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Chapter 1: The Dead Legion

 

King Rodaan pulled in a slow, deep breath, trying to steady his shaking hands. He lifted the spyglass once more, and then studied the leader of the Dead Legion. A few tatters of clothes and assorted patches of gray, mottled skin remained on its bones, but its skull was plainly visible, as was the ruby-red fire in its eyes, a haunting reminder of the spell that gave it life.

“Why do they wait?” asked the king.

“Siege has never been their way,” said Demetrius, Captain of the King’s Guard, “but their numbers remain hidden behind the crest of the hill.”

Rodaan pulled at his chin. “No,” he said, ending some internal debate. “It is too soon after the harvest. Solek is not so foolish.”

“Who can understand Solek? His mind has been corrupted by the Dark One.”

“Corrupted, yes. But there must be…” The king paused, peering past the living dead to the sky beyond. “Look!”

Rising above the hills where the forward elements of the Dead Legion stood facing the fortified city of Mill Harbor was a front of lead-gray clouds, the leading edge so straight, so true that its source could not be anything of nature. The front was advancing toward the city.

“Get everyone inside,” the king ordered. “Now.”

Demetrius obeyed with all haste.

*          *          *

It was a simple word from his companion in the tower—“Look”—but it was said with such a tone of bottomless dread that Corson was sure that his life would soon be forfeit. He followed the path indicated by Dressen’s trembling finger, fully expecting to see the Dead Legion streaming toward them, but they remained poised but motionless on the hill, just as they had been for hours. For a moment Corson was confused, and then he saw the odd cloud front and the rain which fell from it in rippling sheets.

“The ground melts…” Corson gasped, the air leaving his chest as if he were being crushed by a great hand. As the rain fell, the grass liquified and flowed away in pale green rivulets that trickled into the gaps between the stones that formed the main road into the city.

Corson stood frozen as the rain advanced, ignoring Dressen’s tugs on his sleeve. An abandoned wooden cart outside the city walls melted as easily as the grass, a rusty metal plow was there one minute and gone the next. His eyes grew wider as a mongrel dog lost it footing—its feet actually—in the wash down from the hills, and then was reduced to bone.

“We must flee!” Dressen shouted, trying to get through to his companion.

“No, the stone is unharmed. The roof will protect us, and we must not abandon the tower.”

As the rain began to lick the city walls, the two men fell back from the window, fearful of what even a splash of the liquid could do to them. The rain passed by quickly, as did the cloud, its rear as linear as
its front. Corson returned to the window just in time to see the leader
of the Dead Legion raise one skeletal arm, thrusting aloft his broadsword.

“Sound the alarm,” Corson said as he hoisted his bow and took aim at the advancing army.

*          *          *

“To the walls!” Demetrius cried as the rain passed. “Watch for puddles. They’ll still do damage.”

He led his men forward, frustrated by the minutes they had been forced to wait since the alarm bell sounded, frustrated by their slow progress now.

“Hurry!” Corson shouted as he saw Demetrius. “Their ladders are already up!”

Demetrius led the charge up the stone inner stairs and onto the city’s fifteen foot high outer wall, the king right behind him. Demetrius drew his sword and yelled out a battle cry, advancing to the aid of the pitiful little band that was trying to hold back the tide of dead warriors streaming over the suddenly inadequate defenses. Below, he spied a large battering ram being rushed forward to assault the main gate, which, being made of wood, was likely already weakened by the foul rain. He could also see that his force of 600 men was easily outnumbered by the attackers.

The Dead Legion fought well, not due to advanced skills, but mainly from a lack of fear—they felt no pain, were already dead, and had no thoughts other than to blindly obey the commands given them.

Demetrius and King Rodaan carved a path to a small group of defenders who had been surrounded, saving a half-dozen men where a dozen had already been lost. They fell back together, the king ordering the retreat, their haunted eyes confirming the stories they had heard about those who fell in battle to the Legion.

Their former comrades-in-arms, brothers and fathers to some who still fought, rose to fight with the evil warriors who had just struck them down.

Corson met Demetrius and the king as they neared the stairs once more. “The wall is lost, and we’ve done little damage to them with arrows, rocks, or oil.”

“Blunt weapons,” said the king.

“Or removing their heads with a sword,” Demetrius added, motioning to several Dead he had felled who remained still.

A volley of arrows slashed into the defenders, knocking one man off the wall. The king cried out in pain, an arrow protruding from the side of his neck.

Demetrius and Corson pulled him down the steps while the remaining warriors gave ground slowly, trying to hold back the surging foe.

“We must retreat,” said Corson. “The city cannot be held.”

“We can hold them for a time in the Armory,” said Demetrius. “The walls are strong. We—”

 “Corson is right, Demetrius,” said the king, his words coming out in short gasps. Blood flowed far too freely from his wound, staining his gold and green battle tunic a muddy red. “Lead the rest of the men to Port Hydleton. Perhaps you can make a stand there.”

