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Pr el ude

The denopn dactyl canme awake. It didn't seem such a nonentous thing, just a
gradual stirring in a deep cave in a far, enpty nountain. An unnoticed event,
seen by none save the cave worns and those few i nsomni acs anong t he bevy of
weary bats hanging fromthe high ceiling.

But the denon spirit had awakened, had cone back fromits |ong dormancy
into the statuelike formit had left behind after its last visit to the world
call ed Corona. The tangible, corporeal body felt good to the wandering spirit.
The dactyl could feel its blood, hot blood, coursing through its w ngs and
m ghty legs, could feel the twitching of its mghty nuscles. Its eyes flickered
open but" saw only bl ackness, for the form left standing in magical stasis in
the deep cave, head bowed and w ngs w apped tightly about its torso, had been
covered by magma. Most of the fiery stuff of that tinme |ong past had bubbl ed and
fl owed away from the cavern, but enough had remained to harden about the
dactyl's corporeal form The spirit had conme back to Corona encased in obsidian

The denon spirit fell deep within itself, sumopned its powers, both
physi cal and magical. By sheer will and brute strength, the dactyl flexed its
wings. A thin crack ran down the center of the obsidian sarcophagus. The dactyl
fl exed again and the crack wi dened, and then, with a sudden powerful burst, the
beast bl ew apart the obsidian, stretched its great wings out to the side, clawed
tips grasping and rending the air. The dactyl threw back its head and opened
wide its mouth, screeching for the sheer joy of the return, for the thoughts of
the chaos it would bring again to the qui et human ki ngdons of Corona.

Its torso resenbled that of a tall, slender man, shaped and |lined by
corded strands of taut muscle and sporting a pair of trenmendous batlike w ngs,
twenty feet across when fully extended and with strength enough to lift a full-

grown bull in swift flight. Its head, too, was somewhat human, except nore
angular, with a narrow jaw and pointed chin. The dactyl's ears were pointed as
wel |, poking up about the denon creature's thin tuft of black hair. Neither did

that hair hide the creature's horns, thunb sized and curling in toward each
other at the top of the denobn's brow.

The texture of its skin was rough and thick, an arnmored hide, reddish in
hue and shiny, as if lit by its own inner glow. Shining, too, were the denon's
eyes, pools of liquid black at nost tinmes, but shifting to fiery red orbs,
living flames, when the denon was agitated, a gl ow of absolute hatred.

The creature flexed and stretched, extended its wings to their full glory,
reached and clawed at the air with its humanli ke arms. The denon extended its
fingernails, transfornmed theminto hooked claws, and grewits teeth-two pointed
cani nes extending down over its bottomlip. Every part of the denmon was a
weapon, devastating and deadly. And undeni ably powerful though this nonster
appeared, this demon's real strength lay in its mind and its purpose, the
tempter of souls, the tw ster of hearts, the nmaker of |ies. Theol ogi ans of
Corona argued over whether the denon dactyl was the source or the result of
evil. Did the dactyl bring the weakness, the immrality, to humanity? Was the
dactyl the source of the deadly sins, or did it manifest itself and wal k the
worl d when those sins had festered to the point of eruption?

For the denonic creature in the cave, such questions hardly nmattered. How
long had it been? the dactyl wondered. How many decades, even centuries, had
passed since its last visit to Corona?

The creature renmenbered that |ong-ago tinme now, savored the thoughts of
the stream ng blood as arny after army had joined in delicious, desperate
battle. It cursed al oud the nanme of Terranen Dinoniel, who had rallied the
humans and the el ves, chasing the dactyl's arm es back to the base of this



nmount ai n, Aida. Dinoniel himself had cone into this cave after the beast, had
skewered the dactyl ..

The bl ack-w nged denon | ooked down at a darker red tear marring its
ot herwi se snooth hide. Wth a sickening crackle of bone, the creature's head
rotated conpletely around and bowed, exani ning the second inperfection of its
form a scarred lunp under its lower |eft shoul der bl ade. Those two scars were
perfectly aligned with the dactyl's heart, and thus, with that one desperate
thrust, Dinoniel had defeated the denon's corporeal body.
Yet even in its death throes, the dactyl had won the day, using its wllpower to
bring up the magma fromthe bowels of Aida. Dinoniel and much of his arny had
been consumed and destroyed, but the dactyl..

The dactyl was eternal. Dinoniel was gone, a distant menory, but the denon
spirit had returned and the physical wounds had heal ed. "What nman, what elf,
will take Dinoniel's place?" the denon asked aloud in its hollow, resonating
voi ce, always seem ng on the edge of a thunderous roar. A cloud of bats
shuddered to life at the unexpected noise and flew off down one of the tunnels
formed when the lava had flowed fromthis spot. The dactyl cackled, thinking

itself grand to be able to send such creatures -- any creatures! --scurrying
with a mere sound. And what resolve mght the hunmans and the elves -- if the
el ves were still about, for even in Dinoniel's day they had been on the wane-

muster this time?

Its thoughts turned fromits enemes to those it would sunmon as m ni ons.
What creatures could the dactyl gather this tine to wage its war? The w cked
goblins certainly, so full of anger and greed, so delighting in nurder and war.
The fonorian giants of the nountains, few in nunber but each with the strength
of a dozen nen and a hide too thick and tough for a dagger to puncture. And the
powries, yes, the powies, the cunning, warlike dwarves of the Julianthes, the
Weat hered Isles, who hated the humans above all others. Centuries before,
powr i es had dom nated the seas in their solid, squat barrel boats, whose hulls
Were made of tougher stuff than the larger ships of the humans, as the
di m nutive powies were made of tougher stuff than the |arger humans.

A line of drool hung low fromthe dactyl's nouth as it considered its
former and future allies, its army of woe. It would bring theminto its fold,
tribe by tribe, race by race, growi ng as the night grows when the sun touches
the western horizon. The tw light of Corona was at hand.

The dactyl canme awake.

Part One
FATE

What song is this, drift through the trees
To lift men broken fromtheir knees?

To untwi st hearts from graspi ng sorrow,

To offer the pronise of the norrow?

Har k, what song,

VWhat nusic sweet?

War m whi spers of the dawn.

Hot bl ood waft steamin night air cold.

What hopes of treasure, what hunger of gold
Hat h brought foul beast from caverns deep

To face the Nightbird, to know endl ess sl eep?
They come for greed.

They come to bl eed.

At gentle hands of elven breed.

The shining sword, the horse's run,



The bane of nonsters all and one.

To their midst the rider, N ghtbird the Ranger
Fl ashi ng Tenpest's anger, denying the danger
Cutting and sl ashing!

