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I am Ren of Atikala. Warlord. Conqueror. Murderer. I have many stories yet to tell, but this one is the most bloody.




There was a time I thought I was a god. Something greater than inconsequential mortals, better than my kobold kin, better than elves and dwarves and everyone. Peerless. Indefatigable. Monomaniacal in my quest for superiority.




Everything I had done to lead me to this point ultimately hurt me. Death was my shadow, and I cast it everywhere I went. It grew larger and larger, sucking in everyone around me and swallowing them whole. Then it fell on me.




This is the story about why I am not a hero.




Book three of the Kobolds series.


Books by David Adams




The Lacuna series (science fiction)




Lacuna

The Sands of Karathi

The Spectre of Oblivion

The Ashes of Humanity

The Prelude to Eternity

The Requiem of Steel (coming 2016)




Magnet

Magnet: Special Mission

Magnet: Marauder

Magnet: Scarecrow

Magnet Saves Christmas

Magnet: Ironheart (coming 2015)

Faith

Imperfect




The Kobolds series (fantasy)




Ren of Atikala

The Scars of Northaven

The Empire of Dust




The Pariahs

The Pariahs: Freelands

The Pariahs: Elfholme

The Pariahs: The Abyss (coming soon!)

Sacrifice




The Symphony of War series (science fiction)




Symphony of War: The Polema Campaign

Symphony of War: The Eris Campaign (coming 2016)




The Immortals: Kronis Valley

The Immortals: Anchorage

The Immortals: Southport (coming 2016)




Other Books




Insufficient

Insurrection

Injustice (coming 2016)

Who Will Save Supergirl?

Evelyn’s Locket

The Gossamer Shard

Pavlov’s Dogs

Hammerfall (coming 2016!)


Ren of Atikala

The Empire of Dust







Alteron Devateri, the peerless, mightiest wizard who ever lived, unearthed a great many arcane truths before his disappearance. The greatest of which was the power of immortality. 




Innumerable wizards have wasted their lives futilely searching for longevity. All failed, save Devateri. The answer was, as these things tended to be, extraordinarily simple. He called it The Truth of Two Deaths.




A man dies when his heart stops. He dies again the last time his name is ever spoken.




Never let your world forget you.
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PROLOGUE










Magmellion




I WAS BATHED IN LIGHT so bright it burned away every shadow.

The great forges in the heart of Ssarsdale lit up the whole of my city, turning the eternal darkness of the underworld into a white glare beyond daylight. For eyes unaccustomed to such intensity, it came as a blinding intrusion, creeping into the cracks of spiring buildings and gushing through windows. But my eyes were accustomed to the brightness; my time on Drathari’s surface had taught me many things.

Including how to tolerate pain.

All around me kobolds scurried and worked, pumping the bellows and feeding the fires. A chain of workers threw lumps of dried mushroom stalks into the furnace, stoking it to greater heights. The forging had required much planning. Each breath of air the furnace consumed was taking one from my people—air was a precious commodity in the underworld—but the secondary ventilation shafts we had dug would bring us enough to breathe.

The workers were miserable, but they toiled without complaint, as they had for months on various tasks leading to this moment. Mining of the deep iron ore had killed hundreds. Research into arcane forging cost us many Darkguard; my assassins convinced surface wizards to part with their trinkets…and convinced those who were less willing.

The price of the reagents had been paid in blood. Still my people worked. Kobolds were used to suffering.

“Leader Ren Humansbane,” said Kresselack, my Master of the Forge, his dark scales orange in the glow of the furnace. “The heat rises. The gate to the elemental plane is almost open. We are ready for you.”

“Thank you,” I said. “Let us waste no more time.”

Kresselack bowed his head almost to the floor. I touched the spines on his head as thanks, and shrugged off my robes.

Although this was done in full view of a sizeable fraction of the city, kobolds did not attach the same sexuality to being unclothed that most other races did. Nudity was not a stimulus for us; we had our noses for that. The matter was purely practical. No cloth could survive the intense temperature inside the fire.

The throng around me chanted my name. I shut them out as I moved towards the inferno.

Ren! Ren! Ren!

Four kobolds used huge metal poles to pry open the metal grate that covered the forge; exposed, the roar intensified, sucking in air as though it were drowning. I approached without fear. Flame was my old friend.

The lip of the forge glowed angrily. The fire within, hot enough to melt steel, felt as pleasant as a cool breeze to me.

Carefully, so I wouldn’t fall, I climbed into the inferno. Lumps of charcoaled mushrooms crunched underneath my feet. Hot air swirled all around me, ashes settling into my scales.

Iron clanked, loud enough to be heard over the roar of the fire. An iron ingot, stamped with the seal of Ssarsdale, descended towards me on chains. Three kobolds controlled the chain from outside. My brethren did not share my immunities; despite their distance and protective padded clothing, I could see the discomfort on their faces, eyes squinted, their long tongues extended as they tried to cool themselves.

I unhooked the chain and hoisted the lump of metal. It was not nearly as heavy as I expected. My strength had grown with every passing day, in a way I could not control but found both useful and pleasurable.

Enjoying my newfound power would have to wait. I moved to the centre of the forge where the heat was highest. The iron began to glow in my hand as it heated, softening and sagging around the edges. I moulded it as one might mould clay, twisting it in my hands, turning it over and over, squashing it from one end until it was a rough square.

I compared the metal to the mould we had created. It would fit. I had to hurry; the iron began to sag like wet paper, making it difficult to hold. I placed the soft metal against the flat stone, smoothing it with my hands. Pushing the semiliquid around until it took shape. Rubbing in charcoal to strengthen it.

Soon it was hardened steel in the shape of a shoulder plate. I placed it at the edge of the fire, cooling it just below its melting point. Kresselack balanced the heat perfectly.

Another ingot became a breastplate. Another, the rear plate. Shin guards. Leg guards. Knee joints. Wrists. Neck. I funnelled liquid steel into the moulds that would make fingers for gauntlets. A helm, fitted to my snout.

Using absolutely nothing but my bare hands, I forged a full suit of plate in a pillar of roaring flame.

Plate was an unthinkable luxury under normal circumstances. The amount of metal it had consumed would make a hundred fine suits of chainmail, yet this suit would armour only me. The extravagance seemed perverse almost. No normal kobold should be worth such effort.

Fortunately I was no normal kobold.

Such skills were foreign to me. I had practised the forging a dozen times, at a lower heat to conserve fuel, working with lead. Although these skills typically took a lifetime to master, in just a few months, I had become quite the armour smith.

This piece, however, was no practice. If I made a mistake, months of work would be ruined.

But I made no mistakes. The armour was perfect, each piece just as I envisioned it. It would be a fine set of armour, able to turn away blades and arrows alike.

My work was half done.

At my signal, all the remaining fuel was dumped into the furnace, and all four heat regulators were opened. The forge drank in air, and the flames reached their zenith. Outside, even the kobolds wearing heat protection were driven back, crying in pain.

Hotter. Brighter. So intense I could barely see, even with my daylight-accustomed eyes. Yet still I spellcast, pouring out magic into the area, tearing a rip in the fabric between planes, from this world to one of elemental fire. A crack of orange and white. Pure heat. Pure light. Even with my eyes almost closed, it was agonising.

The crack widened. The barrier between this plane of existence and the world of flame was weakening. I had to hold out.

Right as I almost gave up and ordered the gates closed, something caressed my arm. It felt like a feather, a limb made of pure flame, its fingers clawing at me, trying to sear my flesh. A thousand other flame-hands joined the first, stretching out from the embers that littered the ground, grasping for me, ghostly and ethereal. They were elementals, beings whose whole bodies were pure heat made living.

The grasping hands sought to steal me away into their realm of heat, but as they reached for me, I reached for them. I grabbed the largest one, and with a firm tug, pulled a fire elemental into Drathari.