They reached the stables but found only destruction, the rain having eaten through the wooden roof and destroying the horses trapped inside. They moved the king into a small stone guardhouse while the fighting raged in the streets. Demetrius lowered the king to the ground and started to turn, saying he would find a cart to help bear the king away from the city. The king grabbed him by the sleeve.

“It is too late, my old friend,” Rodaan said, offering a weak smile.

“No, sire. Once we are away—”

The king smiled again, softly, the light in his eyes starting to dim. “We have fought together in many battles, and seen many a man fall. We both know a fatal wound.”

Demetrius tried to speak, but found his voice choked by the truth. The blood continued to flow down the king’s neck in ever-weakening pulses.

“You have served me well, Demetrius. Now obey my final commands.”

Demetrius lowered his eyes, but nodded his obedience.

“Escape with as many men as you can, then choose a good man to lead them to Port Hydleton. Their wives and children wait there. That will be enough to speed their march.” The king took a long, shuddering breath, gathering his strength. “There is so little hope…”

“We will defend Port Hydleton to the last man,” Demetrius answered, his words sounding hollow and meaningless in his own ears. If they failed at Port Hydleton, there would be nowhere left to fall back to.

The king closed his eyes for a moment, his breathing shallow. With an effort, he forced his eyelids open. “Cut the vial from around my neck.”

“Sire…”

“Do it! You must see it to the prince. It may be our only hope of salvation.”

Demetrius drew a knife and cut the cord around the king’s neck, pulling free the clear vial that held a small crystal shard. As he cupped it in the shadow of his hands, he could see that the shard gave off an eerie green-yellow glow.

“I will deliver this into the hand of the Prince Kalan,” said Demetrius, pocketing the vial.

“You must go now,” said the king. “You cannot take me with you, and I will not be one of them.”

“No, your majesty!” Corson protested.

Demetrius held a hand up to silence his friend, his eyes never leaving the king. A single tear rolled down his cheek. “Sound the retreat,” he told Corson. “Take the men through the lower tunnels, and lead them to Port Hydleton. Move swiftly. The Dead Legion will not linger here long.”

“We will meet you at the edge of the south woods,” Corson said

“No. Go without me. I must turn east to find Prince Kalan.”

Corson paused, as if thinking to argue, and then dropping to his knees, he took the king’s hand and kissed it. “Be at peace, King Rodaan.”

“Go with my blessing,” the king replied.

After Corson had left, Demetrius, kneeling at the king’s side, let his head drop. His tears flowed as freely as the blood from the king’s wound. “I have failed you.”

“Never,” said the king, the fire in his eyes blazing for a moment. “You have been all I could ask any man to be. Farewell, Demetrius, my friend.”

“Farewell, Rodaan, my king.” Demetrius kissed the king on the cheek, then stood and drew his sword.

King Rodaan tilted his head backward, exposing his wounded neck, closed his eyes, and waited for Demetrius’ sword to fall.

*          *          *

Corson waited quietly, standing a few paces inside the woods south of Mill Harbor, which gave him a good view of both the road and the city. Night had fallen within the hour, and with it the yellow flames that consumed the city in which he had lived his entire life were highlighted by the deepening purple of evening.

Corson took stock of his situation. His city was in ruins, his king was dead, he had neither food nor drink nor a horse to speed his journey. The Dark One and his minions had spread fear, death, and destruction all across Arkania now, even to Corindor, the last of the six kingdoms to be stained. There seemed little hope they could hold out. Port Hydleton was no more a fortress than Mill Harbor. But Corson knew he could not relinquish hope, for once he did all was truly lost. He narrowed his focus, his thoughts now only on his friend and the task he had been assigned.

Moving swiftly along the edge of the road, a cloaked figure came toward him. Corson waited a moment, studying the rhythm of the man’s strides.

“Demetrius,” he whispered, still unsure, gripping the hilt of his sword.

The cloaked man froze.

“It’s Corson.”

Demetrius threw back his hood with obvious relief, a weary smile splitting his face as he and Corson greeted one another. The smile faltered. “I ordered you to lead the men to Port Hydleton.”

“I had Gaccius do it. He is young, but he is a fine leader. The men trust him.”

“True. But still—”

“What you had to do was difficult, and I know you’ll shoulder more blame than you should. Neither the city nor the king fell because of you. No man could have held back the Legion.”

“I know,” Demetrius said, without conviction. “But I should have tried to persuade the king to have his whole force go south with the women and children.”

“You tried,” Corson reminded him. “The king had to make a hard choice, and once that choice was made, you supported him, as you have always done.”

“You did not disobey the command of a superior officer simply to tell me these things.”

“No, Demetrius, I didn’t. We have been friends since we were boys, long before you were my Captain. I waited so that I could go with you to seek the prince, and to make sure you don’t try to get yourself killed in the process.”

Demetrius laughed softly. “I should think I’d like to avoid that.”
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