Tearing and gashi ng!

Chasi ng the ni ght mares away.

Fast run, you goblins, the Ranger sets his bow,
To let ;your blood, to stain white snow

Arrow and arrow, the river of red

Fast fall the Evil, to the one is dead.

Hawkwi ng's fury,

Goblins to bury

In wormis cold domain.

Scatter, goblins, fly and flee!

You'll not outrun Synphony.

Hooves of music rend the gl oom

Bearing Nightbird, know your doom

At Tenpest's fall,

So shall you all To bl ackness evernore.

A way drifts nusic, Synphony sweet.
A way goes Nightbird, the forest to greet
In springtime sunshine, of Evil no traces,
Through fl owers and | overs, step neasured paces
Hark, listen you al
The Nightbird' s cal
And sl eep peaceful |overs, secure
-"THE SONG OF THE NI GHTBI RD"

CHAPTER 1
The Unexpected Kil

El bryan Wyndon was up before the dawn. He dressed quickly, funbling with his
clothes in the red light of the hearth's glowing enmbers. He ran a hand through
his tousled straight hair -- a light brown shock that bl eached pale on its top
| ayers under the sunmer sun. He retrieved his belt and dagger, which he had
reverently placed right near his bed, and El bryan felt powerful as he

cerenoni ously strapped the weapon about his waist.

He grabbed the heaviest wap he could find and rushed out into the dark
and chill air, so anxious that he hardly renenbered to close the cabin door
behind him The snmall frontier village of Dundalis was quiet and eerily stil
about him sleeping off the well-earned weari ness that followed every day's hard
| abor. El bryan, too, had worked hard the previous day-harder than normal, for
several of the village men and wonen were out in the deep forest, and the boys

and girls, like Elbryan who was nearing his teens, had been asked to keep things
aright. That neant gathering wood and tending the fires, repairing the cabins-
whi ch al ways seenmed to need repair! -- and wal king the perinmeter of the

sheltered vale that held the village, watching for sign of bear, great cat, or
t he packs of hunting wol ves.

El bryan was the ol dest of those children, the | eader of the pack, as it
were, and he felt inportant, truly he felt a man. This would be the last tine he
remai ned behi nd when the hunters went off on the season's |ast and nost
i mportant expedition. Next spring would bring his thirteenth birthday, the



passage from chil dhood in the hardy | and that was the northern wil derness. Next
spring, Elbryan would hunt with the adults, the ganes of his youth left behind.

I ndeed he was tired fromthe previous day's |abors, but so full of
excitement that. sleep had not come to him The weather had turned toward
wi nter. The nen were expected back any day, and El bryan neant to neet them and
| ead their procession into the village. Let the younger boys and girls see him
then, and afford himthe respect he deserved, and |l et the older nen see that the

village, under his watchful eye, had fared well in their absence.
He started out of Dundalis, stepping lightly despite his weariness,
passi ng through the darker shadows of the small, one-story cabins.

"Jilly!" The call was not |oud but seenmed so in the quiet norning air
El bryan noved up to the coner of the next house, smiling for his cleverness, and
peer ed around.

"It could be today!" protested a young girl, Jilseponie, Elbryan's closest
friend.

"You do not know that, Jilly," argued her nother, standing in the open
doorway of their cabin. Elbryan tried to nuffle his snicker; the girl hated that
ni ckname, Jilly, though nearly everyone in town called her that. She preferred
the sinple ""Jill." But between her and El bryan, the title was Pony, their
secret name, the one Jilseponie |iked nost of all

The sni cker was soon gone, but the smle remained, all the w der for the
sight. Elbryan didn't know why, but he was al ways happy when he saw Pony, though
only a couple of years before, he would have taunted her and the rest of the
village girls, chasing themendlessly. One tine El bryan had nmade the m stake of
catching Jil seponie without his nale conpani ons nearby, and of tugging too hard
on her yellow mane to prove the point of his capture. He never saw the punch
com ng, never saw anythi ng except how w de the blue sky had suddenly seened as
he lay on his back

He coul d laugh at that enmbarrassment now, privately or even with Pony. He
felt as though he could say anything to her, and she wouldn't judge himor make
merry of his feelings.

Candl elight spilled out onto the road, softly illumnating the girl.

El bryan |iked the inage; every day that passed, he found that he enjoyed | ooking
at Pony nmore and nore. She was younger than El bryan by five nonths but taller
than he, standi ng about three i nches above five feet, while the young man, to
his ultimate horror, had not yet reached the coveted five foot mark. Elbryan's
father had assured himthat Wndon boys were normally late in sprouting. Al

j eal ousy aside, Elbryan found the taller Pony quite a pleasing sight. She stood
straight but not stiff, and could outrun and outfight any of the boys in
Dundalis, Elbryan included. Still, there was a delicate aura about her, a
softness that a younger El bryan had viewed as weakness, but the ol der Elbryan
viewed as oddly distracting. Her hair, which Jilseponie seenmed to he constantly
brushi ng, was gol den, silken, and thick enough to |l ose a hand in; it bounced
about, her shoul ders and back with an alluring wldness. Her eyes, huge eyes,
were the richest and clearest blue El bryan had ever seen, |like great sponges
soaking in the sights of the wide world and reflecting Jilseponie's every nood.
VWhen Pony's eyes showed sadness, Elbryan felt it in his heart; when they soared
with sparkling joy, Elbryan's feet noved involuntarily in dance.

Her lips, too, were large and thick. The boys had often taunted Pony about
those lips, saying that if she ever stuck themto a wi ndow, they would surely
hold her fast for all eternity! Elbryan felt no desire to tease when | ooki ng at
Pony's |ips now. He sensed their softness, so very inviting ..

"I will be back in time for the norning nmeal," Pony assured

"The night woods are dangerous," her exasperated nother

"I will be careful!" Pony responded di sm ssively, before the ol der woman
had even finished the sentence.



El bryan held his breath, thinking that Pony's nmother, often stern, would
scold the girl severely. She only sighed, though, and resignedly closed the
cabi n door.

Pony sighed, too, and shook her head as if to show her ultimte
frustration with adults. Then she turned and skipped off, and was startled a
nonment | ater when El bryan junped out in front of her

She reflexively cocked a fist, and El bryan wi sely junped back

“You are late," he said.

"I amearly;" Pony insisted, "too early. And | amtired."

El bryan shrugged and nodded down the road to the north, then led the girl
off at a swift pace. Despite her conplaints concerning the tinme, Pony not only
paced hi m but skipped right by him obviously as excited as he. That excitenment
turned to sheer joy when they passed out of the town and began their ascent of
the ridge. Pony chanced to | ook back to the south, and she stopped, stunned and
smling, and pointing to the night sky. "The Hal o," she said breathlessly.

