble we heard was true,” he added looking around at the village.  “But what has happened?”
 
        “Aye Captain,” Sheren said.  “What Michel told you was true.  But it’s at an end now.”
 
        “What happened to the village?,” Crato asked climbing down off his horse.  He handed the reins to one of the Guard as another climbed down off his own horse.  “Did these skeletons do this?,” he continued looking around the village.  Many buildings along the square had received minor damage, broken posts and windows.  Three near the mine road where destroyed, gutted by fire.  There were broken parts of a wagon just visible in the direction of the cemetery.  Villagers were at all the damaged buildings, already starting on repairs.
 
        “Aye, that they did,” Sheren answered.
 
        Captain Crato was a good man, Sheren knew, and just doing his job, but Sheren felt himself becoming defensive.  It was Crato and the King’s Guard that accompanied the tax collector the three times a year the man came to the village.  Crato had even stopped the collector from taking more than was required a time or two.
 
        “It was a rough day,” Sheren said trying to relax.
 
        “How many?,” Crato asked walking towards Sheren. He paused and stared at the rune that was visible on the head of the sledge hammer that Sheren was carrying.
 
        “Yesterday?  Maybe a dozen.”
 
        “How many dead or wounded?”
 
        “Five dead and a dozen wounded,” Sheren answered.
 
        “Sergeant Jaspers and Jemas,” the Guard captain asked, fearing the answer.  If they were able they would have been here to meet him.
 
        “The Sergeant died,” Sheren replied.  “Private Jemas is with our wounded.  He received some minor wounds that required stitching.”
 
        Crato looked back at one of the soldiers, handing his horses reins to another.
 
        “Check on the Private,” he said to the first.  “Take the horses to the stable,” he ordered the other.
 
        Both soldiers gave quick salutes and moved to their tasks.  The last soldier stood behind Crato but his attention was on the village.
 
        “The Sergeant died a hero,” Sheren informed Crato.  Donald Jaccob, the former King’s Guard had told him how Jaspers had died, and also how the man had not been well liked.  “He saved a young man.”
 
        Crato looked at Sheren, surprised.  That did not sound like the Sergeant Jaspers he had known.
 
        “And Private Jemas?”
 
        “He fought well and saved many villagers,” Sheren told him.  “He refused to seek help until the fighting was done.  Lost a lot of blood and was exhausted.  Our acting doctor isn’t letting him out of bed.  We’ll need a priest.”
 
        The Guard Captain nodded, taking it all in.  He had many more questions, and there would be time to get them answered, but first there was one that needed to be answered immediately.
 
        “Who aided you and who did that?,” Crato asked pointing at the rune.
 
        Sheren glanced at the rune and back at Crato, measuring and thinking.  He knew this might be trouble for Culann, but he didn’t think he could avoid it.  He sighed.
 
        “This way,” he finally said.
 
    
 
        Culann Hawkfall moved the whetstone across the blade of the hand axe, trying to get out a nick that had appeared during the battle.  The runes themselves were still crisply etched, the lines as clean as the day they had been carved into the dark metal of the weapon.  He whistled softly to himself as he ran the stone over the head.   The other hand axe was already done and another minute or two and this one would be good as well.  The magic of the axes would repair the nicks over time but Culann enjoyed doing it himself.  The repetitive motions were relaxing.
 
        He was leaning up against the tavern, the deep overhang sheltering and shadowing him from the noon day sun, around the side from the square.  He heard the men approaching, their boot steps echoing.  He had also heard the horses approaching and knew to expect visitors soon after.
 
        Looking up, he used a hand to shield his eyes from the sun’s glare.  He could make out Sheren Tobiason, another man and two men in armor.  He knew it was armor by the way the sun reflected off the polished metal.
 
        The rest of the Kings Guard.  A little too late, he chuckled to himself, standing up and putting the hand axe in its sheath.  He put the whetstone back in the satchel and looked at the men.
 
        “Gentlemen,” he said bowing.  “Captain,” he added to the Guardsman in front, recognizing the rank stripes on the man’s tunic.
 
        “I know him, he’s the one I passed,” Michel Tarryson said excitedly.  “I recognize him from the road.”
 
        Culann looked at the young man, the one hiding behind the guards and Sheren.  Sure enough, it was the man that had been running his horse to death. The one that he had encountered just past the Waystation.
 
        “And it was a good thing that ye did,” Culann said honestly.  “I’d hate ta see what state the village would have been in if ye hadn’t.”
 
        “Master Tobiason explained some of what happened,” the guard captain said.  “We thank you for your intervention.  We are told you saved the village and its people.”
 
        Culann bowed.
 
        “I helped is all,” he said.  “They did most o’ the work themselves.”
 
        “I would like to offer the thanks of the Duke.  What is your name so I may tell him of your deeds?”
 
        “I appreciate the Duke’s thanks but nae need ta go further,” Culann replied.
 
        The Captain studied Culann, looking him up and down and glanced at the satchel hanging off the man’s shoulder, which did not seem to be very full.
 
        “What caused the skeleton’s to rise?,” the captain asked.
 
        “A runestone,” Culann answered.
 
        “And where is this stone now?,” Crato asked with a glance back to the satchel.  A glance that Culann did not miss.
 
        Culann looked around at the village, at the two King’s Guards and for others he knew would be around.  How many did they bring?  He smiled, knowing that the runestone was in the satchel even though he could not feel the weight.
 
        “Destroyed,” he answered.
 
        Culann watched the guard captains eyes.  This was an experienced man, one that had traveled and seen much.  He was not stupid.  The man locked eyes with Culann, who smiled and nodded.  He could see the villagers approaching; see Sheren’s hand tighten on the handle of the sledge.
 
        Captain Crato glanced behind him, seeing the villagers gathering, seeing Sheren next to him.  He looked back at the man that had help save the village.  Standing at ease, bearing two runed weapons at his belt, a bow and quiver next to him, and who knew how much more magic at his disposal. Culann Hawkfall just shook his head, a tiny motion, barely noticeable.  Crato nodded.
 
        “Thank you for your service,” Crato said taking a step back.  “We will not hold you any longer as I feel the road beckons.”
 
        “That it does Captain,” Culann said.  “That it does.”
 
        “Captain,” the other guard started to say but Crato held up his hand, silencing him.
 
        “Come Sergeant,” Crato said turning to walk away.  “We are here so we will help the villagers secure and start the rebuild.  We also have our own to look after.”
 
        “Yes sir,” the Sergeant said following with a last glance at Culann.
 
        The rest of the villagers dispersed, back to the chore of repairing and rebuilding.  There were to be funerals later in the day, the bodies to be buried at the new cemetery to be laid out off the road out of Minoda.  No one in the village wanted to return to the old one, the mountain pass in the process of being closed off.
 
        Soon there was only Sheren Tobiason left.
 
        “Keep that handy,” Culann said pointing at the runed sledge.  “Polish it now and then ta keep the edges sharp and it will serve ye well.”
 
