Tides of  Darkness 








One








	T


he storm was close, a mighty rumble of thunder sounded overhead. “We’d better get moving, the storm is right behind us,” James shouted so Larna would hear him over the storm. Larna gave a nod of acknowledgment. She could see her horse was getting nervous, its ears twitched frantically in fear. A flash of lightning ripped through the air, illuminating the fast approaching storm clouds. James knew the rain would soon be upon them. “Were going to need some cover from the storm” he said in a weary voice. It had been a hard day riding for both of them and now James could feel his heavy armour weighing him down in the saddle. The vegetation protruding onto the muddy trail slowed their escape from the storm. It cut and scratched at their skin, yet James still pushed a relentless pace. The unforgiving storm was constantly advancing. They couldn’t get away.


	Wind whistled loudly in the trees, ripping off weaker branches. He could see Larna’s horse was nervous, it’s acute senses blinded by the natures rage. Almost instantly, when the rain started all James’s clothes had doubled in weight. Huge droplets of  cold, piercing rain beat down on James’s helmet. His large war horse, Jelk bolted as a tree burst into flames, when struck by a bolt of blue lightning. The young knight flung himself  forward in the saddle in a vain attempt to keep his balance but the vicious wind lashed against him like a whip forcing him off balance, time slowed to a crawl as James felt himself falling. He was thrown from the saddle. The knight landed painfully on the muddy path, knocking the wind from his lungs. “Are you all right?” Larna shouted in concern.


 “Yes,” James groaned as he struggled for breath. Slightly humiliated in front of the woman James thought he should be protecting he forced himself to his feet. He reached to wipe the wet mud from his eye and felt a pain shoot through his shoulder. The fall had been more serious than James would like to admit and he pause to catch his breath and asses his injuries. He wasn’t badly hurt, he gasped in the humid air from the storm raging around him trying to ease the pain in his lungs. Anger leaped up inside him, anger not at the wind or storm, for he respected nature, but anger at himself. “Get moving you week minded fool!” he told himself.


“I’m going after Jelk” he shouted to his Companion, Larna, and he started off in the direction of his mount. Larna got off her horse fearing that it too would panic. Swiftly tying it to a nearby tree Larna ran after James. She could see him slashing frantically with his sword to get through the dense undergrowth. There wasn’t much hope of catching it now and Larna knew it. She didn’t say anything though, she had come to understand how much James cared for his stead. After a few minutes of unfaltering chase, James lost sight of Jelk and now relied on his tracking skills to find him. 


	It was futile, as any trace of the horse’s tracks were blown and washed  away in the violent storm. They had strayed far east from the trail to Delon (A city even further North than Lordaeron) and could no longer see their way back. The storm had passed them by leaving a trail of destruction behind it. James and Larna decided to climb a huge outcrop of rock in the hope that they would catch sight of the horse from this vantage point. James found the climbing hard. Although not a difficult climb he was tired from his past exertion. The air was sharp as a blade and there was a cold breeze from the south that chilled the back of James’ neck. Finally after hard and toilsome climbing they reached the peak. James stood victorious looking down at the impressive view before him. All he could see for miles around was a huge blanket of green trees; they had fallen everywhere, like dominoes with just a few still standing. He looked for the trail they had been on, but it was not visible.








	The sun began to drop in the now clear sky and the shadows fell long on the small patch of thin grass where the two weary companions now rested. James had built a small fire from the little amount of wood that could burn and placed the wetter wood near the fire to dry. James mused on the days activity, he was tired, his muscles ached deeply and he stretched his legs in an effort to relieve the cramp. He marveled at Larna, all through the journey she had never once complained and from someone not accustomed to riding long distances it must have been a strenuous journey. The knight looked at her, her fine features glowed red-orange from the crackling fire light. James couldn’t help admiring her beauty:  long golden hair fell freely behind her slim, well shaped figure, her face appeared smooth and happy but not without showing a certain strength and resolve. James suddenly felt a strange attraction to the princess. Pondering this feeling he got up and walked over to the ridge and gazed at the stars, still dim in the evening light. He wondered why, in all the time he had known Larna he had never felt like this. They had become good friends since leaving.                          