El bryan turned to foll ow her gaze, and he, too, could not suppress a grin.

For stretched across the southern sky, nore than hal fway to the horizon
was Corona's Hal o, the heavenly belt -- a subtle tease of colors, red and green
and bl ue and deep purple, a flowing soft ness, like a living rainbow The Halo
was sonetinmes visible in
t he sunmer sky, but only during the deepest parts of the shorter nights, when
children, and even adults, were fast asleep. Elbryan and Jil seponie had seen it
on a few occasions, but never so clearly as this, never so vibrant.

Then they heard a distant piping, soft nusic, perfect nelody. It floated
through-the chill air, barely perceptible.

"The Forest Chost," Pony whispered; but Elbryan didn't seemto hear. Pony
spoke the words again, under her breath. The Forest Ghost was a conmon | egend in
the Tinberlands. Half horse and half nan, he was the keeper of the trees and the
friend of the animals, particularly of the wild horses that ran in the dells to
the north. For a nonment, the thought of such a creature not so far away
frightened Pony, but then her fears were washed away by the sheer beauty of the
Hal o and the fitting nelody of the enchanting nusic. How could anyone, or
anyt hing, that could pipe so beautifully pose a danger?

The pair stood on the side of the ridge for a |long while, not speaking,
not | ooking at each other; not even realizing that the other was there. Elbryan
felt totally alone, yet one with the universe, a small part of nmmjesty, a small
but endless flicker in eternity. His mind drifted up fromthe ridge, fromthe
solid ground, fromthe sensible experiences of his existence into the unknown,
exhilarating joy of spirituality. The name of "Mather"” came to himbriefly,

t hough he didn't know why. He didn't know anything at that tinme, it seenmed, and
yet he knew everything -- the secrets of the world, of peace, of eternity -- it
was all there before him so sinple and true. He felt a song in his heart,
though it had no words, felt a warnmth in all his body, though he was not at that
nmonment a part of that corporeal form

The sensation passed too quickly. Elbryan sighed deeply and turned to
Pony. He was about to say sonething but held the words, seeing that she, too,
was i mersed in something beyond | anguage. El bryan felt suddenly closer to the
girl, as if they two had shared sonething very special and very private. How
many ot hers could | ook upon the Hal o and understand the beauty of the thing?
wondered. None of the adults of Dundalis, certainly,
with their grunmbling and grouching, and none of the other children, he decided,
who were too caught up in silliness to ponder such thoughts.

No, it was his experience and Pony's -- theirs alone. He watched her
slowy drift back to the reality about them-- the ridge, the night, and her
conmpani on. He could al nost see her spirit flowi ng back into that five foot three
i nch body --a body that was grow ng nore shapely by the day.



El bryan resisted the sudden and inexplicable urge to run over and ki ss
Pony.

"What ?" she asked, seeing turnoil, even horror, come over his face,
despite the darkness.

The boy | ooked away, angry at hinself for allow ng such feelings. Pony was
agirl, after all, and though El bryan would openly adnit that she was a friend,
such deeper feelings were truly horrifying.

"El bryan?" she asked. "Was it the song, the Forest Ghost?"

"Never heard it," Elbryan retorted, though when he thought about it, he
had i ndeed heard the distant piping nelody.

"Then what ?" Pony pressed.

"Not hing," he replied gruffly. "Cone along. The dawn is not |ong away." He
started up the ridge at a feverish pace then, even scranmbling on all fours at
times, crunching through the thick carpet of fallen | eaves. Pony paused and
wat ched him confused
a at first. Gradually a smle found its way back onto her face, her dinples
showi ng the slightest blush of red. She suspected she knew the feelings that
El bryan was fighting, the same feelings she had battled earlier that sane year.

Pony had won that battle by accepting, even relishing, those private
feelings, the warmh that washed over her whenever she | ooked upon El bryan. She
hoped El bryan woul d wage a gall ant war now, with an outcone simlar to her own.

She caught up to her friend at the top of the ridge. Behind them Dundalis
sat quiet and dark. Al the world seened still, not a bird calling, not a
whi sper of wind. They sat together, yet apart, separated by a couple of feet and
by the wall of Elbryan's confusion. The boy didn't nove, hardly seenmed to blink
just sat staring straight ahead at the wi de vale before him though it was too
dark for himto even recognize the place.

Pony, though, was nore ani mated. She | et her gaze |inger on Elbryan unti
the boy becane obviously flustered, then she politely | ooked away, back to the
village -- a single candle was burning in one of the houses -- and back to the
Hal o, which was now fast fading in the southern sky. She could still make out
the brighter colors, but that special nonent of beauty, of innernost reflection
had passed. Now she was again Jil seponie, just Jilseponie, sitting on a ridge
with her friend, awaiting the return of her father and the other hunters. And
t he dawn was approaching. Pony realized that she could nmake out nore of the
village, could discern the individual houses, even the individual posts of
Bunker Crawyer's corral

"Today, " El bryan said, unexpectedly, his voice turning her about to study
him He was at ease again, the unconfortable feelings tossed out with the
mystery of the night. "They will return this day," he announced with a nod.

Pony grinned warmy, hoping he was right.

They sat in silence as the day grew about them In the wi de vale, the wal
of bl ackness gave way to the individual dark spots that were the evergreens --
rows and rows of ancient trees, Corona's ol dest soldiers, standing proud, though
nost were not twi ce Elbryan's height. The starkness of the scene fromthis
vantage point, in this nmounting Iight, amazed the conpani ons. The ground about
the trees caught the norning light and held it fast, for the undergrowth was not
dark but was white and thick, a padding of caribou npss. Elbryan |oved the stuff
-- all the children did. Every tinme he gazed upon the white carpet, he wanted to
take of f his shoes and pants and run through it barefoot and bare | egged, to
feel its softness between his toes and brushing against his shins. In nany
pl aces, the caribou nbss was even deeper than his knees!

He wanted to do it, as he had so many tines in his earlier years, wanted
to cast off his shoes and all his clothes .

He renenbered his conpanion, his earlier feelings, and turned away from
Pony, blushing fiercely.



"If they cone in before the sun gets too high, we'll see thema mle
away, " Pony remarked. The girl was not | ooking ahead, though, but at the ridge
to the south behind them Autumm was well| advanced, and all the |eaves of the
deci duous trees, particularly the sugar maples, were bright with colors, shining
red and orange and yellow, painting the ridge.