        “I hope never to need it,” Sheren said truthfully, meaning the rune.  He had no intention of using this sledge in the mines ever again.  He was already envisioning a spot above the fireplace in his house.
 
        “Ye never know,” Culann said, his tone turning a bit sad. “Ye know it’ll all change now,” he stated looking off towards the mine and the entrance to the Dvorkan Cradle.  “Once word o’ this gets out.”
 
        “Will you be telling anyone?,” Sheren asked, looking back at the mountain looming over them.
 
        “Nay,” Culann replied.  “I’ll tell the Librarians at GriffinStone and they’ll come ta study but that’ll be it.  I’d be more worried about yer Duke and King.  Probably lots o’ treasure left down in the deep.”
 
        “Hopefully no more of the skeleton stones,” Sheren said.
 
        Culann didn’t say anything; he knew the man was trying to be optimistic.  The village had just lost some of their own, his friends and neighbors, and it could have been much worse.  They had survived but what if there was more?  What else was left buried in the abandoned Cradle?
 
        “I will tell ye this,” Culann stated.  “Dvorkan donae abandon Cradles wit’out cause.”
 
        “We’ll close up the crypts permanently,” Sheren said.  “And close off the new mine.”
 
        “That’s a start.”
 
        Culann could hear the sound of hammers, people working.  Sounds of the town rebuilding.  He wondered how much it would change in the coming months.  It was sad really.  Minoda had been a peaceful little mining town full of hard working people.  But through no fault of their own, it was going to become something else.
 
        “How is Hutch?,” he asked glancing up at the sun in the sky, measuring the time.
 
        “Doing better,” Sheren replied.  “He should be up and about in no time.  Doesn’t seem to be any permanent damage.”
 
        “That is good,” Culann said, studying Sheren.  “And if there is or Hutch wants ta step down?”
 
        Sheren didn’t look surprised at the question.  A little shocked that Culann had made the observation.  He looked out over the village and thought of the last few days.  People had come to him, had listened to him.
 
        “I don’t want to lead,” the big man said.  “Never have.”
 
        “True leader’s donae want power but take it because they need ta,” Culann replied.  “And ye donae want that Hesh taking over.  Nae now.”
 
        “That is true,” Sheren said with a sigh.
 
        “Ye will do good fer yer people,” Culann said and Sheren just nodded.
 
        A resigned nod.  This was a man that did not want to lead, which made him the perfect person to lead.
 
        “And Davey?”
 
        “Still resting,” Sheren said, a nod of fierce pride coming into his voice.  “His Ma won’t let him out of the house no matter how much he complains.  She hasn’t yet, but there’s a severe scolding in that boy’s future.”
 
        “What he did in ta Cradle,” Culann said turning a serious look on the miner. “He shouldnae have been able ta do that.  But I’m glad he did.”
 
        Sheren nodded, unsure of what to think.  He had been told the story by both Davey and Culann and was still shocked.  Davey, his son, had performed magic?  Had learned a spell just by listening to Culann do it?  Thankfully Culann had told no one else about Davey performing magic, he had just told the villagers that without the boy’s help he wouldn’t have been able to dispel the magic of the stone.  Only Sheren, his wife and Davey knew the truth.  It would be hard to keep Davey from talking, but it would need to be done.  Sheren knew the village was going to change, but he was more worried about what would happen to his family.
 
        Culann held out his hand and Sheren took it.
 
        “Take care of ye and yers,” the Far Rider said.
 
        “Thank you,” Sheren replied.  “And good travels.”
 
        Culann adjusted the satchel and axes on his belt, grabbed the bow and quiver from where they lay on the ground.  Holding the two, he started walking towards the edge of the village, away from the road but on an angle that would take him down the mountain through the forest.  He stopped and turned back towards Sheren.
 
        “Tell ye boy that I said the strength o’ a name is nae in the past but in the present,” Culann said and waved, turning back to the forest.
 
        Sheren watched the Far Rider disappear into the shadows of the trees.  Turning, he headed back to the house he had been rebuilding.  There was work to do.  There was always work to do.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   EPILOGUE
 
    
 
   The 17th day of Deireadh in the year 324 WR (Way Reckoning)
 
    
 
        Culann Hawkfall looked across the road at the Waystation, the waters of the lake beyond it reflecting the setting sun.  He stood in the Northeast corner, the Waystation in the Southwest, directly across from him. The roads ran East-West and North-South, two wagons wide.  It was in decent shape this close to Deris Station and was a busy pass connecting Fort Leyn with the Eastern Reaches as well as the only road that led into Ameir.  The sun was setting to the West and the Station was busy, men and women, merchants and adventurers, all setting down for dinner.  Music could be heard coming from the common room.
 
        It was the same Waystation that had kicked him out only a couple days ago.
 
        Maybe they wouldn’t remember him?
 
        He could try apologizing to the Waykeeper.
 
        He would have to, if he wanted to stay in the Waystation.  He couldn’t risk antagonizing the Waykeeper and making the man deny lodging to other Far Riders.  And it wasn’t like he would never be stopping at this Waystation again.  This was the only road that led into the Eastern Reaches, unless one wanted to add the extra months by traveling around Loch Heddal, the largest body of water in the Centerlands.  No, it might be best to put some distance and time between himself and the Waykeeper.
 
        He looked to the west, the road that eventually led towards GriffinStone.  Patting the satchel at his side, he thought he could feel the Skeleton Stone giving off heat, throbbing with power.  The Librarians, mages and clerics, at the Library would spends days examining the artifact before locking it in the Vault.  Maybe weeks even.  It would be interesting to learn how the runestone was made.  The Dvorkan academics, especially, would be eager to study it and the abandoned Cradle under Minoda.
 
        He glanced behind him, to the northeast, the direction he had been heading before all this started.  The mountains were between him and his destination, the kingdom of Ameir that was nestled in a large valley between the mountains and the sea.  It was a good week or two of travel around the mountains and to the one pass that led into the valley.  Rumors were coming out of Ameir of a ruin discovered in the unexplored lands north of the kingdom.  The Librarians had thought it worth investigating.
 
        Traveling to the GriffinStone Library in distant Far Dale was also about three weeks, if not more, then the same coming back.  That would put him in Ameir almost three months from now, if he was lucky and nothing else happened to delay.  All that travel through the middle of winter.
 
        He didn’t want to delay, as that would mean being on the road as the snow fell or staying at GriffinStone for the full season. Ameir wasn’t going anywhere so the delay would not be bad but he also didn’t mind traveling in the snow.
 
        He looked towards the mountains, then back down the west road.
 
        The longer he delayed in returning to GriffinStone, the more time that the King of Jeryan would have to get into the Cradle and wreck havoc.  No, the Librarians had to get here and soon, before word spread and the adventurers came.
 
        Or the Dvorkan themselves might return.  They would be as eager to reclaim a lost Cradle as anyone else was to discover its secrets.
 
        Culann looked back towards the mountain and the village of Minoda.  He could see smoke rising above the trees as the villagers lit their evening fires.  At the end of the day, what had they accomplished?
 