The creature took the form of an androgynous hunched elf with a body of flame and smoke for hair. Its limbs were impossibly wry and thin, and even bent as it was, the being stood twice as tall as me. It had two blue smouldering pits for eyes. Behind it, the glowing rift snapped closed.

Snarling angrily, a sound like a geyser spitting a torrent of water, the elemental reached for me, but its touch was as harmless as a gentle breeze. Realising this—it had a cunningness that its simple features concealed—I swore it regarded me with bitter disdain.

“Who steals me from my home?” It hissed at me in a language that sounded like crackling leaves, popping logs, and boiling water. I could not normally speak the elemental tongues but had prepared a spell in advance that would allow us to communicate. “Little thing my flame cannot melt? What manner of creature dares to pluck an elder of flame from their throne?”

An elder? I had not expected to do so well; this was both fortuitous and troubling. The greater the power of the elemental, the greater the reward I would have for binding it to my service. So, too, was the potential risk.

“I am Ren of Atikala,” I said, as boldly as I could. “I demand your service.”

“Ren of Atikala. A flesh being of the material plane. I hear the kobold’s demands.” Its tone became more aggressive. “And I refuse them. Return me to my pit, far away from this cold, hard place.”

“I will,” I said. “Conditionally.”

Bargaining with extraplanar creatures was difficult at best. Their minds did not work the way ours did; they came from a fundamentally different universe where even the most basic tenants of existence would often be completely alien.

“State your terms,” it crackled. “Ren of Atikala, she who so readily spurns my touch.”

Elementals craved nothing more than to be surrounded by, or immersed in, the element of which they were comprised; this was only natural, as elementals were immortal manifestations of their primal forms. One of their elders, proud and noble, would do anything to return to its home before its throne was usurped. It would be patient in its suffering.

“Imbue my steel with your essence,” I said. “Serve me in battle. Empower my spells. Obey my every command and be released in time.”

“I will not be your eternal prisoner,” it spat, the blue lights of its eyes flaring. “To live as cold metal in a cold world.”

“Temporarily,” I stressed. “Barely a grain through the hourglass for you.”

The elemental elder’s eyes narrowed dangerously. Greater elementals had powers extending beyond their caress.

I raised my hand. The bellows closed, and almost immediately, the temperature dropped. The forgefires dulled, and the metal faded to a rosy pink. The colour reminded me of dwarf flesh.

Anger turned to fear in the elemental’s eyes. Cold would be the end of it.

Threats were always a gamble. The elder could escape the furnace, burn hundreds and hundreds of kobolds before it eventually died, and it knew I knew.

And I didn’t care. The need to survive would smother its pride.

I hoped.

It was a controlled gamble. I kept my hand raised, and the white-hot coals faded to rose red.

“Wait,” it pleaded, its voice hissing like steam. “Restore the heat.”

How satisfying. I lowered my arm, and the bellows reopened.” Serve me for a hundred years, and I swear to you, you will be returned to your home.”

“Far too long! You ask too much of me!”

One again I raised my hand. Cool air, chilled by the underworld, rushed in. The fire-elf withered and curled in pain.

“Obey,” I said, a slight hiss in my tone. “Or be destroyed.”

“I accept!” It wailed. “One hundred years!”

The bellows restarted. The temperature climbed slowly. This was fortunate; our mushroom farms had only provided a limited supply of fuel.

“What is your name?” I asked.

Light flared in the elemental’s eyes. “What does a slave’s name matter to the mistress?”

“Names have power,” I said. “And if you are to serve me, I will have power over you.”

It seemed to hesitate, the blue pits of its eyes flickering before he spoke. “I am Grand-Ember Magmellion, Lord of Ashes.”

“Lord of Ashes.” I smiled toothily. “An appropriately thematic title for a being of fire.”

He glared at me. “No more appropriate than nothing for a kobold.”

I flicked the tip of my tail, taking in a deep breath of the charred air, focusing my magic inward. Arcane energy flowed from my fingertips. I lowered both hands onto the almost-molten metal, and using my claws, scratched symbols into the soft steel.

I turned my thoughts inward. Casting spells was one thing, enchanting armour, another entirely. Not more or less difficult. Simply a different skill. I let my instincts guide me, as I typically did when casting.

For a moment nothing happened. I kept my composure, letting the flames lick at my body, burning all around me. I relaxed, totally and completely, and I let my mind wander.

A tingle spread down my hands. They moved of their own accord, settling once again over the half-molten metal of the breastplate. A soft rain of blue sparks fell from my fingers like falling stars, settling into the scratches in the metal, infusing it with a fraction of my power.

The cloud spread to the other pieces, falling over the metal and infusing them with energy. As they did, I felt more and more drained, as though I had been standing in the same spot for days. My legs ached.

I should have stopped, but a sudden wave of doubt stole my attention. Armour would restrict my movement. If the steel failed me, it would be worse than nothing.

I forced magic into the armour. The good feelings faded, and my hands shook. I scrunched up my face, ignoring the protestations of my arms and legs. Soon my whole body was screaming for me to stop, and willpower was all I had to keep me going. I had to complete the enchantment.

Then came the naming. I could barely breathe, let alone speak, but somehow the words found their way to my bloodied lips.

“I name thee Carapace of Ashes,” I murmured, intoning the words as I inscribed them, empowering them with surges of arcane power. “Heart of Flame, Death of Daggers, Shield of My Body, and Fuel of My Spells. Forged by Ren of Atikala, the binding of Grand-Ember Magmellion, Lord of Ashes. He is bound for one hundred years from this day.”

“Or until your death,” said Magmellion. “I’ll not spend a century wrapped around a corpse.”

The ache was almost unbearable. Magmellion was stalling me, trying to force my magic to fail, so he could be released. I could fight him and resist, but it seemed a reasonable concession.

“Or my death,” I said. “When armour is dust and magic binding fades, steel cannot contain you, and you will be returned home.”

“Then let it be done.”

With a low groan like tearing paper, Magmellion inhaled, sucking in ashes from the floor of the furnace. His body seemed to liquefy and reform into a thin sheet, lying over the metal plates of my new armour. He sank into the pits I scratched, like water, my runes glowing with a bright light before fading.

The bellows closed, and the fire, starved of air, began to recede. The glow faded from the metal, Magmellion’s body completely absorbed into the grooves, filling them in and leaving the metal perfectly smooth once more.

I gathered up the metal plates, and careful not to fall, I climbed out of the furnace. The workers shut the grate, closing off the air to the flames and choking the life out of it.

Silence reigned. The crowd of kobolds watched, the closest ones splattered in soot that had drifted out of the fires and settled over them like a dark blanket. I was covered in the stuff. My hand was blackened and covered in ash so thick it came off in clouds when I moved. My whole body hurt, and I felt drained. I could sleep for a hundred years.

But I had made my first set of plate armour.

Not the first set that was mine; that was standard patrol gear made of human leather, boiled and hardened. I had left Atikala with it. It had been destroyed by Khavi, my dear dead friend, when he burned a swarm of spiders off me. The memory of him and his demise made my chest hurt.

I had replaced my leather with chainmail recovered from a dead Darkguard. Sufficient, for a time, but while I still had it, I had outgrown it.

This plate would serve me better.

Above the sea of sooty kobolds stood a larger figure, broad and strong, a head taller than all others. Dorydd the dwarf, of the Thunderhammers. She smiled from ear to ear, white teeth shining in the fading light of the forge.

I smiled back, and with all the strength I had left, I lifted the forged plates aloft. I reached within myself, summoning my magic; flaming wings burst from my shoulderblades, so natural to me that they were as my hands. Two beats took me into the air, ten feet off the stone floor, the glow of the flames lighting up the whole cavern of Ssarsdale, bathing my city in light.

“War!” I shouted to the throng.

The crowd erupted in wild exultations.

War! War! War!


























ACT I










War




WAR.