El bryan was glad that the distracted girl had not noticed his own shade of
red. "Coming down that side of the vale," he agreed sharply, catching Pony's
attention, and pointing to the wide gentle slope of the vale's northeastern face
added, "a mile away!"

Their assessment proved overoptim stic, for the starkness of the scene had
confused their sense of distance. They did indeed spot the returning hunters, to
their conplete joy, but not until the group was noving al ong the bottom of the
bow - shaped vale, a line of tiny fornms far bel ow t hem

They watched, chattering wildly, trying to count and to guess who was
| eadi ng but getting confused as parts of the line wove in and out of the tree
shadows.

"A shoul der pole!" Elbryan cried out suddenly, spotting the |line that
seened to join two of the nen.

"Anot her!" Pony added happily, and she cl apped her hands with glee as nore
canme into view. The hunters would return with carcasses -- elk, caribou, or
white-tailed deer -- slung on shoulder poles, and it seened to the watching pair
as if this hunt had been successful indeed! Their patience fast disintegrated;
they | eaped out together, running fast down the steeper slope, picking their
angle to intercept the returning troop

Fromthe ridge top, the vale seened stark and open, but descending into
it, Elbryan and Pony quickly remenbered just how confusing and intinidating a
place it could be. Down anmpong the squat but w de-spreadi ng pines and spruce,
vision in all directions was blocked after just a few feet; the conpani ons
became separated quickly and spent many minutes just tal king thensel ves back
t oget her and then arguing over which direction would I ead themto their fathers.

"The sun is in the southeast,” El bryan rem nded Pony, squaring his
shoul ders as he took command of the situation. The sun had not yet conme up high
enough to peer over the rimof the vale, but they could nmake out its position
easily enough. "The hunters approach fromthe northeast, so all we have to do is
keep the sun just behind our right shoul ders."”

It seened | ogical enough to Pony, so she. shrugged and let El bryan |ead
and didn't nention to himthat if they sinply called out loudly, their fathers
woul d I'ikely hear them and guide themin.

El bryan picked his way determ nedly, weaving about the bushy evergreens,
not even | ooking back to make sure Pony was keeping up with him He noved faster
still when he heard the voices of the hunters. H's heart pounded when he
recogni zed his father's deep tones, though he couldn't make out what the nan was
sayi ng.

Pony caught up to him even passed himover that |ast expanse, |eading the
way through the tangle of two wi de pines, pushing aside the prickly branches and
bursting into a clearing right beside the returning party.

The startled, alnost feral, reaction of the hunters froze Elbryan in his
tracks and sent Pony ducking for cover. Elbryan hardly heard the sharp scol di ng
his father offered, the boy's eyes basking in the sight, noving fromthe carcass
of a caribou buck, to a deer, to a |line of coneys, to

El bryan and Jil seponie stood perfectly still, stricken. Their fathers, who
had come forward to neet the inpetuous children, to scold them again for being
so far away from Dundalis, |let the opportunity pass. The object on the fourth
shoul der pole, each man realized, would be enough to get the | esson across.

The sun was up, the day bright, and the village wi de awake by the tine
El bryan and Pony | ed the hunting party back into Dundalis. Expressions ran from



excitement to awkward fear to blank amazenent as the villagers took stock of the
kills, especially the last carcass on the shoul der poles, a smallish humanoid
form

"A goblin?" asked one worman, bending |ow to regard the creature's hideous
features: the sloping forehead and the long thin nose, the tiny but perfectly
round eyes, now gl azed over, sickly yellow. The creature's ears, pointed at the
top and with a | oose flapping, fat |obe at the bottom stuck out several inches
fromits head. The woman shuddered when she considered the nmouth, a tangle of
greeni sh-yel l ow fangs, all crooked but each angled i nward. The chin was narrow,
but the jowls wide with nmuscle. It wasn't difficult to inmagine the power of the
creature's bite or the pain of getting free fromthose nasty teeth

"Are they really that col or?" asked another woman, and she dared to touch
the creature's skin. "Or did it just turn that way after it died?"

"Yell ow and green," an old man answered firmy, though he had not been out
on the hunt. El bryan watched the winkled and bent elder, Brody Gentle, by
name, though the children usually called him"Body G abber"” in nock horror
teasing himand then running away. O d Brody was a snarling type, angry at the
world and at his own infirmties, and an easy mark for children, always ready to
gi ve chase and never quick enough to nake a catch. Elbryan considered the man's
true name now, for the first tinme, and nearly | aughed aloud at the contradiction
of the surname with Brody's grouchy demeanor.

"Surely is a goblin,” Brody continued, obviously enjoying the attention,
"big one, too, and they're yellow and green,"” he answered the second questioni ng
woman, "living and dead, though this one's fast turning gray." He snickered as
he finished, a sound of utter contenpt that seened to |lend, credence to his
greater know edge of the goblin race. Goblins were little seen creatures; nany
considered themnore myth than truth. Even in Dundalis, and in other frontier
villages nestled in the Tinberlands on the borders of the deep W1 derl ands,

t here had been no confirnmed sightings of any goblins for |longer than the
villagers could remenmber -- with the apparent exception of Brody Gentle.

"You have seen goblins before?" asked A wan Wndon, Elbryan's father, and
his tone and the fact that he crossed his |large arns over his chest as he spoke
showed he held nmany doubts.

Brody Gentle scoffed at him "Ot have | told the tales!" the old man
f umed.

A wan Wndon nodded, not wanting to get Brody into one of his |egendary
fits of outrage. Sitting by the hearth in the village's comobn house, Brody had
recounted endl ess tales of his youth, of battling goblins, even fonorian giants,
in the first days of Dundalis, staking out the ground for proper folk. Most
listened politely but turned up their eyes and shook their heads whenever Brody
| ooked away.

"W had the word of a goblin sighting in Wedy Meadow, " of fered anot her
man, referring to another village sone twenty mles to the west of Dundalis.

"A child s word,” O wan Wndon pronptly reminded themall, quieting
nervous whi spers before they could gain any nonentum

"Well, we've nmuch work to do, and you've a tale to tell," Pony's nother
i ntervened. "Better suited for the common house, after a supper of venison
stew. "

Ol wan nodded and the crowd gradual ly di spersed, one person taking a | ast,
Il ong | ook at the goblin, which was indeed fast turning gray. Elbryan and Pony
lingered |long by the corpse, studying it intently. Pony didn't nmss her
conpani on's derisive snort.

"Smal | as an eight-year-old," the boy explained, waving a dismn ssive hand
at the goblin. That was sonething of an exaggeration, but, indeed, the goblin
wasn't nmuch above four feet tall and couldn't have wei ghed nore than El bryan's
ni nety pounds.