        He had gone into the Cradle to stop the skeletons from appearing, which had caused more to appear, which had killed villagers.  It had been a sound plan though.  Stop them now to ensure the safety of the village in the future.  But is that what will happen?
 
        The village was now safe from the skeletons.  But what else could be there and with all the attention Minoda would now receive, was it worth it?
 
        He knew, that one way or the other, life as the villagers had known it was over.
 
        Culann sighed and pulled his hood up over his head, he started walking towards the West road.  He could get another couple miles in before having to stop for the night.  Looking in the Waystations windows, seeing the pretty blond waitress, he just shook his head, sighing.  Another night under the stars, eating field rations and sleeping on the cold ground.
 
        The life of a Far Rider.
 
        Rider, he thought laughing, should have called us the Far Walkers.
 
        Pulling the cloak tighter, he set off down the road, whistling a new mountain tune.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   “What is a Far Rider?”
 
    
 
        Alaistair Storrow looked down at the young man before him, who had asked the question.  Like so many before him, he wanted to know.  It was not an easy choice, as it would not be an easy life.
 
        “That is a good question,” Alaistair replied after a couple minutes of thought. “It is not an easy answer.  A Far Rider is an explorer, seeking out and searching for the mysteries of the world.  Discovering new things and new places.”
 
        The young man, eighteen at the most, seemed to brighten.  That didn’t seem so bad.  He had heard mixed things about the Far Riders.  But how could anyone think badly of explorers?
 
        Alaistair held up a finger, indicating that he was not done.
 
        “A Far Rider is also a protector, guarding the people of Merelein against the wild magic and other dangers that exist in the world.  A Far Rider is a teacher, telling others how to use and understand the magic around them.  We are warriors, fighting against those that would use magic to harm others.”
 
        Again, that didn’t sound bad, the young man thought.  A noble pursuit.
 
        Alaistair saw what he was thinking.  It was in his eyes.  The same thoughts that all the others had at this point, that Alaistair himself had had.
 
        “A Far Rider is a thief,” Alaistair said, drawing a confused look from the young man.  “Taking magic away from those that do not know how to use it.  We are grave robbers, digging into old crypts to take potentially dangerous magic out to safety.”
 
        The young man’s gaze drifted to the walls, to the many books filling the cases, the artifacts on shelves.
 
        “A Far Rider is often hated,” Alaistair said drawing the young man’s attention again.  “We are misunderstood, shunned and unwelcome in many places.”
 
        Alaistair paused, letting what he had said sink in.  Letting the young man fully understand what he was being asked to do, to become.
 
        “Magic is everywhere,” Alaistair continued.  “It is dangerous when unchecked, in the hands of those that would use it to harm others.  Far Riders are the line of defense between the innocent and those that would abuse magic.  Even if those innocents don’t want out help.  We do what is needed.  Far Riders do what is right.”
 
        Alaistair watched the young man before him, watched as thoughts swirled in his mind.  Watched as the man came to a conclusion.
 
        “But how do we determine what is right?,” the young man asked.
 
        Alaistair smiled.  This lad was bright.  Not many asked that question.  Most took it on faith.  But not this one, not Culann DunRowe who was now calling himself Hawkfall.
 
        “That lad, is an even more difficult question.”
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   Being incomplete entries from the book:
 
   The Cultures and the People of Atair
 
   by Jerem Holderen, First Librarian of GriffinStone, 75 WR
 
   appended by Gert Yoren, First Librarian of GriffinStone, 152 WR
 
   appended by Dint Rockfall, Second Librarian of GriffinStone, 229 WR
 
   appended by Arthur Kaden, First Librarian of GriffinStone, 297 WR
 
   appended by Alaistair Storrow, First Librarian of GriffinStone, 319 WR
 
    
 
   Chapter Two - Section One
 
   The Passing Of Time - The Reckoning of Years
 
    
 
   A year for most of Atair; the Centerlands, Northerlands, Western Islands, Eastern Reaches and parts of the Southern Expanse; is made up of twelve months starting and ending with Samhain, the shortest day of the year.

The commonly excepted counting of the year started with the construction of the first Waystation and the formation of the Warders of the Way.  This was when the various kingdoms and lands of Atair become more closely linked and as such is accepted for the common calendar used across most of the land, with the notable exception of the Romus Empire that bases time off the year the Empire was formed.
 
    
 
   It should be noted that even though the many kingdoms in the Eastern Reaches are older than the formation of the Waystations, and there are no Waystations in many of those kingdoms, the Reaches still adopted the common method of counting years.  Because each kingdom was counting based on their own reckoning and kingdoms could come and go so quickly there it is thought that the merchants adopted the shared common method used by the rest of Atair in order to make dealing with others easier and over time this just became accepted across all the Reaches.

Because other methods of counting the years exist and existed that are still in some use, the commonly accepted method is called Way Reckoning.

So the current year, as of this writing, would be 75 WR.
 
    
 
   It is also of note that the Elvict, commonly called Elven, races; the Nict and Pict; the Dvorkan, commonly called Dwarven; have their own way of reckoning the years based off their own histories, which will be covered in later sections of this work.  The Halfling race, being alongside for humans for so long and having no homelands of their own, have adopted the human methodology.
 
 
   Chapter Two - Section Two
 
   The Passing of Time - The Months in a Year
 
    
 
   The calendar for most of Atair; the Centerlands, Northerlands, Western Islands, Eastern Reaches and parts of the Southern Expanse; is based on a twelve month cycle starting on the shortest day of the year, the Samhain holiday.  The months change based on the lunar cycle so that each month ends and begins with the full moon.  The day starts at sunrise and goes to the next sunrise.
 
    
 
   The first month is Samhain, which is also the celebration of the new year on the first day of that month. Midyear is celebrated with the Bealtaine holiday, also the name of the month, on the longest day of the year.

The months of the year in order are as follows;
Samhain, Ylir, Eanair, Hornung, Marta, Aibrean, Bealtaine, Skerpia, Luil, Lunasa, Fomhair and Deireadh.
 
    
 
   There are four seasons with four months to a season.  The seasons overlap the year and are based on the planting and harvesting cycle. 
 
    
 
   The Winter months are Ylir, Eanair and Hornung.  The Spring months are Marta, Aibrean and Bealtaine.  The Summer months are Skerpia, Luil and Lunasa.  The Fall months are Fomhair, Deireadh and Samhain. 
 
   It should be noted that the Romus Empire, well using a different measurement of reckoning yearly passing, does follow the same twelve month lunar style but with their new year beginning on the longest day of the year and the months having different names.

The Elvict races and the Dvorkan have their own way of counting the days in a year which will be covered in later sections of this work.  The Halfling race, being alongside for humans for so long and having no homelands of their own, have adopted the human methodology.  It is not known to the extent of which the darker races have created a calendar to mark the passage of time. With the barbaric and low intelligence of many of those races, it is thought that there is no calendar in use.  These other methodologies will be discussed in a later chapter of this work; The Passing of Time - Other Races.
 
