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A Mankind Caravan

​Screams of terror from the women and children suddenly intensified.

Hedron knew what that meant.

The elf commander hurried his men to their po­sitions under the cover of dust caused by the attack.

“Archers form a crescent moon,” he shouted. His clear, deep voice was almost lost among the noise from the deadly scene, but his archers’ ears were sharper than those of eagles and they heard him well.

The commander’s eyes took a quick look at the battleground and his stomach turned. The half-naked monsters they called orks were picking through the fallen mankind and maiming with glee.

“The slower women and children will soon be trampled under their attacker’s feet,” Hedron’s cheek muscles moved rapidly as his teeth clenched with the thought.

Meanwhile, his five hundred elfs complied with his orders in precise, but silent, movements that ended when three hundred of them had knelt on the ground and the rest had taken refuge behind their shields.

Attentive to their movements, Hedron thanked fate that elfs had the gift of swiftness coupled with superior hearing and vision. These qualities had helped the guards from nearby Woodland to dis­cover the caravan of human women and children in the distance, attacked by a band of orks. The elfs knew that was a disaster in the making and lost no time in reporting it to the city council.

It had only taken moments for his warriors to be ready for this march; otherwise, they would have been too late and regretted it forever.

As Hedron paused just for a blink to see the loca­tion of the humans, he could see none. His heart skipped a beat and the hand holding his bow quiv­ered at the thought that they might be too late to help the women and children.

He couldn’t let these thoughts command his actions. “Get ready,” he cried, then, “fire!”

A shower of perfectly aimed projectiles was un­leashed over the unsuspecting orks. The twang of bows releasing the flying weapons took the enemy attackers by surprise by the look in the orks’ dark saucer-sized eyes. It let the commander know that he had accomplished his hopes; they didn’t know his elfs were there.

As the foes quickly turned to see what was caus­ing the noise, the arrows found their marks and the foul beasts fell in a motionless heap. Their weapons had been raised for the kill, but their bodies were alive no more.

In but a small moment, the enemy had disap­peared before Hedron’s blue eyes like dew in the early morning sun.

Splintered wood lay intermingled with bodies and human possessions, the entire scene covered with dirt and blood. The commander’s eyes swept the scene, his mind racing to find the location of the woman and children; hopeful they wouldn’t be among the bodies strewn on the ground.

“Comb the field, leave no ork alive,” he com­manded when no enemy contested the ground.

“We made great time, Commander,” Cerian stated. As Hedron’s capable second-in-command, he was a prolific warrior and knew his superior well.

“My compliments to the men,” Hedron said, his eyes still on the distance. “We have provided a great service to mankind today.”

“I hope they think the same,” Cerian added. “What do you want us to do with the monsters?” Cerian’s white, slender hand gestured toward the silenced prairie covered with ork bodies.

Hedron once again surveyed the meadow where the enemy’s black blood now bathed the earth. The stench of death grew more distinctive as the smell of the dust from the attack died down.

“Evening will soon arrive,” Hedron answered, “but if we hurry, the bodies will be taken care of be­fore the heat of tomorrow.”

“Yes, the smell would trouble our kingdom yon­der and make it insufferable for all those who will have to remain nearby. We have men enough to bury the bodies...”

“No, we shall do the usual,” Hedron replied. “These beasts deserve not the honor of burial. They lived without honor, and they die without it too.”

“Pile them up and burn them,” Cerian called aloud with a thump to his chest.

As his cry echoed around the scene, it was imme­diately acted upon by the rest of the elfs.

Hedron took a moment to gaze at the sun, set­ting with a red tint that was unusual for an early spring day.

“A red sun,” Cerian noted. 

“Today blood has been spilt,” Hedron answered. “Thankfully, their blood not ours.”

“I will see that the wounded are cared for, Com­mander, though orks would leave no one alive.” Ce­rian said, leaving Hedron deep in his thoughts.

The commander’s eyes humbly followed the line of the horizon until he saw his beloved Woodland. There, in the bows of lush ancient trees, lay that which his race called home.

Their habitations were nestled between tall and thick branches almost unseen by the naked eye. Cor­ridors of rope and vines connected all the rooms; forming the high streets the elfs traveled each day.