MY WORDS RALLIED SSARSDALE to war. Killing Vrax was the first step of that decision. I had my chance to live a peaceful life, and I chose the path of murder. At the time I thought that what I would do was just. A necessary evil.

I failed to understand, however, that this did not make my war a good act. Even today the righteousness of what I had done does not quiet the complaints of my conscience, nor quell the memories of all who died in my name. War is always evil. Never good. It is the young and idealistic or the old and foolish who think otherwise.

Sometimes only evil can fight evil. Sometimes the choice is taken away from you, and you are forced into conflict. Sometimes you have to embrace the darkness within and use wickedness to destroy wickedness. It is the nature of being a righteous soul. Inevitable. Where there is evil, it must be opposed, through any means and at any cost.

Or so I told myself.

Every bard within every inn across the land can spin you a tale of the plucky hero who overcomes adversity and triumphs in the face of great evil, snatching victory from the jaws of defeat just in time to make everything right in the world once again. Humans are raised on these tales, fed them from an early age well into adulthood, and most believe they are true. They try to believe. They want to believe.

They are wrong.

War is a meat grinder. The brave and fit are fed in, and ruin and corpses are produced. It is a place where the young go to die at the behest of the old, the powerful, those with petty grudges they cannot relinquish. I was neither old nor powerful so fell squarely into the third category.

I wanted revenge. Contremulus had hurt me. He had taken Khavi from me, had tortured me, and I wanted to take from him in return. I wanted him to feel what I’d felt, all those days and weeks spent chained in his dungeon, battered and abused. I wanted to visit his evil with righteous vengeance and remove a terrible creature from the world for the betterment of all.

But above all else, I wanted him to experience genuine suffering.

It took months to rally the whole of Ssarsdale to my cause, to bring them completely under my banner and convince the leaders of the city that my cause was worth sacrificing for. That my pain was worth their blood, worth risking everything they had fought for generations to preserve.

They were eventually convinced. Word of what had happened in Northaven spread like wildfire amongst my people, and my second rebirth at the stake in Contremulus’s courtyard had shown them that I was something more than a simple kobold. More than a goldling who had magic in her veins. The fallen star had been a herald of my coming. I was the seed of something powerful, righteous, and just, and all should follow me.

I was important.

As every day passed, my armies grew more powerful. I trained them. I showed them how to fight and win against the humans, against the great dragon that was my father. I enchanted their weapons, pouring my soul into the finest of steel, forging for them Humanslayers—special versions of the Feyeater blades but thirsting for men—to rend the flesh from those who opposed us.

I was special.

As every day passed, my power grew. My dreams became more vivid, and my fire burned brighter. Soon Tzala and I cast as peers, equals in the arcane arts, and soon after that I surpassed her. My grip on my power grew tighter. I flew on wings of fire, higher than all, and I rained death upon anyone who dared to defy my commands.

I was superior.

And as every day passed, I sounded more and more like Contremulus.

I sinned, and I forced others to sin a thousand times in my name.

I was a fool.

I was such a fool.

Please forgive me.




— Ren of Atikala


























CHAPTER I










I HANDED THE PLATES OFF to Ssarsdale’s craftsmen to sand and polish, and then assemble into a full suit of armour. What remained was no small task; they would still have to add leather straps, buckles, and chainmail for the joints. It would be some time before they were complete, and I was more than comfortable with that. I wanted no more part of the creation; the effort of binding the fire elemental had drained me more than I had anticipated. As the surge of energy wore off, I felt exhaustion more and more.

The forging of my armour should have been a moment for celebration. I felt as though I’d aged a year. My legs were heavy, and my arms ached. I needed rest. The stairs up to to the central spire of Ssarsdale—a large structure that served as the meeting hall for the council and the quarters for the same, including me—seemed to take an eternity to climb. I focused entirely on putting one foot in front of the other, with the concentration only a spellcaster could muster.

I barely noticed when I passed by the doors to the council room. Within those plain walls we had our endless, boring meetings about a thousand trivial things I could not possibly care less about. As much as I hated them, the council were necessary to the running of Ssarsdale. I couldn’t run this city without them.

Yet.

My position on the council was…unique. Vrax’s death—well, more correctly, his murder at my hands, unknown to anyone else but me—had left a position vacant. Commander of the Armies. Although that was my title in theory; in practice I had inserted myself as the supreme leader of the council. They all deferred to me.

There was no time for meetings today. I made my way directly to my sleeping chamber. It was the largest of them all, nestled at the very top of the spire. I pushed the door open, and yawning loudly, I stepped in front of Vrax’s mirror. My mirror now. Glowbugs crawled on the walls and the ceiling, providing light.

I looked wretched, more than I had in some time. There was no lustre in my scales; they seemed dull. My tail hung limply behind me. My eyes were puffy and sore. I grimaced instinctively and saw that my teeth had yellowed. This morning they were white and clean.

“You put on quite a show,” said Tzala, behind me. I nearly jumped out of my scales.

“Don’t scare me like that,” I said, placing my hand over my beating heart. It thumped at a nervous hum. I had never known Tzala to be so stealthy. “What are you doing here, Mother?”

“The door was open. I assumed you would want to sleep as soon as possible.” Her voice was polite, but she seemed…distant. Displeased. “I had hoped to talk to you.”

“I’m dead on my feet.” The confession was as true as they came. “I haven’t felt this tired in a long time. Not since we first came to Ssarsdale.” I slid over to the water basin, and with a low groan, splashed my face in it. The effort required to drag my head out of the water afterwards was significant. “I just want to sleep.”

“Be that as it may, I think you might have a problem brewing.” Tzala moved beside me, touching my back with her remaining arm. I wished she had both. I needed a hug. “Your wording on the enchantment was poor. You promised the elemental it could go free on your death.”

“This is the age of forgiveness, after all,” I said, smiling at her. “And it seemed only reasonable. If I’m gone, I will have no use for its service.”

“A short sighted conclusion,” said Tzala, rubbing her hand over the small of my back. It was a soothing, pleasant sensation that did nothing to fight the growing droop of my eyelids. “The elemental within your armour is bound to serve you, this is true, but it did not choose this path. It is compelled only to do the bare minimum in order to fulfil its obligation.”

“I understood that risk when I bound it,” I said. “You and I both did.”

“Yes, but now instead of simply begrudgingly helping you, you’ve made a powerful creature actively work against your interests. If it can find some way to cause your death, then its service has ended.” She sighed, reaching up to her forehead with her hand. “I don’t foresee any serious complications, but it is dangerous to keep an enemy so close to you.”

As much as I’d hoped Tzala would keep rubbing my back, I had learnt long ago that I didn’t always get what I wanted. “Our cause is important,” I said. “We march on the surface as soon as the preparations are made.”

“There is still so much to do before that,” said Tzala. “Our weapons are not ready. Our allies, Dorydd’s kin, have not yet responded to your call for aid. Your expedition to recover the fallen star has not yet even begun. The council sides with you, but they are not your thralls. They have questions and want answers. Answers, I feel, you should give them.”

So many things. So many things that I just didn’t care about. “You’re on the council,” I said, a little more snappish than I intended. “Is this them speaking, or you?”

Tzala’s ever-so-slight hesitance told me everything I needed to know, far better than her words did. “I think they are entitled to know what you intend. You are not of Ssarsdale, and there are now two Atikalans on the council. There are mutterings that your position is less…tenable than it might seem.”

Tenable? What in the Hells was that supposed to mean? I didn’t have the energy to fight her. “What do you suggest I do?” I asked, too tired to think of a solution.

“The council has heard much in terms of your words,” she said, speaking very carefully as though she did not want to offend me. “They have had their fill of them. What they need is action.”

Actions suited me far better than bickering. “That’s the best thing I’ve heard all morning.”

“Good.” Tzala’s eyes glowed in the dark. “I suggest a show of strength. Something to show the people that you are worth following.”