    
 
   Chapter Ten - Section Three
 
   Religion of the Lands - The Gods Themselves
 
    
 
   We have already talked about how the Gods of Atair came to be, now it is time to talk about the beings themselves.  These are the human Gods and Goddesses.  The other races, with the exception of Halflings, follow their own Gods and Goddesses and those will be discussed in other chapters of this work.  The Halflings, for the most part, follow the same deities as those of humanity.  The darker races worship deities just as dark and degraded as they are.  We will talk about all those in later chapters of this work; Religion of the Lands - Other Gods.
 
    
 
   These are the Gods of most of Atair; with the Romus Empire and other parts of the Southern Expanses worshipping different deities. 
 
    
 
   The Roma worship a being they call the One God who has the name Hovan.  The religion of Roma is all encompassing with the Emperor, or Empress, serving as the High Priest as well.  The discussion of the Romus Empire and the religion that serves as the backbone of that country is too great a topic and worthy of a book all to itself.

But it must be noted that for many, the One God of Roma and the many Gods and Goddesses of the rest of Atair are in some form of conflict.  Not the great beings themselves, but their worshippers.  The Romus, especially, want to spread the word of Hovan to all of Atair, at the expense of the other deities.
 
    
 
   Not much is known of the deities worshipped in the deserts at the far end of the Southern Expanses.  Those that have been there and come back say that each tribe seemingly worships different gods of their own making.   There is no connection between these different beings, not obviously.  It could be the same being under different names or it could, in fact, be many multiple beings.
 
    
 
   With the jungles being so remote, no one has chosen to take the time to study the religion of the tribes.  That and some of the tribes are known to be cannibalistic. 
 
    
 
   The Gods of Atair are a family and rule over the world of the dead, Annwyn, like they do our world.  When we die we go to Annwyn and one of three kingdoms of the dead; Avalon the home of the Vanir, Thuinn the home of the Aesir, Duinn the home of the Draugr. 
 
    
 
   Annwyn is where the valiant warriors and mages go, the ones that fought for others and gave their lives for a cause.  Duinn is the home of the evil men, the murderers and thieves.  Those that are selfish and do not use their power to help others.  Thuinn is where all the rest go, the vast majority of people that just live their lives.
 
    
 
   The rules and lands of the Awynnian kingdoms are largely unknown.  What we do know will be detailed in a later chapter in this work; Religion of the Lands - Death and Beyond. It is known that the God Donn is the gatekeeper of the dead, deciding who goes to live in what kingdom.

As was mentioned, the Gods and Goddesses of Atair are thought of as an extended family, all descended from Dagda, The Highfather and his brother Donn, The Nightfather.  Aside from those two, the others are all brothers and sisters, as we would see it.  The actual relationships between them is complicated and changing as they shift their alliances and conflicts.
 
    
 
   Gods and Goddesses are above the concerns of good and evil, but human nature aligns the deities with the concepts. 
 
    
 
   The Gods and Goddesses of Atair and their domains are:
 
    
 
   Dagda, The Highfather - Lord of the Gods; God of the Day, Life and Rebirth
 
   Donn, The Nightfather - God of the Night and the Dead
 
    
 
   Aylin, The Moon - Goddess of the Moon, Stars, Prophecy and Time
 
   Balor, The Beast – God of Demons and Monsters
 
   Bel, The Coin – God of Prosperity and Trade
 
   Ceridwen, The Unicorn - Goddess of Nature and Animals
 
   Cerunnos, The Huntsman - God of the Forests and the Hunts
 
   Chicol, The Dark - God of Fear, Danger, Hatred and the Dark
 
   Dafydd, The Song - God of Music and Poems
 
   Fand, The Wave - Goddess of the Sea, Winds and the Fury
 
   Frigg, The Heart - Goddess of Love and Family
 
   Forseti, The Scales - Goddess of Justice, Duty and Loyalty
 
   Goibniu, The Hammer - God of the Forge, Craft and Creation
 
   Lofn, The  Wanting- Goddess of Lust, Greed and Desire
 
   Loki, The Trickster - God of the Fire, Secrets, Mischief and Chaos
 
   Ogmios, The Book - God of Knowledge, History and Magic
 
   Puck, The Chance - God of Luck, Chance
 
   Rosmerta, The Dawn - Goddess of Dawn, Fertility and the Harvest
 
   Ruine, The Seeker - Goddess of the Mystery and the Unknown
 
   Titania, The Fae – Goddess of the Fairy and Magical Life
 
   Thor, The Thunderer - God of the Storm, Battle and War

As it was noted above, for the most part the Gods do not follow the earthly concepts of ‘good’ and ‘evil’, it is the worshippers that align them with the concepts.

The ‘good’ Gods and Goddesses are:
 
   Dagda, Ceridwen, Frigg, Forseti, Rosmerta

The ‘neutral’ Gods and Goddesses are:
 
   Donn, Aylin, Bel, Cerunnos, Dafydd, Fand, Goibniu, Ogmios, Puck, Ruine, Titania, Thor
 
   
The ‘evil’ Gods are:
 
   Balor, Chicol, Lofn, Loki
 
   


 
   
  
 



Being incomplete entries from the book:
 
   The Other Races of Atair
 
   by Jerem Holderen, First Librarian of GriffinStone, 75 WR
 
   appended by Gert Yoren, First Librarian of GriffinStone, 152 WR
 
   appended by Dint Rockfall, Second Librarian of GriffinStone, 229 WR
 
   appended by Arthur Kaden, First Librarian of GriffinStone, 297 WR
 
   appended by Alaistair Storrow, First Librarian of GriffinStone, 319 WR
 
    
 
   Chapter Two - Section One
 
   Of Dvorkan
 
    
 
   The Dvorkan, or Dwarf as they are more commonly known, are a race of strong, hardy and honorable folk that live in the mountains.  Not on the mountainside or the many valleys, but actually within the stone of the mountains themselves.  They carve out tunnels and rooms within the rock that they mine.

Dvorkan stand between four foot to five foot in height.  They are heavily muscled, broad of shoulder and thick of body.  They are like the stone they work with.  The males are bearded, with all Dvorkan having dark hair in shades of red, brown and black.  Surprising, for a race that spends most of their time in the darkness of tunnels, they are not fair skinned.

Dvorkan are expert metal and leather workers.  There are no peers when it comes to working with metals of any kind.  Dvorkan weapons and armor are the best.  There is no dispute.  With leather, they are a close second to the Elvict.  Leather is rarer in the homes of the Dvorkan and it is just their innate crafting abilities that allow them to work it so well.
 
   
Strangely enough Dvorkan are the best runesmiths in the known world.  It is strange because they are non-magical as a race.  They do not possess the ability to access the magical weave and cast spells.  Only Dvorkan clerics have access to any magic of their own and those spells are Godly-given, by one of the four Dvorkan deities.
 