From the greatness of their land, the elfs had an uninterrupted view of all the forest surrounding them. Still, they remained camouflaged by the winding leaves.

He turned to the scarce green vegetation in the meadow where much lay still dormant as a result of winter’s hand. So unlike the perfumed vines that were prevalent in his home, entwined to tickle the brown arms and legs of the trees.

At that moment, however, a fresh group of elfs approached from the left side of the battlefield and brought his attention back to the gruesome scene behind him.

“What did you find?” he asked in greeting.

The group he addressed had yet to come close enough for a human ear to hear, but his men looked at him in response.

“The way is deserted,” the lead scout answered, after thumping his chest in salutation.

“Do you mean these orks traveled alone?” he questioned not his scouts, for they were the best in their land, but his ears. It wasn’t a normal pattern for the beasts and this took him aback.

“Our enemies are not followed, and there are none of their kind in the territory around us.”

“They must have been hungry after the long win­ter and decided on an easy dinner,” Hedron could taste the bile that rose to invade his palate. That orks liked the taste of human flesh was common know­ledge to his people.

His eyes inadvertently wandered to rest on the huddled mankind women and children in the dis­tance. Their wagons were broken and so were their spirits, harrowed by the scene that had just passed before their eyes. A few of those eyes now ventured to look out cautiously from their hiding places.

“Do you want us to maintain our vigilance on the surroundings?” the head scout asked.

“No. Help comb the field and get the wounded to Daaron and the other healers as quickly as pos­sible. The sooner we clean up here the sooner we’ll be back home.”

“It will be done, Commander.”

His eyes moved again to the lush green of his home, Woodland. Hedron took his sword out and waved it at the distance. He swung it from side to side three times. A reflected light came immedi­ately as his answer.

He inhaled deeply and let it out over a long mo­ment as he savored the honor of his roots and beliefs as an elf. His gesture had advised his people that victory had been gained and that they were free of the menace of war near to their kingdom.

The knowledge that the city now knew the result of the fight bathed over his heart like a sweet balm. The commander’s body relaxed and his stance wi­dened. Many wives and daughters waited anxiously for their men to return safely, and he had promised his own mother to send a signal as soon as possible.

His sword meant that all was well; an arrow would have meant that they needed reinforcements and a scout that they had casualties.
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When Llorradinn heard the order to burn the orks' carcasses, his only reply had been, “Good. They deserve no better,” his mind in a turmoil that caused him to physically tremble. His brown eyes traveled across the dry terrain where their bodies lay.

He turned and kicked the form of the enemy next to him, causing his silky black hair to spill over his pale face.

This same ork, although mortally wounded, had sent his axe at the back of an unsuspecting elf just a moment before. It would have been the end of him if the elf hadn’t moved at the last moment. Instead, the axe whistled by, only inflicting a small cut on his arm. However, the ork hadn’t seen the result of his throw, for Llorradinn had sent an arrow through his back and right into his heart. The ork had fallen to move no more.

“Why did we attack them?” Nedin’s blue eyes darted between Llorradinn and his other friend, Ed­ingel, for an answer.

He bent skillfully to pick up a large mass by its armpits and carried it toward a clear spot to start a pile.

“As far I know, we have never interfered in a con­frontation concerning men’s welfare before.” His muscles bunched, threatening to burst his uniform as he picked up another body.

“The orks attacked a caravan of women and chil­dren,” answered Edingel, as he helped his friend with the legs of a large, distorted mass that once be­longed to an ork.

“We could not let the mankind fall into their hands,” said his companion as they threw the body on top of the first one.

“Beasts!” cried Nedin, his clenched teeth set tight in his mouth.

His sadness turned to fury as he sent a mighty kick at another of the two hundred bodies strewn about the silenced field. The force of his blow caused the body to rock sideways.

“What was mankind doing so close to our lands?” Llorradinn wondered aloud as his shoulder muscles grew tight under the weight of yet another ork corpse.

“It seems that men are building a city up on Jonean’s Mountain,” Edingel responded, as he pulled his chestnut-colored hair from his face to tie it with a leathery string.

“We sent scouts to see what they were doing when we saw them come by last summer. These women and children were going in that direction, but we are unsure of their destination as of yet.”

“So it would be safe to assume that we just res­cued those mankind families from death?” Llorra­dinn’s heart swelled with thankfulness, as he made a return trip for yet another body.