Fine. “In the morning,” I said, “I’ll have the Darkguard strike out at one of the nearby villages.”

Her snout crinkled in dismay. “What have farmers ever done to us? Or to you? Our cause is righteous vengeance, Ren, not senseless slaughter.”

Humans were humans as far as I was concerned, but there was no gain in butchery. “You’re right,” I said, words I’d said far too often recently. “I’ll go to the surface with a hundred kobolds and attack…something.”

She shook her head. “I suggest, Ren, that embarking on a war march without a clear idea of your objective, or the strength of any possible defenders, is folly. You do not know enough about your enemies to know where to strike them.”

“Well then,” I asked, sensing that Tzala was leading me to ask this question, “what do you think I should do?”

She smiled, genuinely, for the first time in a while. “Ask your dragon friend,” she said. “Visit Tyermumtican. See what he has to say about all this. He may be able to help you.”

“He is a long way away,” I said. “Many days travel. A month at the outset.” Even the thought of such a journey made me more tired.

Tzala’s face was a knowing smile. “There are ways and means.” She reached out to touch my back again. “But for now, I think you should rest.”

Without even answering, I dragged myself over to the nice, firm part of the floor that I slept in, curled up into a tight ball, and was instantly asleep.

[image: Image]

I slept, and I dreamed. Pleasant dreams came to me, but they were light and airy and eerily disturbing, like hearing music an octave too low and at a quarter speed. Consciously clear and in focus, subconsciously distant. Wrong. Damaged.

It was a process that was interrupted by a knock on my door. My eyes flew open, and a surge of anger leapt through me. I had asked not to be disturbed—I had asked that, hadn’t I?—and my body still ached from the enchanting.

Still, sacrifices would have to be made, even from me. I took a breath, uncurled myself, and lay flat on the floor.

“Come in,” I said, loud enough that I hoped it would be heard.

The door cracked open, and a welcome, rusty-scaled face greeted me.

Valen. Son of Khavi and Falla; I had rescued his egg from Northaven, a wicked city, and he had hatched on the road.

He stood tall as he entered. Excited. Valen now came up to my waist. He was no longer a child; soon he would be assigned a task, and it was no secret what that task would be. His feet barely whispered as they landed, his hands were steady and quick, and his eyes sharp.

It would be a waste to make him a simple warrior. No, Valen would be a Darkguard. I could not be more proud.

“Good evening Supreme Leader.” He dipped his dark snout low. “I hope I did not disturb you.”

“You are always welcome in my sight, little one.” I stood up, extended my claw, and patted the top of his head. “Though you are not so little now.”

“I eat, and I grow.” He straightened his back. “Just like you taught me.”

“Just like I taught you.” It seemed so long ago, wandering through the underworld and teaching little Valen, at that time no bigger than my hand, how to live as a kobold, how to grow, how to fight. Time passed so quickly.

He hugged my waist and then stepped back. “I have been training.”

That was odd; Valen was close to his assignment, but not quite there yet. “Have you?” I asked. “With whom?”

“Ilothika.” He held his arms out in front of him, as though he were holding a blade. “And also on my own. I found a sliver of stone in the lower levels. Just like the one that dragon made for me. I practice with that.”

“The lower levels?” They could be so dangerous. “I told you not to go there anymore.”

“I know,” said Valen. “I just enjoy the challenge of exploring somewhere new; an action without some degree risk is of minimal value. Tzala said that.”

Hearing wise words from my own mother was an odd experience. I knew she was aged, and well placed in both Atikala of old and Ssarsdale, but for her to be tutoring the hatchlings… “I’m sure she didn’t mean to apply that to accessing areas that are, for good reason, restricted.”

“I know,” said Valen. He held up a small hand as though to offer an apology. “Speaking of Tzala, she sent me here for you.”

My mother frequently spoke to me, but she always came herself. “Why?”

“She did not say,” said Valen, red eyes narrowing in confusion. “Which is odd. She said to fetch you immediately, so I did.”

I sensed, perhaps, that there was a sense of urgency, which Valen had not picked up on. “Where is she?”

“The gates to the city,” said Valen.

Without waiting for him to speak further, I stepped out onto my balcony, activated my wings of fire, and then I flew towards the gates.
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My wings beat as I flew over Ssarsdale. Below me, thousands of kobolds looked up from their daily tasks, pointing and cheering.

Even after all this time, I had not become accustomed to being worshiped. Their attention made me feel special and important, but I had been raised as any other kobold—to subsume my individuality and to fit in. It was difficult to be an individual in a society where one was encouraged to be part of the faceless throng.

As I drew closer to the gate, I could see a crowd of kobolds near the closed, thick iron doors. I landed, blowing up a cloud of dust. I dismissed the spell, and the tendrils of flame folded into my shoulder blades.

“Ren,” said Tzala, running to me, her face twisted in a way I had not seen it before. Fear. Anger. “There’s been an attack.”

A flash of fury rose within me. “Here?” I asked, “at the gates? Who would dare—”

“No.” Tzala touched my shoulder and guided me forward. “One of our daily patrols.”

She could have just said patrols. I knew they were daily; I had been assigned to the patrol in Atikala. She should have known that. I wasn’t sure why, but my mother not remembering this detail in my life annoyed me greatly.

Fortunately, my anger had no time to play itself out. I soon saw the reason why the crowd had gathered around. A kobold dressed in leather and splattered with blood slumped limply on the cold stone. Two arrow shafts stuck out from her abdomen. Her skin was white, pale, and her eyes sunken, and her lifeblood slowly pooled on the stones, a sanguine trail leading from the far tunnels, through the door, and to the spot where she lay.

A glance told me everything I needed to know: the kobold wouldn’t survive. As she looked at me, and our eyes met, I could see she knew it too. 

“Ren,” she gasped, her voice barely a whisper. She might have said nothing at all. The joy in her eyes at seeing me was heartening.

I crouched down beside her, resting my hands on her chest. “I’m here,” I said. “Tell me, brave warrior, what happened?”

Her lips trembled and shook, words trying to force their way out. I leaned in close, trying to hear. So faint. Not even a whisper. Not even…

She died, her words unheard.

“I’m sorry,” said Tzala.

There was nothing more I could do. I straightened up, hands splattered with gore. “Did she say anything before I arrived?”

“We urged her to conserve her strength,” said Tzala. “She did nothing more than call for you.”

An appreciated gesture, and I respected her devotion, but I would have preferred an explanation as to what happened to her.

“Send out scouts to recover the rest of the bodies,” I said, raising my voice so that all could hear. “This warrior, her patrolmates, died heroic deaths. They were protecting Ssarsdale from an unknown enemy.” I ground my teeth together. “But we will discover the truth of it, and when we do, this injury will be repaid tenfold!”

From the onlookers, one figure shuffled forward. She was hunched, black robe pulled low over her head, tail dragging on the stone as she walked. Withered. Old. I knew her.

Sirora. Mistress of Spells, head of the magical academe.

“Such a shame,” she said, her croaky voice at once almost impossible to hear and yet loud enough to echo in the cavern. “A young life, cut down in her duties.” Sirora made a soft tsking noise, clicking her tongue. “You did all you could.”

Of course I had. I was no healer. “What do you want, Sirora?”

“Only to serve you, Supreme Leader,” she said, showing her crooked, sharp teeth. “Always.”

Snakes had more loyalty than her. “How do you mean?”

Sirora shuffled over to the corpse, inspecting it with a critical eye. “Human sized weapons,” said Sirora, pressing her clawtips together. “There’s little mystery regarding the nature of our attackers.”

“We don’t know anything,” I cautioned.

Her face lit up. “This is true,” she said. “Why don’t we investigate? Have my minions retrieve the bodies of our fallen. Bring them back to my home. I can help you find the truth behind this slaughter.”

“What knowledge can you glean from a corpse?”

Her red eyes shone beneath her hood. “More than you could possibly imagine.”