    
 
   Chapter Two - Section Two
 
   Dvorkan Clans and Cradles
 
    
 
   Dvorkan make their homes in what are called Heim.  Roughly translated from their language to the common trader’s tongue, it means “the place in which I was born and sheltered”, or Cradle as they are more commonly known. Cradles are a system of connected rooms, caverns, mines and tunnels spread throughout a mountain.  There are miles and miles of these going from the top of the peak to deep below the ground.

Some Cradles are nothing but a series of rooms spread out with tunnels connecting the various chambers.  Others have large open caverns in which there are buildings.  All Cradles are carved by the Dvorkan that live within, growing as the Clan grows.  Except in the mines, there is not a surface of a Cradle that is not covered in elaborate carvings which reflect the great skill of the Dvorkan craftsmen.

Cradle’s have multiple entrances, most known only to the Dvorkan that live within.  There is typically a larger main entrance that non-Dvorkan are allowed access to, along with a series of rooms for their use, as it is very rare for a non-Dvorkan to ever see the true extent and depths of the Cradle.  Merchants and dignitaries visit just the antechambers.  Some Cradles, because of that, have two throne rooms.  One for visitors and one for the Clan.

Very few Cradles have exterior buildings for non-Dvorkan.  There are two such that are currently occupied by humans; Tul Noval in the kingdom of Ameir, which serves as that kingdom’s palace, and the Deep Station, the Waystation along the Divide Road on the way to Chasm Deep.  The Dvorkan name for the Deep Station is not currently known but because of the size of it, it is thought to have been more of an outpost and less of a true Cradle.

Cradles have two part names.  It is not known how a Cradle receives the second part of the name, as they are not done so after the ruling Clan or any historical Clan and the Dvorkan have not told any outsiders or non-Dvorkan why those are such named.  The first part is either the word Tul or Kul.  These two words reference the rough number of Dvorkan family clans that live within.  It is not a reference to actual population of the Cradle, just the number of clans, with Tul being the higher number of clans.  There are stories of a Kul Heim being renamed into a Tul.  Like anything to do with the Dvorkan, the whys of this are secret and not shared with anyone that is not Dvorkan.
 
    
 
   Family is of the utmost importance to a Dvorkan with honor and crafting close seconds.  They are all about the clan.  But for a non-Dvorkan, that is where it can get confusing as there are three types of clans that a Dvorkan belongs to.
 
    
 
   There is the birth clan, the family clan and the home clan.

For some Dvorkan, all three are the same name, but for most two or three of the clan names are different.
 
   
The home clan is the ruling clan of that Cradle.  That is the Clan of the king and that all the Dvorkan in the cradle owe their allegiance.  The family Clan is a collective of smaller birth clans.  It is an extended family of a sort but can number in the hundreds.  There is sometimes blood relations among the clan but most often there is not.  A way to think of it is that each family clan is a duchy, each ruling a part of the overall population of the larger kingdom, or home clan.  The birth clan is just that, the specific clan that a Dvorkan is born into.  That is a Dvorkan’s immediate family.

For most dealings with a Dvorkan, only the birth and home clans matter.  The home clan tells you where they are from and who their ruler is.  The birth clan is their name.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Being incomplete entries from the book:
 
   The Art of Runesmithing
 
   by Horan Noirson, 135 WR
 
    
 
   Chapter 3
 
   Dvorkan Runesmiths
 
    
 
   “Ach, how du I make the runes?  We Dvorkan have na magic o’ our own, as ye know.  I du nat know how we du it, just that we du.  I call out ta Nordi an’ me runes work.”
 
                -Bord Ironhammer, Clan Copperspike, Tul Londu
 
    
 
    
 
   Despite having no innate magic of their own, or the ability to cast spells, the Dvorkan are master runesmiths. They are the best, and that is no idle boast.  I have not seen a human yet that can come close to what a Dvorkan Master can accomplish with runes.
 
    
 
   So how do they accomplish this without magic?
 
    
 
   As we know, the Runesmith must have the ability to cast the spell in order to capture it within the etchings of the rune.  This is the first thing any runesmith learns.  The stronger the Mage, the stronger the rune.
 
    
 
   Dvorkan are notoriously silent when it comes to the craft of metal working, be it runesmithing or blacksmithing. This applies even when drinking.  As talkative as a drunk Dvorkan can be, they will still not discuss how they do what they do.
 
    
 
   What Master Ironhammer is quoted as saying is the most that has ever been given on the subject.
 
    
 
   But much can be assumed from that statement.
 
    
 
   Nordi is one of the four Dvorkan gods.  Austri, Nordi, Surdi and Vestri are their names and each is responsible for a different part of Dvorkan culture.  Austri is the God of Knowledge and Mystery, Nordi is the God of Creation, Surdi is the God of Life and Health and Vestri is the God of the Stone.
 
    
 
   The statement by Master Ironhammer leads one to think of Dvorkan Runesmiths as Clerics of their chosen Gods.  Much like how a human Cleric chants a prayer to their God in order to use and receive their magic, it is thought that Dvorkan do the same.  Considering the high regard that Dvorkan hold crafting of any kind; as high as many humans hold their Gods; it would make sense that Dvorkan Crafters are their Clerics.
 
    
 
   So then it is thought that a Dvorkan Runesmith gains magic through prayer, much as a Cleric.  It is not known; and there is not enough evidence one way or the other; that it may only be Nordi, the God of Creation, that can grant this power.
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   For more on the world of Merelein and to see it as it develops, please visit:
 
    
 
   www.barkingfirepublishing.com
 
   


 
   
  
 



AFTERWORD
 
    
 
   Welcome to the first book in the Taleweaver’s Song family, set on the continent of Atair on the world of Merelein.  I hope you enjoyed the Skeleton Stone and are looking forward to more, because I have a lot more to bring.
 
    
 
   I’ve always had a soft spot for Dungeons & Dragons and the pen and paper roleplaying game.  It’s not something that I actually spent a lot of time playing, could never find anyone to play, but it was always something that fascinated me.  I had a lot of the manuals as well as the box sets for the old Forgotten Realms, as well as reading most of the books.
 
    
 
   So when I started out making my own fantasy world, years ago (more on that in a second), in the back of my mind I always wanted to develop it into a pen and paper RPG setting.  And that’s what will be happening with this.

I’ll be using the d20 Open Gaming License (and rules available online) as the base and making the changes to turn that into the Taleweaver’s Song campaign setting.  You’ll be able to watch as the world and the game manual gets filled in at the Barking Fire website.  This will be a project that is spread out with sections not being updated in any particular order. It’s a fun side project.
 
    
 
   But what’s next for the Taleweaver’s Song family of books?
 
    
 
   I mentioned above that the world was first started years ago, and it was.  The Skeleton Stone is a pretty recent addition and idea.  In fact, the original idea and setting that Atair and Merelein originated as; the kingdom of Ameir (which Culann Hawkfall mentions during The Skeleton Stone); will not appear until the third or fourth book.  You won’t get to meet Arek MacLir, and the magical bow he inherited from his father, for awhile.
 