“What now?” James thought aloud. 


“We could go back to the trail and continue on my horse” Larna answered. 


“Without Jelk! It would take us weeks on one horse, by the time I got there the battle would already be lost.” James said this with an unusual tone of melancholy  in his voice, he had become very attached to his mount since receiving it as a present from Terenas himself. James’ experience in war had taught him of the value of a good stead and the rider working together in harmony. James had fought in many a battle in which he owed his life to Jelk.     


“What makes you think your father will help us anyway?” questioned Larna.


 James frowned, “My father is a good and honorable man” he almost shouted. He turned to face the other way concealing his mixed and confused feelings for his father. What was he doing? He had lost his temper with the princes! She wasn’t to know that was such a week spot, after all it wasn’t her fault his father abandoned him. He knew what was coming and he knew Larna was right, he didn’t even know his father, for all he knew he could be a common thief. But Larna was silent, she smiled in sympathy at James. She admired him, he had worked for the honour of his title Sir Knight of Lordaeron, whereas she was born noble. He had achieved something no other had or likely would; He had become one of the Kings Guard at the young age of twenty. She looked at James and saw the courageous determination of a knight with pride and honour seeping through his body. His tanned bronze skin and sharp, ever alert brown eyes only served to increase her admiration.      


James and Larna had been riding for two days before the storm hit. The Knight was chosen by the chief of the Alliance, Terenas, King of Lordaeron, to seek out and bring back James’ father and his army. James hid his reluctance for this mission well, when in front of the king, knowing his small personal problems were no excuse for disobedience. James would lay down his life without question for his the king and feel ashamed he couldn’t do more. James found himself thinking of his father, what would he be like? He hated the thought, what would he say? How would he face him after all these years? How would he even recognize him?  


Larna the king’s daughter was also asked to go on this errand. James remembered his last conversation with the king. “Sire, do you think it wise that the princess accompanies me?” 


“She has come of the age when she must see the world. If it were not with you she is to travel I would never allow it. And besides I fear that if you do not return in time Larna will be safest away from this place.”


“As you wish sire” 


“James, I have known you since you were a child. You are my champion and also my most trusted friend. As a knight you have our destiny in your hands, I know you will not fail us”. He remembered the king’s bitter smile as he left; despite his words James understood that the king knew it would be almost impossible to make it in time. King Talanta wanted the support of his father’s armies to help stop a force of great magnitude (they had been given the name of The Horde but commonly called them Orcs). It was believed that the ruthless Horde had come to Azeroth in huge numbers. James remembered the time the first man to make it across the great sea walked into the palace bringing tales of the torture they had faced at the hands of the bloodthirsty Orcish armies. After the slaughtering of life and decimation of all towns and cities in Azeroth, roomers came from the refugees that The Horde was coming across the great sea to reek havoc once more. So worried was Talanta that he had fallen ill for a week after the news came. Flocks of people arrived from Azeroth from across the Great Sea and they were welcomed by the lords for the richness they added to the economy. Very few soldiers came and most that did were badly injured. After Princess Larna returned from her trip to the dwarven mountains of IronForge the king found a renewed hope and summoned all the leaders to a meeting of great importance. Representatives of all the races of any significance attended, for the first time in living memory the prejudice that had existed for eons among the different races was put aside and a bond was made. This bond was to become a force known across the whole of Sylvastan as the Alliance. Never before had the elves fought side by side with the humans. Even the dwarfs and gnomes helped the war effort; they constructed forts and made machines of war to defend the shore line of Lordaeron. Thus united in arms against a common foe, all life of the Northern lands stood at the shores of destiny and awaited the coming of the tides of darkness.