"Perhaps it is a child,” Pony offered.



"You heard Body Grabber," Elbryan countered. He screwed up his face, the
ridi cul ous ni cknanme sounding foolish in his ears. "He said it was a big one."” He
ended wi th another snort.

"It | ooks fierce,” Pony insisted, bending low to study the creature nore
closely. She didn't mss Elbryan's third snort. "Renenber the badger?" she asked
quietly, stealing the boy's bluster. "Not a third the size of the goblin."

El bryan bl anched and | ooked away. Earlier that year, at the beginning of
sumrer, sone of the younger children had snagged a badger in a noose. Wen they
came into the village with the news, Elbryan, the ol dest of their group, had
taken command, |eading the way back to the spot. He approached the snared
creature boldly, only to find that it had chewed right through the | eather
bi ndi ngs. When it canme around at him teeth bared, Elbryan had, so the | egend --
and anong the children, it was indeed a |l egend -- said, "run away so fast that
he didn't even notice he was running straight up a tree, not even using his
hands to grab a branch."

The rest of the children had fled, as well, but not so far that they could
not witness Elbryan's ultimate humiliation, as the badger, |ike sonme vindictive
eneny, had waited at the base of Elbryan's tree, keeping the boy up in the
branches for nore than an hour

Stupi d badger, Elbryan thought, and stupid Pony for opening that wound
once again. He wal ked away wi t hout another word.

Pony couldn't sustain her snmile as she watched hi m go, wondering if she
had pushed hima little too hard.

Every villager was in the common house that night, though nost had already
heard the tale of the goblin fight by then. The hunting party had come upon a
band of six creatures, or actually both groups had conme upon each ot her,
st eppi ng out of the thick brush onto an open, rocky riverbank sinultaneously,
barely twenty paces apart. After a nonment of shock, the goblins had thrown their
spears, injuring one man. The ensuing fight had been brief and brutal, wth many
ni cks and cuts to both sides and even a couple of bites to the humans, before
the goblins, outnunbered two to one, had fled, disappearing into the brush as
suddenly as they had appeared. The only serious wound to either side was the hit
to the slain goblin -- a spear thrust that had punctured the creature's lung. It
had tried to flee with its conpanions but fell short of the brush for |ack of
breath and di ed soon after

A wan Wndon told the tale again in full to the gathering, trying hard not
to enbellish it. "W spent three days |ooking but found no nore sign of the
ot her goblins,"” he finished.

| medi ately a pair of nmugs came up into the air fromthe side of the room
"To Shane McM chael!" the two nug hol ders bel |l owed together. "Goblinslayer!"

The cheer went up, and Shane McM chael, a quiet, slender young nman just a
few years ol der than El bryan, reluctantly canme forward to stand beside Owan in
front of the blazing hearth: Wth nmuch prodding, the man was pronpted to tell of
the fight, of the cunning twi st and parry and the straightforward thrust that
had come too soon for the goblin to conpletely dodge.

El bryan savored every word, envisioning the battle clearly. How he envied
Shane!

Afterward, the conversation turned into an exchange of what other people
had recently seen, of the report of a goblin sighting in Wedy Meadow, and even
afewwldtales fromDbDundalis folk claimng that they had noticed sone huge
tracks but just hadn't said anything about it. Elbryan at first |istened
intently to every word but, gradually taking the cue fromhis father's posture,
cane to understand that nost of the talk was no nore than individual efforts to
grab a bit of attention. It surprised Elbryan that adults would act that way,
especially considering the gravity of the situation



Next came a discussion, |ed by Brody Gentle, of goblinkind in general
fromthe numerous small goblins to the rare and dangerous disfigured fonorian
gi ants. Brody spoke with an air of expertise, but fewin the roomhung on his
every word. Even young El bryan soon cane to realize that the old man knew little
nore than anyone el se concerning goblins, and El bryan doubted that Brody had
ever seen a fonorian giant. El bryan | ooked at Pony, who seenmed to be grow ng

quite bored by it all, and notioned to the door
She was out into the night before he got out of his chair
"Bluster," Elbryan insisted, joining her. The night was chill, and so the

boy noved cl ose to Pony, sharing their warnth

"But we cannot deny the goblin,"” Pony replied, notioning to the shed where
the creature had been placed. "Your father's tale was real enough.”

"1 meant Brody--"

"I know what you meant," said Pony, "and | do not believe himeither --
not conpletely."

El bryan's surprise at her qualification of the remark reflected clearly on
his face.

"There are goblins," Pony explained. "W know that well enough. So perhaps
those who first cane to the edge of the Wlderlands to settle Dundalis did have
a few fights on their hands.™

"Fonorians?" El bryan asked skeptically.

Pony shrugged, not willing to discount the possibility of giants, not
after viewing a dead goblin.
El bryan conceded the point, though he still thought Brody Gentle nore

bluster than truth. He couldn't hold that thought, though, or any other negative
feelings, when Jilseponie turned to look himdirectly in the eye, when she, her
face only a few inches fromhis own, |ocked his olive green eyes with her stare.

El bryan found his breath hard to come by. Pony was close -- too close --
and she wasn't backi ng away!

And she was coming closer, Elbryan realized, her head slowy drifting
toward his, her lips, so soft, inline with his! Panic hit him westling hard
with a junble of other enotions that El bryan did not understand. A part of him
wanted to turn away, but another part, a larger and surprising part, would not
| et himnove.

The door to the conmon house opened with a crash, and both Pony and
El bryan i medi ately spun away from each ot her.

The younger children came out in a npb, swarm ng around the ol der pair
"What are we going to do?" one of them asked.

El bryan and Pony exchanged curious | ooks.

"We nust be ready for when the goblins cone back," another boy remarked.

"The goblins were never here," Pony interjected.

"But they will be!" clained the boy. "Kristeena says so."

All eyes turned to Kristeena, a girl of ten who always seened to be
staring at El bryan. "Goblins always conme back for their dead," she expl ai ned
eagerly.

"How do you know t hat?" El bryan asked doubtfully, and his tone seened to
hurt the girl.

She | ooked. down and kicked the dirt with one foot. "My grandnother
knows, " she answered, her voice suddenly sheepish, and El bryan felt a fool for
maki ng her so unconfortable. Al the gang was quiet, hanging on Elbryan's every
wor d.

Pony nudged hi m hard. Pony had told himnmany tinmes that Kristeena was
sweet for him and the older girl, not viewing a ten-year-old as conpetition,
had been charned by the thought.