    
 
   Funny how writing works.

What exactly is Taleweaver’s Song?  Besides an upcoming game setting, it’s the world that my fantasy writings will appear.  These will be other books like The Skeleton Stone as well as short stories that will be published by Barking Fire as well as possibly other places.

I mentioned above about my love of the old Forgotten Realms and one thing I loved about that was that there were so many different stories.  There were trilogies as well as single story novels.  This all served to bring the entire world to life.  Granted, those were all by different authors (and who knows, maybe someday another author will want to play in the Taleweaver’s setting), but I really enjoyed the idea.
 
    
 
   I’m more of an ongoing writer; not an epic with beginning, middle and end like Game of Thrones.  So that’s what the Taleweaver’s Song books will be, any story set in that world that I want to tell.  And there are a lot of them.  Most will be standalone, not sequels or continuations of previous books.
 
    
 
   That’s not to say there is nothing that will connect the books, beyond the setting.  You already know that you’ll be seeing Ameir someday (soonish) and since Culann said he was on his way there before being interrupted by the events in Minoda, it’s reasonable to assume that we’ll see more Culann Hawkfall someday (soonish).
 
    
 
   The next book, The Orc Plains, takes place near the opposite coast from The Skeleton Stone but there are some connections between the two (it also takes place in the Northerlands, not the Centerlands).  Once you figure out what those connections are, and if you know the old Forgotten Realms series of books, you might see what will be the common connecting thread for most of the books.
 
    
 
   Taleweaver’s Song, and the associated books, are not the only things I’m working on and you’ll be able to get updates and see what gets published (and when) by visiting the Barking Fire website (www.barkingfirepublishing.com) and my personal website (www.ossywrites.com).  You’ll get to read random musings from me as well as thoughts on other properties, writing and maybe some concepts for other properties that I’m working on. So be sure to follow Barking Fire on Facebook (and my personal, seldom used twitter account: @troynos).
 
    
 
   The Skeleton Stone is a dream come true, to see something I wrote get published.  Yeah, this is not the first thing I’ve had published (two prior short stories and a bunch of stuff on Kindle Worlds) but this has been years in the making. 
 
    
 
   Writing is something that I’ve always done.  I’ve found that I’m more of a creator, a world builder, than an actual writer.  I have so many concepts that I’ve always found it hard to stay pinned to one project and see it all the way through.  Being my own harshest critic is part of that reason as well.

This book was something new and different for me.  The idea came about not that long ago and the writing just flowed out of me.  I wrote it as scenes, filling in between them and adding transitional scenes.  I had the opening before I had much of anything else, so then came the task of figuring out just why Culann (along with who he was, as I really only had part of an image, more on that coming) was on that mountain plateau fighting skeletons.
 
    
 
   The idea for the Skeleton Stone, these random skeletons that just appeared, came because of Ultima Online.  UO is an MMORPG (Massively Multi-Player Online Role Playing Game) that I started playing back in the mid to late 90s and returned to off and on.  I returned towards the end of last year and started playing on the Great Lakes shard (server for non-UOers) and built a house for my characters on this road between the towns of Minoc (could that have been the origin of the village name of Minoda?) and Vesper (which is another town that I love and a version will make an appearance soonish).  What I found about the location in the game was that these three or four random skeletons would spawn (appear) in the woods.  It was weird because everywhere else in the game skeletons only appeared in cemeteries or dungeons.  So why this location?

And that is where the Skeleton Stone was born.  Why were these skeletons appearing in a random location?  I had to figure that out and I did (just not in the game, where I still don’t know why they are there, and no, I’m no longer playing as just don’t have the time).  The rest is, as they say, history as the story developed quickly and in a relatively short time.

Inspiration comes from the unlikeliest of places sometimes and that’s been true for The Skeleton Stone.  The next book, The Orc Plains, doesn’t have as interesting story but the two main characters, a husband and wife team, should be familiar to many of you reading this.  Culann Hawkfall (who went through a couple name changes) started as an image.  That image was of a man wielding two hand axes and was created at the same time as Ameir, which was where Culann (born Vanin and with a different accent) was originally slated to appear.  He wasn’t a bard at that time but he was still a Far Rider (but with a different name to the group).

And don’t ask me where Culann’s unique form of bardic magic came from. That one I really don’t know.
 
   
I have to give thanks to everyone that helped me out with this, whether it was feedback or encouragement. This won’t cover everyone but extra special thanks goes out to Kat Howell, for putting up with me and loving me.  Special thanks to my great editor (thanks to Justin Bell for the reference) Kelly-Ann Green of KA Editing (www.facebook.com/KAEditing). Thanks to Shauna Mobley (http://shaunamobley.com), for the awesome cover and logos, and Jason Thees for connecting Shauna and me.  Additional thanks to Jim Beard, Bill Nedrow and Justin Bell for the little writer’s group thing we have going on.  And I have to give thanks to Hasbro (yes, the toy company), specifically Derryl DePriest and Mark Weber and whoever else was involved, for putting G.I. Joe on Kindle Worlds.

For whatever reason, writing and publishing on that platform proved to be what I needed to get over the wall and finish a project and start publishing my own original works.

I should also apologize to my dogs; Moley, Geisha and Smokey.  They had to endure some late meals and late outings as I sometimes got into the writing groove.  It was worth it girls. Right?

I hope that The Skeleton Stone is the start of bigger things to come.  I’m not going away and just getting started.  I have a lot of concepts that need (want) to see the light of day.

I really have to thank all of you for picking up, reading (and hopefully liking) The Skeleton Stone.  Please provide reviews and feedback on Amazon and Good Reads.  That will help me grow as a writer.  I hope you’re looking forward to more, as I am looking forward to writing them.

Thanks for listening to my rambles,
Troy Osgood
 
   Started: November, 2015
Finished: March, 2016
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   About the author
 
    
 
   Born and raised in the granite state of New Hampshire, Troy is a lifelong and avid reader of comic books and novels (mostly in the fantasy, sci-fi and adventure/thriller genres).  The ongoing serial storytelling methods of comic books and television has always fascinated him and provided inspiration for his writing.  He’s always had a love of creating and world building and dreams of someday seeing his creations expressed across all media: books, comic books, movies, TV and even toys.
 
    
 
   When not writing, Troy can be found outside hiking, kayaking or out back at the bonfire with beer in hand.  Don’t expect to bother him during football season, especially when the Patriots are playing.
 
    
 
   Troy is a regular contributor to the Geeksverse pop culture site (www.geeksverse.com).
 
    
 
   He still lives in New Hampshire.
 
    
 
   Follow Troy on instagram (troynos), on twitter (@troynos) and visit his website: www.ossywrites.com

Contact Troy via e-mail: ossybooks@gmail.com
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   EXCERPT FROM:

The Gnoll Tracks
 
   A tale of theWarders of the Way

 
 
   short story
 
   Summer 2016
 
   


 
   
  
 




    Jaken Cobb coughed, clutching his side, feeling the blood leaking out between his fingertips.  He spit, a great glob of blood landing in the grass at his feet.
 