         


The companions had decided to try and find their way back to the road leading to Tolbrad. They walked slowly, James was hungry and after their short night’s sleep the knight woke up and seemed to be even more tired than before. It took a huge effort to walk every step. James was ever increasingly aware of his chances of success  dimming as time went by.  He still hadn’t found his way back onto the trail and without a horse he wasn’t sure what he would do once there. What am I to do? he wondered. 


James froze and stopped Larna with an outstretched arm, she had sense enough not to make a sound. They saw a small figure just behind a nearby bush, it made a funny scraping noise. “What is it?” James whispered. 


“Don’t know”


“Could be a trap” James knew this area was notorious for thieves and robbers. James gripped the hilt of his precious sword, the soft leather bound around the hilt always made him feel reassured and securer, as if he was ready for anything. Larna walked carefully around to face it, being careful not to make a sound. She saw it; it was barely four foot tall. It had a sheet of parchment and was vigorously scribbling something down with a feather pen. Larna gave it a soft prod with the tip of her sword. “Ouch” it wailed as it looked up completely surprised, a look of horror on it’s small face. “Don’t hurt me please. I’ll give you anything, anything you want!” it cried, in a shrill high pitched voice. Larna saw now that it was in fact a gnome. Gnomes were a race recognized to all those on Sylvastan as the most technically advanced of all races, renowned for their strange and sometimes bizarre desire to make new scientific discoveries.  


 “Don’t worry, we won’t hurt you” Larna said trying to calm it down. 


 “This is Larna, princess of Lordaeron and I am James BrightBlaze, Kings own bodyguard.” James announced. 


“What’s your name” asked Larna softly. 	


“Wingover Janzalt Maonczfk Zababinchic Hibrant…”he carried on reciting his name like a shopping list. 


“OK, OK” James interrupted, knowing that gnomes had names which included all their ancestors with their real name at the beginning.           


“We’ll call you Wingover then OK?” Larna asked. Wingover gladly agreed, thankful he could stop saying his name. 


“What were you doing” James asked.	


“I was designing a scientific method of getting the wood from that bush”. He sounded happy James had inquired and his round pink face brightened.


 “Oh” James mumbled, quite amazed. “Well why don’t you just cut it down” James asked, as he cut the bush down in a single stroke at the base with his sword. 


At this Wingover looked very excited, his pink face went bright red and he jumped up and down saying “you’ve done it, you’ve done it, you genius, why didn’t I think of that.” Larna and James looked at each other, and for once James grinned broadly while Larna looked both amused and astonished. 


“I will have to reward you for your idea, come with me” Wingover said, while gathering up the wood.


 “We really haven’t got time” James said, “We must get to Tolbrad quickly, so unless you can give us two very fast horses we’d better go.”


“Oh this is perfect” Wingover hooted, “I can get you there in no time. Just follow me, it’s not far and we can get properly acquainted on the way”


After explaining why they had to get to Tolbrad quickly Wingover was almost mad with excitement. After James repeatedly questioned Wingover about how they were going to get to Tolbrad, he finally gave up. All Wingover would say is that it would be a surprise. 


Wingover was right, it was a surprise. They walked up to a clearing, it was a dip in the land like a huge crater. In the center was what looked like a large wooden battle ship, only it wasn’t, it had what looked like huge wooden wings jutting out of the sides. It was amazing! It looked like a ship with wings. “This is my life’s work” Wingover announced, “Come in and have a look.”


“We haven’t time for this” James Turned sharply on his heal and started walking back the way they came. Larna Caught hold of his arm, “We have no chose now” she whispered softly in his ear. She was right he knew that, they had to gamble, “gamble everything” the knight breathed, the quiet pain he felt inside came out in his voice. 


Once on deck James and Larna were introduced to two other gnomes. They followed the gnomes below and were offered dinner. They all sat round a huge dining table that hung from the roof by ropes. When Larna inquired about this she was told that it stopped the drink from spilling when they were flying. Wingover explained to the others how he had promised he would reward James and Larna and about the mission they were on. 


“Well now that we have the wood to fix the wing we can take you there,” Stuts, one of the gnomes that seemed to be the leader explained.