Some voice in the back of my mind implored me not to follow Sirora down this dark path, but the blood of Ssarsdale had been spilled by parties unknown. I owed it to the dead, to the rapidly cooling corpse lying at my feet, to find out what had happened to her. Playing with necromancy was never my forte, but that was what Sirora was here for, wasn’t it?

“Proceed,” I said.

Sirora bowed low once more and gestured for me to follow.
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Across the city and into the grand spire we went. Instead of heading up towards my chambers, Sirora opened the large double doors that led down with both hands, great strength obvious in her frail frame, and then walked into the gloom.

Although I had lived in the spire since my arrival, I had not seen this part of it yet. She led me through the deep winding tunnels of her lair. It was completely spotless, as though it had been cleaned recently. For reasons that escaped me I could not help but be suspicious of a necromancer and…cleanliness.

What mischief had she been working at down here? Sirora’s…experiments…were well known in Ssarsdale. The only thing I objected to was her playing with the dead, returning them as servants and playthings. Were she not a powerful sorceress, Sirora would have been executed for being aberrant.

Magic users were permitted indulgences, but there were limits.

I wondered what would happen when she eventually reached hers.

We descended. The scent of death caught my nose. We came to a square, ten-foot chamber full of corpses, a dozen kobolds piled together unceremoniously. They all wore the trappings of warriors.

“Wait,” I asked. “How did these get here?”

“My servants had, anticipating your command, retrieved the bodies.”

A glance revealed that what Sirora had said was true; these warriors had been killed by human weapons. Or elves. Or dwarves. I did not want to leap to assumptions.

“You knew about this?” I asked, squinting narrowly at her.

“Tzala sent word that you were not to be disturbed. I assumed she would have told you when you awoke—there was nothing you could do for the dead, after all.”

My mother had only called me when a survivor had been found.

Deep breath.

“I’m glad you brought these back,” I said. “The bodies of proud warriors should not be left for the scavengers.” It was something I had picked up during my encounters with the other races; most everyone, save us, buried their dead.

“The fate of minions is of little concern to me.” Sirora tugged the closest body out of the pile. Two familiar arrows stuck out of its belly. “This one was the survivor, wasn’t it?”

This one. I did not like how impersonal she was. “Yes.”

Sirora reached down, and with surprising ease, plucked the head from the body. It came away with a sickening slurp. The corpse had almost completely deteriorated. Sirora’s minions had clearly done more than simply retrieve it.

“Ahh, now, this should do nicely.” She sat, folding her legs, and withdrew a long knife.

“What are you doing?” I asked.

Sirora ignored me. She held the head in one hand, carefully balanced, and then took her sharp knife to the skin. She began carving away the flesh, artfully avoiding knicking the bone, flaying it from top to bottom. Her knife worked past the scalp, cheeks, and jaw bone, removing the flesh with a practiced hand. Sirora cut in silence, mutely reducing our fallen warrior’s head to nothing but brain and bone.

“Excellent symmetry,” she muttered to herself, holding the bone in her hand. “This one will do nicely.”

“Desecration of our dead?” I snipped. “Helpful.”

“I have not finished,” said Sirora. She turned the knife around in her palm, reversing her grip, and pressed the point to the skull’s temple. She began carving a series of elaborate runes in a band, finishing them on the opposite side of the unfortunate warrior’s forehead.

Arcane words of power flowed from Sirora’s lips, and a faint blue light shone from the skull’s mouth and eye sockets.

“Speak,” it whispered, its tone weak and otherworldly. “So I may be released.”

“It’s not a spirit,” Sirora said to me. “Just a fragment of the body’s experience. Ignore its crying.”

The skull’s eye-lights looked at me, and although there was nothing but bone and glow, I swore—swore to everything I’d ever treasured—that it was pleading with me to let it die.

“Okay,” I said, trying not to look at the horrid thing. “What do we do?”

“I will ask it questions,” said Sirora, “and the magic will compel it to speak truthfully.” Useful. “But do not be trivial with them; we have four only.”

Four. I put a claw tip to my chin, considering.

“What happened to you?” I said.

Sirora shook her head. “You aren’t being specific enough. Its knowledge is limited.” Sirora cleared her throat, turning her attention towards the skull. “How did you die?”

“Human weapons found my flesh,” the skull groaned. “I was the third in command of the patrol. Our leader saw a human. We readied our spears to destroy it, but it fled. We chased and were lead into an ambush. They cut my patrol down with blade and spell. I glimpsed my end as their leader’s bow found my gut and was properly introduced after I staggered home to die.”

“Nice shooting,” said Sirora approvingly.

“You compliment our enemies,” I said, my tail twitching in frustration.

“Three questions left,” said Sirora.

We’d found out the most pressing piece of information. That the kobolds were killed by humans.

I couldn’t think of another question. Sirora looked at me expectantly.

“Describe the nature of the war party,” I said.

Sirora repeated my question.

“Eight humans in the western tunnels. Mostly males. Strange. We killed one of them. A mighty victory. They had weapons and spells.”

That really didn’t help us. The answer seemed to amuse Sirora.

“Tell us,” said Sirora. “What spells did you observe? Describe them.”

“Missiles of magical energy struck down our leader. A spray of light blinded one of our spearmen. The human warriors killed her shortly after.”

That was actually useful. The spellcaster could summon magical missiles, as I could, but their lack of more powerful spells implied either they were holding back or were simply an apprentice.

Sirora looked so pleased. “One question remains, Leader Ren.”

“I did not command you to ask that,” I said.

Sirora tilted her head, and I could almost hear her scales creak. “It seemed appropriate, as the Mistress of Spells, to inquire as to the nature of our enemy’s magical abilities.”

Frustratingly, I had to agree. It had been useful information.

“What is your name?” I asked. “And the names of your patrolmates?”

“What?” Sirora practically spat the words. “What possible use to anyone is that?”

“It’s important to me,” I said. Not only to my conscience, but also to prove to Sirora that I was in charge. “And we know where they were. The western tunnels are not expansive. Ask the question.”

Our eyes locked for a moment, and then Sirora turned back to the skull. “Tell me the names of all your party.”

“This body was called Friela,” said the skull, some measure of relief in its ghostly voice. “Our leader was Chali. The others…Shilke. Geefa. Pella. Vris. Thaar. Ivashi. Lharan. Ulorja. Wret. Wekma.”

I committed those names to my memory. The skull, with a relieved moan, crumbled to ash.

Sirora stood, wiping dust off her hands. “I will recycle the bodies,” she said. “Thank you for attending, Leader Ren.”

Recycled? I didn’t like what that implied. “No,” I said. “Have the bodies taken into the eastern tunnels and buried.”

Sirora’s eyes narrowed. “Why?”

“It is right,” I said. “These warriors fought hard for our people. They died so we can live. The very least we can do is show them the respect that we owe them.”

“They are corpses,” hissed Sirora. “They are nothing. Just meat and bones and sinew. Crude matter. Matter that we could use.”

My fists balled at my sides. I had suspected, but hearing it made it real. “You plan to turn the bodies into the living dead?”

“Of course,” said Sirora. “As you have seen, the flesh remembers the experiences of life. I would send these noble warriors back from whence they came, and kill those who kill them.” Her smile spread. “More flesh for the engine.”

“No.” Of this I was certain. “Our warriors will be laid at peace if they fall.”

Sirora shrugged her shoulders. “As you wish. I will have my minions lay them to rest in the eastern tunnels.”

“Good,” I said. The reeking corpses offended my nose, and the air suddenly grew cold. Uncomfortable. Silent.

I turned, and I left without saying more.

Friela had been killed in the western tunnels. That was where I had to go.


























CHAPTER II










I FLEW OUT OF SSARSDALE, flame and ashes in my wake. Walking would have been more discreet, but this time, I didn’t care. I took nobody with me. This shouldn’t have been a personal matter, but it was. Something about Friela and her demise, the way she had given everything to the community, even her life, all so willingly…it was an injustice that she was dead. And injustices needed to be righted.