        He hurt.
 
        He clutched the broken spear in his right hand, the shield held loosely in his left.  It was taking all his strength to stand, to hold the weapon and shield up at all.
 
        On the ground, a couple feet away, face down, was the body of Garrick Tonnove.  Cobb couldn’t tell if the man was alive or dead.  Tonnove lay so still, not moving, blood pooling on the ground underneath him.
 
         Cobb couldn’t see or hear the others.  He knew that of the original six Warders, one was definately dead.  The others, he did not know.
 
        There were other bodies around the clearing.  All dead or almost bled out.
 
        Gnolls.
 
        Four of the beasts.  Tonnove and himself had given a good accounting, just the two of them.
 
        But it was the fifth Gnoll that could prove the victor.
 
        Across the clearing from Cobb stood the largest Gnoll the Warder had ever seen.
 
        Easily eight feet tall, where the race of canine humanoids usually topped out at seven feet.  The beast was massive. Bare chested, showing multiple scars through the fur, it wore ripped and torn leather pants. It carried a large club, more a piece of tree broken off and wrapped in leather to allow for gripping.  Knobs and spurs where branches used to be, and were forcibly removed, covered the length of the two foot long weapon.
 
        The beast’s fur was brown with black markings.  It resembled a large, shaggy dog standing on its hind legs.  The back was hunched, giving it a stooped appearance.  The arms and hands, covered in fur, were more like a humans with the fingers ending in sharp nails that were like claws. It wore a necklace of animal bones that clacked together as it moved.
 
        Blood dripped from a couple of small wounds on its chest and arms, but the great beast did not notice.
 
        It barked and growled, words that Cobb could not understand.
 
        Then it laughed, or what sounded like a laugh, coming from the canine like mouth.
 
        More barks and growls.
 
        “Shut up,” Cobb said coughing up more blood.  “Not like we can understand each other you filthy mongrel.”
 
        The gnoll cocked its head to the side, turning it on an angle like Cobb had seen dogs do.  It gave one more bark, a sharp and quick noise.
 
        “Enough of this,” the Warder said, grimacing as he took a step forward, holding the broken spear before him.  “Come on.  Let’s get this over with.”
 
        The gnoll seemed to understand him.
 
        It banged the tree trunk of a club on the ground a couple of times, barking wildly.
 
        “Come on,” Cobb shouted at the monster.
 
        If he was to die, he’d die fighting and not bleeding out.
 
        Cobb set his feet, pulling his shield arm away from his body, more blood falling to the ground.
 
        The gnoll barked and growled and charged, holding the club over its head and ready to swing.
 
   


 
   
  
 



EXCERPT FROM:

The Orc Plains
 
   A tale of theFar Riders

 
 
   Fall 2016
 
   


 
   
  
 



    Osten Niklas slid forward along the ground, keeping as low as possible.  His cloak, patches of different shades of green, spread out over him.  He had the hood pulled up, covering his head in shadow.  He inched forward, slowly and carefully.  Moving, stopping and listening.
 
        The ground gently sloped up, a small hill overlooking the small valley below.
 
        At the ridge, he paused, head low to the ground, slowing his breathing and listening.
 
        He heard the sounds of a camp below.  The smell of cooking fires came along the breeze.  Different smells, meaning different fires.  Animals, the crackle of the fires, the snap of hide tents flapping in the breeze and the sound of voices.  Loud, gutteral growls and deep throated words.  Not in the trader’s tongue.  The voices below were speaking orcish.
 
         Moving slowly, keeping low, he poked his head up over the ridge.  He could see the camp spread out over a large area.  A brook ran through the middle of the valley, the land rising up on all the sides, the water running over rocks and creating a pleasant sound that was in sharp contrast with the noises from the camp.
 
        About two dozen tents made out of animal hide were staked out in a haphazard fashion.  There was no organization to it, the structures just put down wherever.  Small fires burned outside most of them, with a larger fire in what looked to be the middle of the formation.  The hides for the tents were loose, gaps in the stitching between pieces.  Some still had fur attached.  No two tents were alike.  Some were large, some small.  Red hides, tan, gray.  All different colors.
 
        Sitting around the fires, alone or in groups of two or three, were orcs. The monsters were all around the same size, short and stocky, heavily muscled.  All wore mismatched and rough leather armor over skin in various shades of green.  Crude weapons, swords and axes, were casually laid on the ground near.
 
        Osten counted over two dozen of the creatures.  All appeared to be male, no women or children. A scouting or hunting camp, settled in for the coming night.  There were no sentries except at the far end of the encampment.
 
        In that far edge, tied close to the water, six large wargs could be seen.  The beasts were tied to a cluster of trees and were snapping and growling at each other.  Three orcs could be seen standing lazily around the animals, barely paying attention.  They all carried long poles and occasionally one would poke one of the wargs with it, causing the beast to bite and snap.  The orcs would laugh.
 
        The wargs themselves were large animals, looking like wolves but twice as big and twice as muscled.  The snouts were shorter, wider, with long front canines that extended past the jaws.
 
        Wargs were stronger than horses and over rough and hilly terrain like the plains, they could be faster.  Osten had faced wargs before, and it was not something he was interested in doing again.  Not if he could help it.
 
        He glanced towards the brook, at the bushes on the other side.  He thought he could see the shape of the large fox, Dusk, moving stealthily through the grasses.  Dusk, all gray except for the white patch on his chest, was crouched low to the ground and moving slowly.  All but invisible and it was only Osten’s deep connection to the animal that allowed him to notice the fox at all.
 
        Even from this distance, Osten could see the fox’s head whip around towards the wargs.  One of the beasts had stiffen, sniffing at the air.  The others paused, each starting to sniff, one after the other.  The first warg faced towards where Dusk was hiding, the hackles on its back standing up.
 
        In the back of his mind, Osten could feel a growl building.  He heard it in his head and ears, as he growled towards the warg along with Dusk.  He had to force himself to push the urge away.
 
        The wind shifted and with a last sniff in the fox’s direction, the warg’s went back to eating the fresh carcasses the orcs had thrown down.  A couple laid down, starting to fall asleep.
 
        One of the orcs on guard looked towards the bushes across the brook, shielding its eyes against the glare of the setting sun.  Its companions started talking to it, the creatures too far away for Osten to understand.  The monsters argued back and forth with the watcher finally turning away and back to the pile of wargs.
 
        Osten watched the camp, the movements of the orcs bedding down for the night.  He didn’t see any that seemed the obvious leader but there was a larger tent in the middle of the cluster.  There was a banner stuck into the ground outside that one.  A bark covered pole, really a large branch with some smaller ones still attached, held a piece of tattered cloth that was blowing in the breeze.
 
        He studied the symbol crudely painted into the blood red cloth.  The lines, all black and probably made from dried blood, looked like a badly drawn bear’s head.   He knew very little about the various tribes of orcs that lived on the plains so the sigil meant nothing, but the presence of a smaller banner set into the ground on the other side worried him.
 