"She probably does know," El bryan said, and Kristeena | ooked up, suddenly
beam ng. "And it sounds right." He turned to the shed, and all the younger
children flowed about him follow ng his gaze.



"And if the goblins do come back, we nust be ready," Elbryan decided. He
| ooked at Pony and wi nked, and was surprised when she returned the gesture with
a serious frown.

Perhaps this was nore than a gane.

CHAPTER 2
True Believer

Twenty-five stood in a line, cloaked in thick brown robes wi th vol um nous

sl eeves and | arge hoods that were pulled lowto hide their faces. Quiet and
hunbl e, they kept their heads bowed, their shoul ders stooped, and their hands
fol ded before them though not a digit showed from beneath the folds of cloth,
not a flash of flesh in the whole of the |ine.

"Piety, dignity, poverty," the old father abbot, Dal ebert Markwart,
intoned in his nasal voice. He stood al one on the bal cony above the main
entrance of St.-Mere-Abelle, the nost prom nent nonastery in all the kingdom of
Honce-the-Bear, in the northern tenperate zone of Corona. Intertwined with the
rocky cliffs of the southeastern coast, St.-Mere-Abelle had stood sol emm and
dark for nearly a mllennium w th each generation of nonks adding their toi
and craftsmanship to the already huge structure. Its gray rock walls seened to
grow right fromthe solid stone, an extension of the earth's power. Squat towers
anchored every turn in the wall; narrow wi ndows showed that the place was built
for sonber reflection and defense. The visible parts of the nonastery were
i mpressive; the sea wall alone rose and nelted back into the cliff face for nore
than a mile. But the bulk of the place could not be seen from beyond the walls;
it was buried under the ground, in tunnels strong and square, in vast
under ground chanbers -- many snoky fromthe constant torchlight, others
bri ghtened by ways magi cal. Seven hundred nonks |ived here and another two
hundred servants, many of them never |eaving the place except to go on short
visits, usually to market in the village of St.-Mere-Abelle, sone three niles
i nl and.

The new class of twenty-five stood one behind the other. As they were
positioned according to height, Avelyn Desbris, tall and | arge-boned, was near
the back, with twenty-two before himand only two behind. He could barely hear
t he Abbot above the constant groan of the wi nd, weaving always through the many
rocks. But Avelyn hardly cared. For the ngjority of his twenty years, the young
man had dreamed of this day, had set his sights on the Order of St.-Mere-Abelle
as surely as any general would focus on his next conquest. Eight years of fornal
study, eight years of grueling testing, had brought Avelyn to this point, one of
twenty-five remaining of the two thousand twel ve-year-ol ds who had begun the
process, each desperately vying to gain adnmttance in this class of God's Year
816.

Avelyn dared to peek out from under his hood at the handful of spectators
lining the road before the nonastery's. front gates. Hi s nother, Annalisa, and
father, Jayson, were anong that small group, though his nother had taken ill and
woul d not likely make it back to their honme in the village of Youmaneff, sone
three hundred mles fromthe coast. Avelyn knew with near certainty that this
woul d be the last tinme he saw her, and likely the last tine he'd see his father
as well. Avelyn was the youngest of ten, and his parents had been well into
their forties when he was born. His next youngest sibling was seven years his
senior, and so he wasn't really close to any of them By the tinme Avelyn was old
enough to understand the concept of family, half the children had al ready noved
out of the fam |y house.

His Iife had been good, though, and he had been close to his parents, nore
so than any of his brothers or sisters had been. The bond had been particularly



strong with Annalisa, a hunmble and spiritual woman, who had encouraged her
youngest child to follow the path of God fromhis earliest recollections.

Avel yn dropped his gaze once nore, fearful of discipline should he be
caught peeking out from under his hood. Runors hinted that students of St.-Mere-
Abel | e had been di sm ssed for |less. He pictured his nother on that day nany
years before when he had announced that he would enter St.-Mere-Abelle: the
tears that had cone to her; the smle, gentle, even divine. That inage, that
confirmation, was burned into Avelyn's thoughts as clearly as if it had been

pai nted and nmagically illum nated on the inside of his eyelids. How rmuch younger
and nore vibrant Annalisa had seenmed! The |ast few years had been hard on her
one illness after another. She was determned to see this day, though, and

Avel yn understood that with its passing, with his entering St.-Mere-Abelle, the
woman woul d no | onger fight against nortality.

It was all right, to Avelyn and to Annalisa. Her goals had been net, her
life lived in the spirit of generosity. Avelyn knew he would cry when word
reached hi m of her passing, but he knew, too, that his tears would be selfish --
tears for hinmself and his |loss, and not for Annalisa, whom he knew would be in a
better place.

A grinding sound, the great gates sliding open, brought the young man from
hi s contenpl ati ons.

"Do you willingly enter the service of God?" Father Abbot Dal ebert
Mar kwar t asked.

The twenty-five responded with a unified "Yes, say I!"

"Show then your desire," the Father Abbot demanded. "Pass ye the Gauntl et
of WIlling Suffering!"

The line shuffled forward. "My God, our God, one God," they chanted, and
they lifted their voices even higher when the first of their ranks entered the
gauntl et, stepping between two lines of nonks, those who renmai ned of the cl asses
of the previous two years, all arned with heavy wooden paddl es.

Avel yn heard the slaps of wood, the unintentional groans, even an
occasional cry fromthe younger students near the front. He fell deeper within
hi rsel f, chanted with all his strength, and listened to his own words, grabbing
at his faith and building with it a wall of denial. So strong was he in
nmeditation that he did not even feel the first few bl ows, and those that sl apped
agai nst himafterward seenmed a mnor thing, a nonentary pain, lost in the
ultimate sweetness that awaited him Al his life, he had wanted to live in
service to God; all his life he had dreaned of this day.

Now was his time, his day. He cane through the gauntlet without uttering a
si ngl e sound beyond the range of his controlled, even-toned chant.

That fact was not |ost on Father Abbot Markwart, nor on any of the other
nonks watching the initiation of God's Year 816. None of the others in Avelyn's
line could make such a claim not one in several years had wal ked the Gauntl et
of WIlling Suffering with so mnimal conplaint.

The huge stone gates of St.-Mere-Abelle slanmed shut with a resoundi ng
crash that jolted Annalisa Desbris violently. Her husband held her tight then
under st andi ng her pain, both physical and enotional

Annal i sa knew, as. Avelyn had known, that she would never see her son in
this world again. She had given himover to the service of God, to her ultimte
joy, but still, the very real human pain of final parting tugged at her weak
heart, stole the strength fromher tiny arns and | egs.