“Foolish mankind!” Nedin’s eyes darted to the sky as if pleading aloud. He turned and sent an axe flying after the ork they had just placed on the grow­ing pile. “They have not yet learned to value their women.”

“No, they have not,” echoed Edingel. He directed his brown eyes at the distant spot where frightened women and children were still huddled together, eyes downcast, and brows furrowed.

“It breaks my heart to see them pass through such trials when they should be safe in their homes, away from these dangers,” commented Llorradinn. His eyes, too, shifted to the group before continuing his grueling task.

“To protect she-elfs is our way and forever will be,” recited Cerian as he went by. “Yet, mankind does not understand the privilege it is to have a woman as a mother or a companion.”

“All elfs know, for that has been engraved on our hearts and souls since we were mere youngsters.” Llorradinn stood to his full height.

“Men have not our upbringing,” Cerian told them, as he moved to the other side of the field. “If they did, we would not be doing their job.”

“In that case, I am glad we helped these women and children,” Nedin said, and bent down to retrieve one more body to add to the dark flames that now willowed skyward.

“So am I.” Of its own accord, Edingel’s hand went to his heart. “I would never turn my head and leave a woman of any race in the hands of these beasts.”

At intervals around the battlefield, new bonfires were seen sprouting up. With them, a new stench filled the heavy air, that of burning flesh. While many bonfires dotted the prairie, the day gave way to even­ing as the flames leapt to the sky, where black smoke rose to receive them.
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A few clouds spattered the dark blue sky, yet the night promised to be a calm, quiet affair. As night darkened, Hedron continued watching the surviving women. None had moved from their hiding places behind three overturned wagons in all this time. His body grew tight at this unfamiliar situation. Why? He didn’t know.

His blond head and tight eyes bowed for just an instant before his feet took him near the huddled people. The group of about fifty women, and at least double that of children, piled together.

Hedron looked at their scattered belongings, strewn in the dirt all around them. It hadn’t been much to start with, but now they had even less.

Their tattered clothes and blankets made him wonder if the attack was responsible for their con­dition or if they have been like that before. Either way, it was clear that they were poor people who were looking for something—probably a way to make ends meet.

Hedron looked at the field about the broken wa­gons. His trained eyes unraveled the tale it held. When the orks had attacked, the caravan had enough time to circle the wagons, but that hadn’t helped them much.

By the look of the mankind bodies scattered about, there had been no more than a dozen men accompanying the caravan. Many were too young and others too old to take on these beasts when they came like arrows looking for a target to sink into.

Orks aren’t very intelligent, but they know the strength of their bodies. Usually, they use them as rams to open any wall they want to go though. In this case, the wagons were in their way, and now they were overturned in pieces on the ground.

The breeze had picked up and the night cooled down a few degrees before the stars silently pressed forward to take a peek at the devastation on the prai­rie. The marauding creatures’ evil blood bathed Moth­er Nature’s dress in black. Only many rains would clean it from her hills.

Hedron continued his advance toward the man­kind group until he noticed each step he took caused their eyes to open wider.

‘They are afraid of me!’ the thought startled him as a new whiff of the burning bodies assaulted his nostrils.

“I understand not, why would they fear me?” he murmured, as he stopped to lessen the terror in their eyes. “May I speak to your leader?” he called from beside a dry shrub that only reached his waist.

For a long moment no one moved, in silence they stared at him.

“Please, you have nothing to be afraid of. The orks are dead; they cannot hurt you anymore.”

“What about you?” a clear, yet quivering, voice asked. “Who’s goin’ to protect us from yer kind?”

“We just saved your lives. Why would we want to hurt you?”

“We’ve heard that elfs take women as pris’ners,” a voice cried.

“To be their slaves,” another echoed.

“What? ... Elfs neither believe in, nor practice sla­very. Nor would we ever make a woman take care of us, let alone against her will.”

This thought assaulted his body so that he took a step back. His hand flew to his chest where his heart sent a message of deep pain.

“That’s what ye say. ... But, why should we be­lieve ye?” the troubled voice asked.

The night insects were starting to sing their songs, but all Hedron heard was the doubt in the young woman’s voice. How indeed could he make them believe that what he said was the truth? They didn’t know elfs. Moreover, he had more than enough elfs to overpower them if he so desired.