        The pole for this one was better made, all the bark from the smaller branch removed.  Not carefully, but the wooden shaft was bare.  The cloth used, black in color, was in better shape as well.  The sigil on this banner was in red, and it was similar to the bear’s head but with some icons, lettering and other symbols, arranged around it.
 
        It was the banner of a shaman.
 
        He concentrated on the large tent.  There were no markings on its surface, nothing in the dirt that he could see.  There was no smoke coming from within the tent and the small fire outside had the blackish gray smoke of wood burning.
 
        There was a shaman there in the camp, but was not in the act of spell casting.  It had even put up any protective spells.  Which was odd.
 
        This band was far south and west of where the orcs normally roamed.  The Fastflow River was not that far away and the barbarians of the Jangor Plains were known to wander its banks hoping to run across a band of the creatures.   The orc tribes tended to stick towards the eastern part of the Plains, as well as north.
 
        Because of that, he would have thought the shaman would have put up some basic protections.
 
        A noise from down the hill, behind him, caught his attention.  He stared straight ahead, not giving an indication that he had heard it.  Something moving through the grass, rustling.  The thing was moving slowly and carefully, barely making any noise.  But Osten still heard it.
 
        In the back of his mind, he felt Dusk react.  The fox moving away from the bushes but with its own caution.  It sent reassuring impulses back to Osten.
 
        He smiled within the depths of the hood.
 
        He waited, not moving, as the sounds came closer.               
 
        Someone, or something, walking up the hill towards him.  Each step was carefully placed, taking time to not break a twig or step on a loose patch.
 
        Osten slowed his breathing, focusing, blocking out everything but the sound of whatever it was that was approaching.
 
        Step, pause. Step, pause.
 
        He tensed as the pause lengthened.
 
        With a great rush the thing ran towards him, covering the last of the distance, no longer bothering to be quiet.
 
        Osten reacted quickly, rolling to the side, pulling the green patchwork cloak tight, as a great trunk of a club smashed into the ground where he had been.   He rolled to a stop, facing where he had been, and pushed himself up, letting the cloak billow around him.  He kept hold of the front edges, not letting it open to show that he was weaponless.
 
        Before him, at the edge of the ridge, stood a large orc; easily one of the biggest he had ever seen.  How the creature had managed to move so quietly was a mystery.  It was stocky, like most of its kind, but seemed as if it had been carved from solid stone.  Scars crisscrossed it’s dark green skin.  Cords, tied around its heavily muscled arms and legs, held strips of leather armor in place.
 
        The orc was old, streaks of gray running through its dark hair, the face cragged with age.  It was missing an eye, nothing where the orb should have been, just a pit.  It held the large club with two hands. 
 
        “Yech fast lit’ man” the beast said in heavily accented trader’s tongue.
 
        Osten glanced down into the valley.  He could see the orcs below reacting.  Some were pointing up at him, others were grabbing their weapons and looking for the quickest way up.  Luckily, none were grabbing bows, not yet.
 
         That wouldn’t last.
 
        He had to end this and get away.  Quickly.
 
        And he was weaponless, having left his two swords back at the horses with Bethel and Kathwen.  He couldn’t move through the tall grass, crawling on his stomach, with the two swords strapped to his waist.
 
        He wished he had them now.
 
        Even for its advanced age, this orc was fast and strong, but Osten knew he could have taken it.  Easily.  If he had his swords.
 
        He kept the cloak across his front, still hiding the lack of weapons from the orc.  He took a couple steps back, never taking his eyes from the creature.  It moved with him, staying parallel, keeping the same distance between them.
 
        It was stalling.  It knew there would be others there soon.
 
        “Don’t make me kill you,” Osten growled in orcish, the words hard to get out.  The gutteral sounds left a bad taste in his mouth.
 
        The orc studied the man.  They were the same height, but the orc had a good hundred pounds if not more on the man.  The orc smiled and took a step forward.
 
        “You are funny little man,” the thing said in its own language.
 
         It took another step forward and lunged, swinging the club in a great arc.
 
        Osten waited and ducked at the last second.  He kicked out with his leg, hitting the orc in the shin.  It was like kicking a tree.  The beast barely moved.
 
        But it did distract the orc.
 
        The creature looked down at where Osten had hit it, a sneer stretching across its wide mouth.  The pause was what Osten was looking for.
 
        He moved quickly, stepping around to the back of the orc, drawing a long knife from the sheath attached to his leg.  The orc spun, slowly, a couple seconds behind.  The beast now saw that his opponent was armed, knife held in the man’s right hand with the point down, and tried to move out of the way but Osten was too quick.
 
         The blade of the knife was only nine inches, but it was long enough for Osten to dart in, swipe the blade across the orcs large chest, and roll out of the way of the expected swing of the club.  The beast stared down at the cut.  It wasn’t large but it was deep enough to draw blood.
 
        The orc was mad now, not willing to wait for the others to arrive.  Which was what Osten was hoping.  This fight couldn’t last much longer.
 
        Enraged the beast charged, club held high over its shoulder. 
 
        Osten waited, watching the orc start the club’s swing.  He moved in the same direction as the swing, the club only a foot or so behind him.  He swung around the orc, bent down and slashed across the creature’s left heel.  The orc bellowed in pain as Osten continued his swing but standing up and slicing the orc across the back and neck.
 
        Thinking Osten would continue around the right side, the orc swatted the club back that way at the height where it thought the man would be.  But Osten wasn’t there.  He had bent backwards at the knee, knowing the swing would be coming that way.
 
        Osten flipped the knife over, so the point was up, and stabbed into the thick meat of the orc’s arm.  The creature bellowed again and dropped the club.  It turned awkwardly on its injured leg, almost falling over, trying to grab at the man.
 
        Rolling over, Osten came up behind the orc and stabbed down into the muscle around the creature’s neck.  The knife plunged in deep, blood spurting out. The orc slumped down as it felt muscles and nerves being cut.  The creature’s arms dropped.
 
        Pulling out the knife, Osten adjusted his grip and pulled it across the orc’s throat. The orc dropped to the ground, bleeding out.  Wiping the blade across the orc to clean it of the black blood, Osten listened intently.
 
        The fight had only lasted seconds but it wouldn’t be long before the rest got there.  He had to move.  He felt a sensation in the back of his head and turned to see Dusk sitting calmly behind him.  The fox, all grays and black with a white patch, tilted its head questioningly at the man.
 
        “Thanks for the help,” Osten said.
     The fox chuffed and stood up, moving away from the ridge, back the way Osten had come.
 
        “Let’s get going,” he said sheathing the knife and pulling his cloak about him.  He crouched low and started jogging down the hill.
 
        Together, the man and fox disappeared in the tall grass of the plains at the bottom of the hill.  They could just barely hear the sounds of orcs rushing the ridge and finding their dead fellow.  Soon they heard the sounds of pursuit.
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