 “How did you break the wing” James asked. 


“We ran into a storm and were forced to make a crash landing here” said Wingover. 


“You can’t be serious about this!” James exclaimed a mixed look of concern and anger on his face.


“What do you mean?” asked Stuts, upset at James’ cynicism.


“You don’t think this… this sailing ship will actually fly?”


“I know it will!” answered Stuts angrily. “Look at my notes I made in our flight. It states quite clearly what happened!”


James looked at Larna for support bit who seemed happy about the idea of flying. “How else will we get there” Larna said in answer to his look.         


 The companions were presented with a feast of spicy potatoes and deer meat. After they had all eaten as much of the appetizing food as they possibly could James and Larna were shown to their cabins. They were wooden, rather small but comfortable.     








The day was growing dim and James lay on his sleeping pallet. He wondered what he would do if the flying ship wouldn’t fly. He knew if this thing wasn’t going to fly he would have failed. Thinking about this he was suddenly confronted with a feeling of pride mixed with anguish at the responsibility he had been given. Was it fair to place  the fate of all the Northern lands in his hands? He felt overcome with tiredness yet he couldn’t sleep, for the thought gnawed at the back of his mind. The knight looked up to see Larna’s soft blue eyes looking down at him. “Couldn’t sleep?” he asked.


“No, how could I sleep after that huge dinner” she smiled. The Princess came and sat down beside James.


“Do you really think this thing will fly? I’ve heard a lot about the gnomes” James looked around him at their handy work, “and I guess it’s all true.”    


“I don’t know, we have no choice but to try” she said, her voice smooth and calm. 


“A fine knight I make” James said disappointed, “everyone relying on me and I can’t even ride to Tolbrad” 


“It’s not your fault, it was the storm. You are always willing to take responsibility for others and now you take it for bad weather.”


“I take responsibility for myself when others would give it to someone else or even the weather.”


“I’ll see you tomorrow” said Larna as she got up and headed for the door. 


“Thank you Princess” James said before she left.


She turned around, “What for?” 


“Helping me understand myself” James answered. With that Larna shut the door to leave James alone with his thoughts. He had forgotten his worries and thought of Larna as he slowly drifted off to sleep.


  


      


     








Two








T


he morning sun streamed in through the small portal and lit the cabin with a blinding light. James squinted, giving his eyes time to become accustomed to the brightness. He felt his joints click as he got up and stretched his stiff muscles. James stood still a minuet letting the blood reach his head and for the dizziness to pass. The knight put on his prized amour and fine blue and silver cloak, a symbol of one of the king’s bodyguard. He could hear the noises of conversation above him and the yalin wood ceiling creak in protest as someone strode across it.





            


Up on deck the knight found Larna chatting to Stuts. As he drew nearer he could see the happy faces of Wingover and Spotter behind them. They all looked excited and were peering over the side of the flying ship. 


“Good morning Sir BrightBlaze” said Stuts boldly.


“Just James will be all right” answered James. He wondered what Larna had been telling them about him.  


“Well James we’ve all been waiting for you. I trust you slept well?” 


“Yes, thank you” James noted the formal tone of voice Stuts used.


“We are all ready to go” explained Larna, happily.  


“When do we set off?” James asked Larna, trying to conceal his doubt with a false smile.


“Now” Stuts butted in and as he said it he tugged sharply on a rope hanging above him. It was attached to a metal pole that ran horizontally over the rim of the cabin roof. The pole pivoted on that rim and went out of sight over the top of the cabin. Suddenly and without sound a huge object rose up above them blocking the early morning sun. James turned to behold a huge canvas sack bellowing up into the sky. 


“What is that?” asked Larna amazed, looking at the object wide eyed.


“That, my dear is The Enhanced Power Fuel Container” Stuts stopped for breath.


“Mark fourteen point two seven” finished Wingover. Stuts gave him a disapproving glance and Wingover’s expression faded. 


“In less than a minute we will be air born” announce Stuts. James could hardly bear the thought of failure now, so he found himself daring to believe in the crazy gnomes.