I needed nobody else for that.

The western tunnels were mostly straight, and they were deep, cutting through limestone worn away by an underground river that no longer flowed. My passage was swift, although several hours’ travel took me less distance than I had hoped, and of the patrol—or their attackers—I saw no sign, save occasional teardrops of blood, tails pointed the way I was headed.

Friela’s blood. She had walked so far, so badly wounded…every flap of my wings was powered by anger. Rage. Righteousness.

I found a body. Kobold, lying face down on the ground. Examining it from afar, I landed and folded my fiery wings into my back.

Dead, a huge arrow in her side. She wore leather human-skin armour and had a large haversack full of supplies, along with a spear strapped to her back, the tip bloody. Her hands, her side, were soaked in blood, and the trail lead away from her.

One of Friela’s patrol mates. One who had escaped the notice of Sirora’s assistants. She had been wounded, too, and Friela had tried to help her. Which one was this one? I could not know.

She looked, in many ways, like me. Had Atikala not been destroyed, I might well have been this kobold, a patroller and warrior, cut down by human intruders.

I closed her eyes with my hand, and I took a shallow breath. I had to be quieter, now. At least one of the humans had been wounded, and according to Friela’s skull, they had lost one of their number, too. That body was not here. The survivors would not have gone far.

I walked down the long tunnel, perched on my toes, keeping noise to a minimum.

Soon I found the battle site. Dead kobolds strewn out everywhere, their weapons and equipment laying where they fell, blood soaking the stones. Large insects, six inches or more, scuttled around, nibbling at the bodies and breaking them into pieces. Flesh-Cleaners. Blind scavengers that picked the underworld clean of the dead.

They scattered away from me as I walked through the bodies, chittering as they sensed the vibrations of my footsteps and scurried further up into the tunnel, but they would be back once I had left.

Creeping forward, I followed the sound of the skittering legs on stone and the clicking of their voices. The tunnel ahead forked. The Flesh-Cleaners took the left, all of them, moving as a group away and down.

The blind insects fled from all noise, and although they could not see, their other senses were sharp. There was some reason they went together.

It could only be them.

I slipped forward, passing the occasional glowbug as it scuttled along the ceiling, my rapier in my hand and shield firmly strapped to my arm. The tunnel climbed, and I climbed with it. As I got higher, I could hear the faint sound of voices echoing against the stone. They were speaking a strange language. It was soft, but also hard at times. There were two of them, arguing. I couldn’t understand it.

I advanced around a corner. Nothing. Another corner. Nothing. Yet the voices grew louder.

I realised that they were shouting at each other. Had they no idea how far their voice would travel?

Two more corners and I, finally, peeked around to see them.

Humans. Seven of them. One was lying down, its body covered in bloodstained bandages, and it was yelling the loudest. It seemed to be imploring the others to do something, but what I could not guess. The others were resisting.

There was a body wrapped in cloth. The dead one. I couldn’t help but nod approvingly. My warriors had done well.

The others stood around, some with weapons in hand. Bows and swords, just as Friela had said. The others had torches. Lit, burning flames. The glare was uncomfortably bright, but they seemed to need to squint to see.

All of them had silver rings on their hands. I had seen such things in Northaven. I was uncertain as to their nature, but when I had worn one, the humans had treated me much better. It was some kind of affiliation. Vrax had worn one too, as had several kobolds I’d found hiding in the city. They were now all dead.

The rings didn’t concern me. The weapons did, however. Each sword was as big as I was or bigger. The arrows were comically oversized. If I was hit, it would be devastating.

All of a sudden a wave of doubt came over me. There were six combat ready warriors, each of them double my size. What was I thinking, coming this far without warriors of my own?

No time for such doubts. I stepped boldly out into the hallway.

“Greetings,” I said. “I am Ren of Atikala.”

They all stared at me.

The one with the bow squinted as he looked at me. “You.” His Draconic was terrible. “You Ren?”

“Yes.”

The injured one spoke in his own language, quieter now, more subtly. The others chattered back in their surface tongue.

I should have learned their language. It would have been useful.

More chattering.

“Stop talking,” I said. “Enough.”

The bow-human turned back to me. “We lost. Travellers from the surface.”

I wanted to ask how he knew my name, but I had actually told him that. “Why were you confused when I told you my name?”

He shrugged helplessly. “No understand.”

I doubted that. I doubted I would get anything out of him, but my teacher Yeznen of Atikala had always said diplomacy was the art of fighting with words. Try until it fails; words can turn to blows in a heartbeat, but blows to words takes years. I kept my hands ready, rapier held tight. “I want to know why you killed my patrol.”

His eyes looked around. “Alone?”

That wasn’t a friendly question. I raised my weapon at him. “Careful,” I said.

The others raised their weapons too. One shook his torch at me, as though that was a credible threat. For simple warriors it might have been.

A tense silence.

“Who sent you?” I asked. “Contremulus?”

“We travellers,” said the bow-man, and I felt—rather than saw—his grip on his arrow weaken.

I raised my shield in time. The arrow skipped off the top, barely missing my spines.

Their last mistake.

Three warriors advanced on me, blades ready, as the archer readied another shot. They were undisciplined but eager; their faces split into horrifying grins, hair bouncing around on their heads.

Despite their wounded and their dead, they were drunk on success. They had defeated a kobold patrol for the loss of only one of their own. And I was alone.

But I needed no one. I reached into myself, and I showed them something I had been practicing alone in the eastern tunnels.

I spat a word of arcane power, sucked away the flames, brought them into my mouth, and then closed them off.

The light returned to a comfortable level, illuminated by only the glowbugs. To the humans, though, it seemed as though they were suddenly blind.

They shouted to each other, their confidence gone. I walked right up to one. His eyes darted around, seeking the sound of my footsteps, and his blade swung blindly.

I didn’t even bother blocking; it was way over my head. When it passed, I neatly sliced his arm.

His blade clattered to the ground. The bowman fired, seeking the sound, the arrow finding his friend in the back.

“Idiot,” I said.

My voice drew all their eyes to me. Even the injured one. The bowman started firing wildly, shooting arrows in all directions.

One of the swordsmen, a female, pulled something out of her backpack. Two stones. She struck them together, and light flared on her torch as it lit.

It was fire they wanted, was it?

I spat the fire out of my mouth. A wall of fire sprung up between us, billowing and roaring, its heat pouring out towards the humans and obscuring them. I heard them shout in confusion and fear.

As well they should fear. I stepped forward into the roiling flames, smoke pouring out and obscuring the ceiling. The heat passed around my body like water.

The humans, however, raised their hands to shield their faces, stepping back.

As they retreated, I advanced, wreathed in flames. I lunged forward and stabbed the female human in the gut. As she slumped over, I twisted, avoiding her clumsy attempt to grab me. Her hair caught fire from the heat, and she let forth a panicked shriek.

I silenced her with a downward thrust.

“You think you can walk into Ssarsdale lands, into kobold lands, and kill with impunity?” I spat at the wide-eyed, retreating humans. “Monsters, that’s what you are!”

The farthest of them turned and ran. I summoned another wall of flame at the other side of the hallway, sealing away their escape route, took another step forward, and then pointed my rapier at the bandaged one’s throat.

“No,” he said, panic in his eyes, lips shaking so much they could barely form words. “No! No!”

I jabbed my blade under his chin and into his brain.

Two of them rushed in at once, roaring savagely. I deflected the clumsy strike with my shield, then parried the other and held it. The heat roared at my back. I took a step back; they could not follow.

“Curse you!” spat the swordsman. “Curse! Curse!”

I put my hands together and summoned a cone of flame, burning them both to cinders. Their bodies fell, writhing, and I casually stabbed them both as I advanced on the remaining two.