Jayson supported her, always. He, too, had tears in his eyes, but unlike
Annalisa's, which were of joy, Jayson's tears cane froma mx of enotions,
rangi ng from sinpl e sadness to anger. He had never spoken openly agai nst
Avel yn's decision, but privately the pragmatic man had wondered if his son
wasn't nmerely throwing his life away.



He couldn't say that to frail Annalisa, he knew. A sinple word could break
her. Jayson only hoped that he could sonehow get her hone, into her own bed,
bef ore she died.

Thoughts of his parents could not hold Avelyn's attention as the group
crossed the wi ndbl owmn courtyard and entered the grand entrance hall of St.-Mere-
Abel | e. Now, the young man did utter an unintended sound, a gasp of disbelief
and del i ght.

The place was not bright, having only a handful of tiny wi ndows set high
up on the tall walls. Torches burned at regular intervals, and the nassive beans
that supported the hall's ceiling seened to dance in their light. Avelyn had
never seen a place so huge, could not conprehend the effort that had been
expended to put this hall together. His own village of Youmaneff would fit

inside this one hall, with roomleft over to stable the horses!

The tapestries that Iined the place were no | ess magni fi cent and
intriguing, woven into scenes that held a nmllion details in every square foot -
- sights within sights, subtle lines and snaller inmges -- that caught Avelyn's

eyes and his curiosity and would not |let them go. The tapestries covered the
wal | s al nost conpletely, allowi ng for wi ndows and for racked di splays of shining
weapons: swords and spears, great axes, |ong daggers, and a nmyriad of pole arns
wi th hooked bl ades and prodding tips that Avelyn did not know. Suits of arnor of
vari ous designs stood as silent sentinels, every type fromthe overl appi ng
wooden plates of the ancient Behrenese to the strong netal -plate mail designed
for Honce-the-Bear's All heart Brigade, the personal guards of the King --
whoever that mght be at the nonent. Along one wall stood a gigantic statue,
fifteen feet or nore, dressed in a heavy |eather jacket, trinmmed in fur and set
with spiked netal plates and heavy iron rings. A fonorian, Avelyn realized with
a very visible shudder, in the typical battle dress of its warlike race. Beside
it, dramatically, were two tiny figures, one just over half Avelyn's height, the
other a bit taller, but slender and lithe. The shorter of the pair wore a |ight

| eat her tunic and arm shields, netal sleeves hooked over the figure's thunbs and
running fromwists to elbow. The red beret gave the figure's identity away. It
was a powrie manni kin, Avelyn realized. The cruel dwarflike powies were al so
call ed "bl oody caps" for their gruesonme habit of dipping their berets, enchanted
pi eces made of specially prepared human skin, in their victins' blood until the
cap took on -- and kept -- a shining red hue.

The statue beside the powie, sporting a pair of nearly translucent w ngs,
had to be a representation of an elf, the nysterious Touel'alfar. Its |inmbs were
sl ender and long and its arnor a silver shining coat of fine interlocking |inks.
Avel yn wanted to go closer to it to study the stern facial features and the
i ncredi ble craftsmanship of the arnor. That thought, and the potentia
puni shment it mght bring, reminded the young man of where he was and that nmany
seconds, minutes perhaps, had slipped past himunnoticed. He bl ushed deeply and
| onered his head, taking a quick glance all around. He cal med quickly, though,
seeing that all of his classmates were sinilarly entranced and that the Father
Abbot and the other ranking nonks seenmed not to care.

The initiates were supposed to be overwhel med, Avelyn suddenly realized,
and he | ooked again around the room this time nore openly, nodding as he began
to understand the true. nature of the place. The Order of St.-Mere-Abelle was
noted not just for its pious and hunble priests but also for their |ong
reputation as fierce warriors. The eight years of Avelyn's' pretraining had
i ncluded only mnor instruction in the martial arts, but he had suspected that
the physical qualifications of the brotherhood, the ability to fight, would
beconme nore proni nent once inside the nonastery.

To Avelyn, it was nore of a distraction than anything else. Al that the
gentle and idealistic young nman wanted was to serve God, to foster peace, to
heal, and to confort. To Avelyn Desbris, nothing in all the world, not the



treasures of a dragon's hoard, nor the powers of a king, could outweigh that
acconpl i shrment .

Now he was on the other side of the great stone gates of St.-Mere-Abelle.
Now he had his chance

So he believed.

CHAPTER 3
The Lingering Kiss

Thi ngs quieted quickly in Dundalis. As the days after the patrol's return
stretched out into an uneventful week, and then a second, thoughts of the slain
goblin took second place to the very real threat of winter's onset. There was
much to be done: the last harvesting, preparing the neat, patching holes in the
cottages, and cl eaning the chimeys. Every passing day, danger fromthe goblins
seenmed nore and nore renote; every passing day, fewer and fewer nen and wonen
went out of the town to walk a patrol.

El bryan and his friends, sonme as young as six or seven, saw their chance
unfol ding. For the adults, the specter of the goblins brought a sobering
wari ness and then a troubl esone distraction. For the younger villagers, whose
i magi nati ons were far livelier and whose sense of adventure hadn't yet been
tenpered by any real |oss, thoughts of goblin raids brought excitenent, a cal
to arms, a tinme for heroes. Elbryan and his friends had offered to walk patrols
since the first day of the hunting party's return. Each norning, they approached
the village | eaders, and each norning, they were politely refused and quickly
put to sone nore nundane task. Even El bryan, who woul d be entering the real m of
adults that com ng spring, had spent alnmost all the previous week with his head
up a dirty chi mey.

But the young man held faith and passed his hopes down the |ine. The
adults were tiring of their patrols, he knew, and were growi ng nore and nore
confident that the goblin incident was a chance thing -- a single, unfortunate
nmeeting -- and that those creatures which had been chased away would not return
to the site of the battle, let alone try to track the humans back to their
village, some thirty mles away.

Now, with two cal m weeks behind them and no further sightings except for a
feww ld runors that were di scounted by even the nost cautious of Dundalis'
fol k, Elbryan recogni zed the | essening of resistance in his father's voice. He
was not surprised that norning when O wan, instead of shaking his head, bent |ow
and sketched out in the dirt a rough map of the area, explaining to his son
where he and his friends should be positioned.

El bryan was surprised, though, and pleasantly so, when O wan then
presented himwith the fam|ly sword, a short, thick blade of two-foot length. It
wasn't an inpressive weapon -- its blade showed nany nicks and nore than a
little rust -- but it was one of the fewreal swords in the village. "Mke
certain that every one of your group is well arned," O wan said seriously. "And
make sure that each knows the value, and the danger, of his or her weapon."