“What is to happen if this works?” asked James, suddenly feeling nervous.


“Why, we will go up of course” said Wingover.   


“W…what do you mean go up, this is ridiculous.” He was almost sure it would work now although the very idea of flying made him light headed, he had been in many battles, confronted mad wizards and dragons yet right now flying seemed more horrifying than anything. 


Before he had time to consider this more he felt the wood shifting under him. It was starting to move.








The companions had not long been flying before they saw a small force of five knights and a catapult. James had, once experienced it become at ease flying. They had made a perfect take off without incident apart from when Stuts almost gassed the party trying to demonstrate the way power fuel rises and only succeeding in demonstrating its almost lethal effect on humans. Now James peered intently down at the ground. James knew that if the Alliance had contraptions such as this they would be a valuable asset, for both reconnaissance and warfare. 


The tress looked as small as the pine cones hanging in them from James’ height but he could still make out the shape of a catapult accompanied by five footmen wearing Alliance amour. The catapult fired explosive projectiles provided by the Dwarfs. It was of human design and Elven craftsmanship. This made it a symbol of the unity between all who had allied themselves against the Horde. What were they doing this far North he wondered? Had Talanta foreseen his failure and sent more troops to get his father? No it didn’t make sense, why would they be taking a catapult? It would slow them down and be of no protection against thieves and outlaws. Unless, the thought struck him like a knife, Lordaeron had already been attacked and they were pulling out. Probably heading to my father’s castle in the hope of protection. James mulled over the thought trying to convince himself he was wrong and things were untroubled at his home.


“James… James come and look at this.” Larna came over to him stirring him from thought.


“Look at what?” James replied. 


“At that” Larna said exasperated as she pointed down below. James looked - they had traveled far since he last looked. Below him he saw a huge body of knights. There were over thousands on horseback followed by ten times that number of footmen and several wagons. James listened and now he could hear the noise the footmen made marching. Huge dust clouds bellowed up behind them twisting and spiraling in the fresh morning breeze. 


“We must stop here” shouted James to the gnomes, making himself heard over the din of the army below and the noise of the passing air beating against the flying ship.


“Why James?” asked Larna.


“We must find out the purpose of that army”








After a rather difficult landing the whole party eagerly got off the flying ship. The gnomes insisted on coming along. “It’s for the benefit of the scientific community that we go” said Stuts. They soon reached the head of the army and James found the commander. “Greetings Sir. What is your business here?” he asked.


“We are traveling to Lordaeron to aid the Alliances defense of this precious land. And what of you? Why do you not defend your country?” His voice was deep and gruff but still managed to have tints of kindness and warmth portrayed in it. The Man scratched his thick brown beard awaiting an answer.


“I am James BrightBlaze, King’s own bodyguard and I am on an errand of great importance for the king. And this” the knight gestured at Larna “is Larna princess of Tanthas.” The commander looked amazed: James knew he held a legendary rank and he was with a princess but it was more than that, James thought he could see a glint of fear in his eyes. The man slouched back in his saddle and looked like he was about to faint. James wanted to comfort him, he felt as if he almost recognized him. “And  your name?” he asked 


“My name?” the man paused “my name is Flint… Flint BrightBlaze.”  Suddenly James knew this man, he knew him as his father. After all the years he knew him again. James staggered back as the concept hit him like a shock wave.


“My father” James whispered to himself. 


“My son” Flint looked as if about to cry, “My son, I have found my son at last” he shouted and his voice echoed around the green valley. James felt the tears welling up in his eyes. He blinked, ashamed at his weakness. Flint dismounted and before James knew it he was held in a warm embrace. All James’ worries faded, his heart sang as he dropped his head on his fathers broad shoulder. Flint turned around to face his loyal men that had been watching intently “We will stop here for the night” Flint shouted the order.  He then led James off to one side were the commander’s tent had just been set up. Once alone inside Flint said “You don’t know how long I have dreamed of this moment.” James was silent. He too had dreamt over and over of meeting his father again. He could hardly take it in. “I see my son has done well for himself.” Flint said warmly. James couldn’t help but smile. “Look son…”


“Why did you leave me father?” James said softly, interrupting.