One ran, bent low, arms raised over his head, barreling towards the distant wall of fire. His legs thumped on the stone as he lowered his head, braving the heat.

He caught fire as he passed through, his hair, clothes, and leather armour igniting as he stumbled onto the other side. Screaming. Thrashing. Kicking.

“Wait,” said the last one, his Draconic slightly better than the first. He had to shout over the sound of his dying friend. “Stop! Stop!” He held out his sword, making a show of dropping it to the stone.

I didn’t care. I had no use for human prisoners. I summoned my wings of fire, taking flight, hovering up to his eye height.

Then the human did something I did not expect. He reached around behind him and withdrew a bundle of clothes with a face.

It was a tiny human. A tiny human who stared, wide eyed, at the flames, and at me. It didn’t seem frightened. It had bright yellow hair, just like the human that held it.

It was a human hatchling.

“Put that thing down,” I said. “Slowly.”

He did, slowly lowering the tiny human with care. On the other side of the wall, the screaming faded to pained moans. They were not the sounds of a person who would survive.

“Kill me,” said the human, his tone wavering. “Not my child.”

I fingered the hilt of my rapier carefully. The humans had to pay for what they had done, but what would I do with the human child? It would never be accepted in Ssarsdale. I couldn’t care for it, even if I knew how. I had no breasts for it to chew on and devour, not that I would feed anyone my own flesh willingly.

Humans were so strange.

The idea of feeding flesh—disgusting as it was—gave me an idea. The human had to pay. But there were other prices other than death.

“Pick up the child,” I said. “You may go, after you have paid for what you’ve done.”

The human, confused but relieved, scooped up the bundle of cloth and flesh at his feet. “I free? Child and I free?”

“After you’ve paid,” I said, and I slowly floated down to the ground. Cautiously I stepped towards him, aware of any trickery. “I must make sure that you do not run back to Northaven. Go south, and do not ever, ever, threaten me or my kind again.”

“South,” said the human, holding his child tightly. “Yes. How pay?”

“Kneel. And extend your sword hand.”

He knew where this was going. I could see it in his eyes.

“It’s your choice,” I said, hoping that he would choose sanity. What would I do with an infant human? “Choose.”

The human hugged his child. Hugged it long and hard, until I thought it might pop. Then, slowly, he extended his hand. The silver of the ring on his finger glinted yellow in the light of my flaming wings.

A slice of my rapier took his hand off at the wrist.

The human barely whimpered. The pain must have been intense, agonising, but he kept his composure.

I extended my hand, cast, and let flame sear the stump. His composure held.

Right on cue, the walls of fire winked out, one by one. I picked up the loose torch, handed it to the human, placing it into his remaining hand.

“Now go,” I said.

“Thank you,” said the human through teeth clenched in pain. “Thank you.”

The thanking was the worst of it. Guilt rose in my gut. I had done what I had needed to—that human would never swing a sword at a kobold again—but it seemed…cruel. Necessary and unnecessary. There had to be a better way.

“I wish you the best,” I said, and I genuinely meant it. “Take care of your child.”

He said nothing, looking at me. I felt I should say more. I had just taken his hand—I could not undo that—but…I felt, somehow, that I did not have to. It was right. It was justice.

If we were to liberate the surface, how much justice would I have to dispense? How many more hands would I have to take?

“Go,” I said, “before I change my mind.”

He stood, and cradling his child with his remaining hand, the severed stump of his other jammed under his arm pit, he left, staggering off into the gloom.

That left only the dying man, still smouldering, faint red embers burning in his skin. He still breathed. Still gasped for air with charred lungs.

It was pitiful to watch. Painful, even. His agony was painted all over his face.

There was nothing I could get from him. I ended his suffering the only way I could, with the blood-splattered point of my rapier.

The only thing left to do was to retrieve the rings from the fingers of the humans I had killed. My collection of these was small, but I had pledged to grow it, although as I held the eight bloodstained pieces of metal in my hand, I had to admit that it felt somewhat petty. Small.

Then—my bloodlust burned out—I turned, and I walked back the way I had come, to Ssarsdale.


























CHAPTER III










I HAD A DAY TO myself, a day to rest and contemplate, and then I had to do my duty. A meeting with the council of elders.

Meeting. Worse than hot irons to the soles of my feet.

The council chambers were sparse and utilitarian, an oval chamber with stone walls and no windows. At the centre of the room was a huge table made of carved subterranean mushroom treated alchemically to harden it; the stalk of the plant it was taken from must have been fifteen feet in diameter.

I was late, so the council was already gathered. Everyone stared at me as I took my seat.

“Thank you for attending,” said Sirora, from the academe seat. Her arms were folded neatly in front of her, gaunt, and almost impossibly thin fingers curled around each other like a tangle of vines. “We were about to begin.”

“Beginning without me?” I asked, pulling my chair in close.

Sirora’s withered face grew into a shallow smile. “I know how forging magical items can drain one so,” she said, her voice like creaking leather. “As I said earlier, I feel our dear leader should have more than a day to rest after such exertion.”

I did ache, from the battle and the forging, but I would not show her. “I will endure,” I said, keeping as much strength in my voice as I could muster. “It takes more than this to kill me.”

Her empty eyes betrayed the utter lack of emotion beneath. “Of course,” Sirora said. She intertwined her fingers, each thin and boney.

Tzala, with an obvious attempt to deflect our banter, smiled to the table. “So. To business.”

Pergru, head of logistics and war, almost leapt out of his chair, his white scales harsh on the eyes and freshly polished. “Human aggression must be paid for in blood. The army continues to train, yes,” he said, his tongue clicking energetically. “We have the steel and the will; what we lack is experience, yes.”

He was too eager for my taste, too brutal, too willing to rush into war without planning. Despite this, I sympathised. One could not raise an army on training dummies.

“I will organise a sortie,” I said. “I agree that the army needs to be blooded. The humans need to be punished for what they have done.”

“When, yes?” he pressed, and then, as though remembering his place, he slowly settled back into his chair. “When should we expect to march, Leader?”

A hard question. “I must scout the surface,” I said. “I share your eagerness, Pergru, but I will not risk war with the humans without better knowing what we may face.”

Out of the corner of my eye, Tzala nodded approvingly, as did several others. Sirora and Pergru did not. Their eyes hid things from me.

“Send Darkguard?” Ilothika, the head of the Darkguard. Her hood almost hid her face, her cloak bearing the dragon-claw clasp of the Darkguard. She spoke the strange, compact variant of Draconic her assassins used to reduce echoes. I found it vaguely unsettling. “We find humans. Kill. Learn from bodies.”

Sirora narrowed her red eyes eagerly, looking to me. “The dead remember things; you know I can pry the secrets from their bones.”

“No,” I said. The memory of Friela’s skull crumbling to dust flashed back into my mind. “We are not butchers. The surfacers suffer under the heel of tyrants. Our goal is to free the people, not replace them with a greater tyranny.”

“But,” said Ilothika, “they kill us.”

It was hard to say, but I needed to convince them. “They strike out against what they don’t understand. I was held by humans once. They treated me well.”

“Ren is right,” said Tzala. “Our quest is a righteous one. We are not killers.”

“I am killer,” said Ilothika, matter-of-factly. It was true. Her magical abilities were equal only to her skill with the blade. Ilothika was like me—a spell caster and a warrior—but while I favoured open combat and steel armour, she was death in the night.

I did not trust Ilothika. Ever since Darkguard assassins had tried to kill me while I slept, I had always kept the Darkguard at arms length, except Valen of course.

I never did find out who sent the assassins. Ilothika had blamed Vrax; that seemed too convenient for me. The Darkguard would never move without their leader’s express permission. Much less three of them.

Yet I trusted her self-assessment. She was dangerous. That was undeniable.

“We have plenty of soldiers,” said Ushug, the head of domestic supplies. “Ssarsdale is smaller than Atikala was, but we have strength and power enough. War is a more than steel and assassins—warriors win battles, logistics wins wars. We can fight no one if we cannot feed ourselves.”