O wan knew what this meant to his son, and if he had smiled or let on in
any way that the patrols were no |longer really necessary, he would have stol en
sonet hing from El bryan, a neasure of inportance that the young man desperately
needed to feel

"Do you think it is wise to let the children go out w th weapons?" Shane
McM chael asked O wan, conming up to the |arge man soon after El bryan had run
off. "Or to let themgo out at all?"

O wan snorted and shrugged his ruscul ar shoul ders. "W cannot spare the
men and wonen," he replied, "and there is the other patrol in the vale, the nost
likely route for our enemes to take, should they come.” O wan gave anot her



snort, a hel pless sound that surprised McM chael, who had al ways known O wan as
t he cool est and nost confident head in all the vill age.

"Besides,"” Owan went on, "if the goblins or fonorians get close enough to
Dundalis for ny son and his friends to see, they will be as well off out in the
woods as in the village."

Shane McM chael did not argue the point, though the weight of it grew
steadily on his shoulders. Since Honce-the-Bear had been at peace for many years
-- and goblins and evil giants receding fromthe thoughts of npbst people to
becorme little nore than fireside tales -- Dundalis had not been built for
defense. The village was not even walled, as earlier settlenents near the
W | der | ands had been, and the folk were not well armed. The hunting party of
twelve had carried with themnore than half the total real weapons of the
hundred fol k of Dundalis. O wan was right, Shane McM chael knew, and he
shuddered with the thought; if the goblins got close enough for El bryan and the
others to spot them then all the village would be in danger

O wan started away, and McM chael cal med and noved to follow. He really
didn't think any goblins would come; none in the village except for pessimstic
ol d Brody Centle spoke of such darkness.

The patrols began that day, with a score and five youngsters wal king the
rimof the bow -shaped vale that held Dundalis. There was one other patrol, a
handful of ol der teenagers, venturing further out, down anong the pines and
fluffy caribou nbss to the northeast. Each of this group nodded respectfully at
hi s younger counterparts as he passed themon the rim sone nentioned that
El bryan's patrols would serve as their vital liaison with the village proper.
After that exchange of conplinents, even the passing of endl ess uneventful hours
coul d not danpen the thrill for the youngsters. Elbryan and his friends were not
being left out this time, were not being treated as nmere children

As each day slipped past -- the weather growing a bit col der, the w nd
shifting nore to the north -- the twenty-five in Elbryan's group perfected their
patrol routes. Elbryan split theminto four
teans of five and one of three, which would nove from group to group gathering
i nformati on, while he and Pony served as anchor to themall, holding a position
al ong the highest ridge directly
north of Dundalis, overlooking the valley of evergreens and caribou noss. There
were several conplaints about this arrangenent at first, nostly fromthe ol der
boys who thought that they
shoul d serve as El bryan's second. Sonme even resorted to teasing El bryan about
his growing relationship with Pony, pronpting himto "ride the Pony," and other
such crudities.

El bryan took it all in stride, with the exception of any insults to Pony,
which he pronptly infornmed the teasers would bring them serious and painfu
retaliation. He didn't care about their teasing himthough, having at | ast
admtted, to hinmself and openly, that Pony was his best and nobst-trusted friend.

"Let the children have their fun," Elbryan, com ng into manhood, whispered
to Pony as the groups split up.

When he wasn't | ooking her way, when he had noved off to set up a
wi ndbreak of dead wood, Pony regarded himknow ngly, a warm sm | e spreadi ng over
her face.

* * *

Sonet hi ng el se watched the young man froma perch in one of the thicker
pines on the ridge. It noved ninbly from branch to branch, crossing over to
nearby trees with barely a whisper. It shadowed El bryan's every nove, studying
the young | eader intently.

To Pony and El bryan, alert as they were, the creature was invisible and
unnoticed. Even if they had | ooked intently the creature's way, its novenents
were so fluid and graceful -- and always under the cover of pine boughs -- that



t hey woul d have consi dered the sway of the branches no nore than the novenent of
the wind or a gray squirrel, perhaps.

Anot her week passed by uneventfully. Work in the village was at full pace,
readying for winter. On the ridge and in the vale beyond, the prinmary eneny
became boredom Elbryan lost half a dozen of his patrol at the beginning of that
second week, the youths explaining that their parents needed them about the
house and would not let themgo out. Elbryan did not mss that every one of
those "sol diers" seened grateful to be relieved of the dull patrols.

El bryan continued his diligent work, though, reorganizing the routes to
cover nore ground since he was down to three teans of five, with a couple of
nmessengers.

"We'll | ose Shanmus tonmorrow, " Pony said as they sat side by side in a
holl ow on the high ridge, sheltered fromthe chill wind by a pair of |arge
pi nes. The day was |l ate, and gray clouds were rolling in to hide the afternoon
sun. "His nother told me this norning this would be his |ast day out."

El bryan prodded the ground with the tip of his sword. "Hi s patrol group
goes to four, then," he said matter-of-factly.

Pony recogni zed the frustration in his voice, though he did well to hide
it. Elbryan was watching his first command crunbling about him his soldiers
bei ng taken away so that they could help patch roofs or shore up barns. Pony
synpat hi zed with the young man, but logically, this was the best scenario they
coul d have hoped for.

"They are being called back hone because no eneny has conme," she gently
rem nded him "Better this than for your patrol to have been truly necessary."

El bryan | ooked at her, little luster showing in his normally bright green
eyes.

"Or maybe we were necessary," Pony quickly added, trying to sal vage sone
measure of the young man's pride. "How do we know that goblins have not ventured
near Dundalis?"

El bryan cocked his head and ran a hand through his thick |ayers of
straight, |ight brown hair

"Perhaps their scouts did cone near us," Pony went on. "Perhaps they saw
our patrols and realized they would not have an easy tine of it against the
village."

"We are just children," Elbryan said disgustedly.

Pony shook her head. "And all but the smallest of our group is larger than
a goblin," she replied without hesitation, and that truth seenmed to | end sone
credence to her reasoning. "Is not the best arny the one so strong that enem es
will not dare attack?"

El bryan didn't answer, but that fam liar sparkle fit up his eyes. He
turned back to regard the ground in front of him and the wild design he was
cutting with the sword tip.

Pony smiled warmy, feeling that she had done well. It pleased her greatly
to help out Elbryan, to guard his enotions. She didn't really believe goblins
had come near enough to see the patrols, and neither did El bryan, but at |east
this way he could hold out sonme reason to believe his first real effort at
sonmet hing i mportant by adult standards had not been in vain. The s