As a true elf, he spoke with conviction and love of his beliefs. “Women are our equals. It is an honor to have them among our people. Ours is the privi­lege to reverence them.”

The girl who had spoken stared at him, un­moved. Still, her dark eyes betrayed her pose as she sat in the midst of her kind. The window to her soul had softened remarkably.

Hedron saw this as a glimpse of hope, and waited for them to take the next step.

“What do ye want from us?” the girl challenged after the long silence.

“I wish to know how we can further assist you.”

He moved slowly in the direction of the slim figure who had answered him. In mankind’s years, she was no more than sixteen and it pained him to see her so scared.

“What can my men do for you?” he finally said, stopping some fifty feet from her.

Once again, her eyes softened as her hand smoothed her untidy black hair away from her dirty face. Her clothes were in shambles and blood spat­tered them, yet her young face showed pride.

This time she stood up and, brushing aside hands that fearfully reached out to detain her, approached him.

“We’re on our way to Jonean’s Mountain,” she pointed to the north where a sliver of the moon peeked from behind the mountains, as if unsure if it should proceed any further.

“Our wagons are broken, our horses scattered,” she swept her small hand about the burning prairie. “We could walk, but we need the food in the wagons ‘til next harvest. We can’t go back, but we can’t go on. We’ll die without help.”

“We elfs can fix your wagons, my lady. I am not sure how long it will take, but we will get it done.”

“Ye’d do that for us? I don’t understand ... they told us...”

“Mankind knows us not, my lady,” Hedron in­terrupted calmly. “That becomes a source of mys­tery, and in many times, a fount of untruth. If my lady needs our help, that is what she will receive.”

“We’ve nothing to repay ye with,” she protested, worry etching her brows as she backed up three cautious steps.

The meaning in her voice assaulted him like the club of an ork. With the same force, his eyes closed to shut out the devastation in her young life.

‘Why must these beautiful creatures fear us not only for their existence, but their virtue as well? Can they ever feel safe in a world that treats them like animals? Why must they suffer so?’ Hedron pon­dered in his mind.

After composing himself, and with a deep sigh, Hedron opened his eyes again. “We need no pay­ment, my lady. It will be our honor to help you and your friends.”

“Yer honor?” she flinched. “What do ye m... I ... thank ye. We thank ye.”

Hedron noticed that this time the scared girl parted her red lips into a small, pretty smile. As one, the rest of the women stood up slowly and came closer, still in a group, to surround her.

His elf eyes discovered small tremors in their bod­ies. He didn’t know if it was from the cool of the night or the aftermath of the battle as they realized that not one of them should still be alive.

“However, for tonight,” he smiled after a small bow, “we will light fires for you and the children to sup.”

At this, the children squealed loud and clear, though their mothers didn’t let go of their hands.

“After supper, my men will keep guard and you and friends can rest in peace.”

“Thank ye,” many chorused.

This time, he felt that he had given them a good first impression. Where it would take him he didn’t know, but he was willing to ride on that for now.

“I am Hedron,” he ventured further. “May I know my lady’s name?” the commander stepped closer to her.

“I’m Santilia.” She really smiled for the first time. “And these are my friends.” She gestured.

“It is an honor to serve you and your friends,” he replied and bowed to the women.

They stared, unmoved at his gesture, and then turned to recover their things from the dirt.

“Did any of our men survive?” Santilia asked, with a small tremble in her lower lip.

She looked toward the demolished wagons, which hid the bodies of most of the men.

“Orks attack to kill, my lady. All the men are gone,” the commander answered sadly. He watched the girl’s eyes fill with tears and wondered why she didn’t let them fall. “We will bury them for you, my lady. You may see their tombs after...”

“I want to write their names on a stone,” she interrupted him hurriedly, “but I don’t know how to write.” Her voice cracked a little, but the tears stayed un-spilt.

“Any of my elfs can aid you with that task, my lady. They all speak your tongue and write beauti­fully.”

“Thank you,” her voice trembled as she rejoined the rest of the women.

Hedron headed toward the big hospital tent, disturbed by the girl’s reaction, or lack thereof. He entered and in one sweeping glance, gladly observed that few blankets were filled by injured elfs.