“I am sorry James. I shouldn’t have. I knew it was wrong then and I still think it was wrong now.”


“Why did you leave me and were is my mother?” Flint hung his head.


“Son… that is why I left you” He struggled for words, his face showing deep sorrow and embarrassment. “Your mother was not your mother…  well not my wife anyway.”


James felt anger building up inside him, “How could you? You left me alone, no one to trust, no one to love me.”


“I am sorry son. A week after I left you in the care of the priests of Hansoth I regretted it and when I came for you, my child had been taken. When I asked the priests were you where they refused to tell me, saying only that the gods had important work for my son. When I threatened to kill them they said only that you had gone North and they knew nothing of your location. I scoured the Northern lands of Sylvastan looking for you. I found nothing. Will you ever forgive me?” 


“Yes father I already have” whispered James throwing himself into his fathers arms. They remained thus for many minutes until his father gently pushed him back, smiling proudly. “Come,” he said, “let us eat together. We have much time to make up for.”     











The night passed quickly, the conversation warm and friendly the food good and plentiful. James had shown his father a different way to Lordaeron and they planned the route carefully passing around the mountains of Kailcas where once dwelt the Trolls. Tomorrow would see Larna leaving with the gnomes for Tanthas in their flying machine, James was to stay with his father in the march. The knight had completed his quest, found his father, done his duty. But the real battle had yet to start. The ships of war yet to arrive bringing death and suffering with them, it would happen, of that James was certain and he was ready to fight for all Sylvastan. Soon the Alliance would face its greatest test, the test of survival, survival from the tides of darkness.    


Three








T


he waves whispered quietly in the rising sun light. A solitary seagull chirped in delight. It was pleased with it’s self for finding what it considered such a rare island. It closed its eyes, ruffled it’s feathers and enjoyed the quiet warmth of the early morning sun before it would continue on its journey across the great sea to Tanthas. 


A sudden splash in the calm sea awoke the gull. Focusing down, far below, it could make out a mutilated body, by the looks if it human, floating slowly away from the large wooden ship. A trail of weak crimson dispersing behind it in the gentle waves. Seeing nothing of importance the gull closed its eyes and went back to sleep.


“Aaaaarrrrrr” came a deep thunderous cry that could be heard afar. 


“Aaaarrr” the figure cried again as a thick whip cracked down on his huge broad back, opening yet another vicious wound. Yellowy - green blood, the consistency of mustard oozed from his thick red skin and ran down his back, forming a slimy pool on the otherwise clean deck. 


As the whip extended onto it’s target for the third time a huge figure emerged from inside a cabin at the stern of the ship. The massive hulk was different to the rest of the crew: it had green spots on the red skin and it was even bigger than them by at least a foot. This giant-like colossus of red and green obviously held an air of authority over the rest because the grunts of daily chatter were hushed and the busy activity of the crew ceased. The uneasy silence lasted several minutes while the leader figure observed the scene before him, his red features showing obvious signs of anger. A few loud and angry grunts, “zugg zaurg” and the ship spurred into action once again. The red creatures bustled about the rigging, checking the ropes. While others fought to direct the sail correctly and cleaned the deck. This ship was obviously well maintained and looked in fine condition. It’s red and black sails billowed healthily in the light wind as the ship sliced through the gentle water at a remarkable pace. 


The leader strode heavily along the deck to the stern of the ship where the flogging had been tacking place. “Why flog?” the simple question was bellowed











That’s as far as I have got. If you have any comments at all please e-mail me on  Stevey@cheerful.com. All comments good or bad will be gladly excepted (if you liked it ill carry on). Also if you find any spelling, grammatical or plot errors I would be very thankful if you let me know (I’m only 16 and am dyslexic so there are probably a few).         











The End


 Tides of Darkness
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