This healing tent went with them to every conflict. He prided himself as much as the head healer, Daa­ron, in the service it provided to the elfs. Satchels of every size and color hung from each post and rafter of the infirmary tent. They contained all the potions needed for the healing art.

Elfs had inhabited this land for millennia and learned by experience the immense quantities of healing substances that existed in this place. Their long life span permitted them to practice their theor­ies and see the results for many centuries to come.

“What is your report?” Hedron asked, as his eyes found the head healer immersed in his work.

Daaron’s long honey-colored hair darted out of the way as his head swiveled to greet his leader. He had just finished bandaging an elf who seemed to have a dagger wound in his side.

“About fifty elfs received wounds. Most were shallow cuts and bruises,” Daaron said, as he washed his hand in a green-colored water that the commander recognized as a potent cleanser. “None will die because of their wounds,” the healer contin­ued.

“Good! That is the way I like to make war ... all of the enemy dead and all of mine alive,” he ban­tered in relief.

“They never saw us coming, and obviously did not expect us to interfere,” Daaron observed, drying his hands on a perfectly white linen cloth that hung next to the basin. “All the wounds came from injured orks as they surprised our warriors combing the field.”

“Noted,” Hedron answered. “I will pass this infor­mation along and make sure our race is better pre­pared in the future. Our archers always do a great job from the distance, but there is always the possi­bility of casualties when we combat hand-to-hand,” he added.

“It does not hurt me to know that I am not swamped with wounded.” Daaron smiled, closing a bottle containing dark red liquid and placing it in a satchel hanging from a rafter.

“How many mankind need healing?” Hedron asked.

“None. The report said that the orks killed them all, well, all the men at least.”

“I meant, have you seen if any of those left need your help?” the commander explained.

“I am on my way to see them right now. After that, I think we can take the tent down and send it home,” he answered.

Daaron took down a fat satchel from the pole and, after placing it across his shoulders, turned to­ward the door.

“Daaron, ... they think that we make slaves of their women.”

Hedron’s words stopped the healer in the door. “I see. Mankind has not changed,” the tall elf looked back at his leader. “They tell untruths to their women to keep them from liking us too much.”

“Interesting thought,” Hedron agreed. “Do you think men will ever realize that if they treat their women with honor, they would never look to other men?”

“Probably not. I am afraid we have the advan­tage there. We can only hope that one day they will,” Daaron said, “for their race’s sake.”

“By the way, ask for Lady Santilia. You will get further with her help.”

“I see. You made a friend?” the healer commented, letting the cloth door close behind him.
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Later that night, the women had finished pre­paring supper for themselves and for a handful of the elfs leaders, as an act of gratitude.

Many of the older women served them after send­ing the younger girls and the children away from the elfs.

“Stay away from them elfs and take yer sister with ye,” a woman had admonished her daughter.

Hedron’s ears had picked up the conversation quite clearly. Even from the distance, he could see that the mother’s eyes still held fears.

“Why can’t I stay?” the girl complained.

“We don’t know what them elfs want from us. Keep away and stay there ‘til I call ye.”

The smell of burning orks overrode the aroma of the stew they had prepared. Nonetheless, when Hed­ron ate it, it was quite tasty.

After supper, the children were placed in a circle by the fire while their mothers took care of cleaning the dishes.

Camp was finally settling down when a shrill scream came from the same frightened young girl the mother had sent away earlier. It stopped all conversation between the elf leaders and a few of the women.

“Mother! She’s gone.” The girl’s shoulders shook with worry. “I’ve looked everywhere and can’t find her.”

As if with a single move, all the women except for Santilia stood up and backed away from the elfs who still sat by their fire.
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Chapter Two
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Eagle’s Dreams

Deep in the Eagle Mountains, a solitary man made his home in a cave that had been inhabited for over a hundred years, although those who first lived there had most likely forgotten the forlorn place en­tirely. His only light was provided by the brightness of a molten fire, mingled with an enchantment in the many labyrinths that formed the floor of the cave.

“I don’t understand it.” Rubbing the back of his neck, hands shaking, he proceeded to pull a handful of the depleted white hair on his head. “It’s supposed to work. The book says so.”

He moved toward a natural stone shelf, obscured by the unleashed shadows that his slim body cast, as if to swallow the orange hue of the rocks.

His dingy nails protruded from the long sticks of his fingers as he picked up a book that lay upon the flat stone.

“It’s in this section. ... I learned it by heart and now it doesn’t work. ... What is it that I’m doing wrong?”

“You’re always doing something wrong, Artor–is,” a deep voice echoed through the corridors.

His face ashen, the startled man turned so ra­pidly that he half fell to the ground, slapping his long sleeves on the wall of the cave.

“Nothing you do is right,” the voice said, and the hurtful words cut Artoris through as if they were icy knives.

“Go away. I don’t want to talk to you,” Artoris cried, quickly righting himself and then turning each way to see if he could discover where his enemy was hiding. “You’re not real,” he screamed, as his chest rose and fell faster than the echoes bouncing around the burrow. “No one knows where I am, and no one knows of my powers.”

“I’m always with you,” the voice gloated again.

With trembling lips, Artoris turned quickly, hop­ing to discover his torturer.

“No matter where you go, I will be there, watch­ing and witnessing your fall,” it taunted him.

“I’m not going to fail. ... I’ll show you and all of them,” he screamed, the cords of his neck muscles barely contained by the wrinkled skin of his scrawny neck.

Just then, his distress caused him to lose his stability and he fell exhausted in a tangled mass of legs. A few breaths later he cried, “You think that you are better than me but you are not.”

With renewed energy, the scrawny wizard picked himself up to follow yet another corridor in search of the owner of the malicious voice.

“Better? We are all better than you, you poor ex­cuse for a wizard,” the voice mocked him again.

Artoris continued to look until he ran himself ragged by spying into every rock and dark space in his desire to find his tormentor. He found nothing, and crumpled to the ground in defeat, his bony shoulders shaking uncontrollably.

“I’ll show you,” he sobbed. “You’ll see. I’ll get the spells from that book and you’ll be sorry when I make them work,” he mumbled with less force, as he lay spent on the cold cave floor.

“Spells, you say. Come, you’re a mediocre sor­cerer and you’ll never be more than that.”

“No. I have the book. ... It will teach me how to defeat you. ... Then it’ll be me who laughs.”

He rose and on shaking legs went to get the large book from where it had fallen. Once in his hands, he raised it over his head as if it were the source of all his powers.

“I’ll kill you all and I’ll become the greatest wizard of all time. Everyone will talk about me, but you’ll be lost in the memories of the past.”
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The meadow that had recently seen orks and elfs skirmishing now hosted a commotion between the mankind women and the elfs. The women assaulted the elfs with accusations that they had seized the missing child. Hedron tried to calm them down. It was no use. With worried eyes, he watched them bend down to pick up rocks that lay abundantly on the trail. Then, Santilia’s high-pitched voice stopped them, half-stooped.

“They saved us and didn’t have to do it,” she cried loudly, “and how do we repay them? Accusing them of something we don’t know has happened.”

“They just want to eat us,” a woman’s finger accused and the rest collectively agreed.

“Elfs don’t eat people, orks do,” Santilia an­swered with the shadows of the dancing flames as her background. “Didn’t they suffer for stopping the orks?”

“Where’s Angia, then,” another woman chal­lenged, not convinced at all.

“I don’t know, but we’re wasting our time blam­ing each other. It won’t find her,” Santilia countered, “and the more we tarry the deeper in danger she’ll get.”

“Listen, the girl cannot have gone far. Let us look for her,” Hedron pled.

“It’s dark. We’ll never find her before an animal kills her or worse,” the mother broke out in tears and Santilia ran to her.

“We are elfs, my lady, we can see in the dark,” Hedron said. He immediately turned toward his cap­tain, “Cerian...” he started.

But the elf cut him off, “I am on it, Comman­der.”

With one swift move, Cerian jogged back toward the elfs’ fires, detouring toward the skirt of the near­by hill where a gathering of warriors conversed. Edingel and his two friends did not wait for Cerian to reach them; they left the mass of elfs in the dis­tance and approached. After exchanging a few words, the four of them returned to Hedron and the women.

“My ladies,” Edingel said, bowing when he reached them.

As he bent, the women saw two small arms draped around his shoulders. One of the elf’s mas­sive hands kept them in place.
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