The memory of my destroyed hometown hurt.

“That is your job,” said Sirora, her tail flicking behind her, a snake curling around itself. “I busy myself not with the prattling of the food mongers.”

Ushug curled back her upper lip. “You will do well to consider what I say; even spellcasters can starve. Without support, you are a spear tip without a shaft. Useless.”

Their bickering was giving me a headache. “Enough,” I said, putting both my hands on the table and propping myself into a standing position. Everyone fell quiet, and their eyes turned on me. “Ushug is right. Our food supplies are significant, but not enough for a march on the surface. We cannot rely on the bounty of raided farms and settlements. We must provide our own.”

“I would hope,” said Tzala, “that you do not intend to steal the crops from innocent farmers.”

She had a good point. “I do not expect it will come to that. When they see that we are liberators, not conquerers, they will aid us willingly.”

My mother nibbled on her lower lip but said nothing. Her lack of confidence frustrated me.

I could not dwell on it, however. I turned to Yelora—head of the miners. Previously, this had been another’s position, but after her demise from some kind of misadventure, Yelora had stepped into the role. She was reading her spellbook and barely seemed to be paying attention.

“What do you say, Yelora?”

She did not immediately answer me, turning a page in her book and adjusting herself in her chair.

Almost all kobold spellcasters were sorcerers, but Yelora was not; she was a magus, a seamless blend of arcane and martial prowess. She gained her power not from magic in her blood, but as wizards did, from knowledge, practice, and study.

Finally, she put down her book. “I think this war is folly.”

The silence in the council chambers was palpable.

“I understand,” I said, keeping my tone even. “I do not expect Ssarsdale to follow an outsider so easily, especially on such short notice, and our foes are powerful, but we are a powerful in return. We have the potential to do good for those on the surface. When presented with such an opportunity, it is unethical to do nothing.”

She looked at me as she considered her words; I held her gaze until she looked away.

“As you wish, Leader,” she said, returning her attention to her book. “It will not be my head at risk. My charges will be safe in Ssarsdale.”

Pergru glared at Yelora and then looked back to me. “I agree with Ren; we have prepared enough, yes. Every day we wait we risk Contremulus finding us, yes?”

The very mention of my father’s name made my scales turn cold. The tip of my tail twitched, and I fought to control the fear that bubbled in my belly like frozen lava.

“His magical power is considerable,” I said, “as are the multitudinous skills of his many followers and lackeys. But we are deep underground. His scrying will have difficulty locating us, and we have not seen any indications of magical eyes upon Ssarsdale.”

Ushug ran her hand over the table, her claw tips tracing the rings of the mushroom. “None of the section leaders have reported anything amiss.”

That was good enough for me. I sat back down.

“Is there anything else?” I asked, looking around the table at each of the members in turn.

Sirora. Tzala. Ilothika. Pergru. Ushug. Yelora. None of them voiced anything, but I could sense…something from each of them. A reluctance to speak that said a great deal.

Tzala was right. They did not truly support me. I needed to act in some way, even if it was small.

“Then,” I said, “I wish to put forward a motion to the council that we dispatch a scout to the surface.”

“I send assassin,” said Ilothika. “Scout. Slay. Return.” Her red eyes narrowed at me, and I did not believe, for a moment, that the Darkguard would be suitable for this task. “Give word and I send.”

That would never work. “No killing.”

“Then,” said Sirora, “I will send one of my apprentices. There are many valuable reagents on the surface; the visit can be dual purpose.”

I could only imagine what reagents Sirora might require for her work. Human skulls? Blood? Eyeballs?

“No,” I said, “no killing.”

“They would not die,” purred Sirora. A glowbug crawled onto the table, and she picked it up, examining its wiggling legs with detached curiosity. “The freshest pieces are cut from the living. We can retrieve a handful of surfacers and study their composition.”

I felt as though the purpose of this trip eluded them. “No killing,” I said again. It was becoming my mantra. “No dismembering. No abducting. No…anything.”

“Who send?” asked Ilothika.

There was only one answer. “I will go,” I said.

Sirora pursed her lips, showing a few of her teeth. “And how exactly did you plan to accomplish this? Darkguard are living shadows, my apprentices have their ways and means of slipping past the humans unnoticed…how do you intend to gather information about the surface without them gutting you like a glowbug?”

A question I did not have an answer to. “I am happy to take suggestions on this matter.” I pointedly looked at Sirora. “Especially from you. I am a spell caster, a sorcerer. Anything your apprentices can use, I am certain I can use as well.”

She half smiled, a ghostly, almost mocking gesture. “You don’t have the training. I could give you my tools, but what good is a hammer to a fungus?”

“I don’t know many fungi who can bind elder fire elementals into armour.”

Tzala smiled approvingly. I couldn’t help but smile back, and my tail flicked slightly.

“A well made point,” said Sirora, settling back into her chair and folding her bone-thin fingers into her lap.

No further matters were raised. With the meeting closed, I waited until everyone except Tzala had filed out. When I was sure that we were alone, I let all the tension of the meeting flow out of me.

“How am I going to do this?” I asked, running my hands over my head, tracing along my spines. I had seen, firsthand, the way humans reacted to kobolds—suspicion and fear. “Scouting the humans by myself? What was I thinking…”

Tzala stood out of her chair, made her way over towards me, then rested her hand on my shoulder. “Do not despair so soon into your journey, Ren. Focus on your task.”

Focus wasn’t the problem. The prospect of scouting the humans loomed in my mind like a spectre, its dark claws clawing at my heart. “Okay,” I said, taking a deep breath. “First step…how to get to the surface.”

“Good,” said Tzala, sliding into the seat beside mine. “Do you feel confident travelling to the surface on your own?”

The way to the surface from Ssarsdale was solid in my mind. “I’ve walked the tunnels around our home several times now, including with you. I can do that.”

“Very well,” said Tzala, resting her hand on the table. “What next?”

“I suppose I should pick a place to scout.” I chewed on the inside of my mouth. “There is a human village not far from here; I have been there once.” Memories drifted back to me, of being imprisoned in their barn, interrogated by an elf and her eidolon, and then…blood and dark deeds…from both sides. “My stay was hardly pleasant, but I suspect this is a good place to start.”

“Good idea,” said Tzala. “Somewhere a little familiar would be good; it will give you the edge.” She leaned forward. “How will you get there?”

“A short trip across the surface—acclimatising myself to the cold and the bright will be difficult, but not impossible—and then…” I grit my teeth. “Then I have to convince the humans that I’m not a threat to them. If they recognise me, though, I doubt very much that anything in Drathari can sway them. Khavi killed several of their number breaking me out. I’m sure they wouldn’t have forgotten.”

This, for some strange reason, seemed to please my mother. “Perhaps seeing the lives of those affected by violence will help bring some of your thoughts into focus.”

I narrowed my eyes at her. “What do you mean by that? I endured at Contremulus’s hands; I’ve seen my fill of suffering and pain.”

“No offence was intended.” She smiled reassuringly at me. “A good leader sees the world from a thousand perspectives. I’m very glad you chose to do this; it should broaden and temper your vision.”

“My vision doesn’t need tempering,” I said, faint frustration creeping in. “It needs information.”

“I know, I know.”

I stretched, arching my back. “None of this solves the problem of me infiltrating the humans.”

A sneaky smile grew across Tzala’s face. “How do you think Sirora’s apprentices were going to do it?”

“I don’t know,” I said. “I suspect they have some spell to do the trick.” None that I knew would help.

“Magically cloaking yourself as another species is a difficult illusion to maintain and ineffective; a simple touch can reveal the truth. Polymorphing yourself into one is a better trick, but such magics are typically short in duration. A more powerful one is one beyond most simple spellcasters, even Sirora.” Tzala touched the amulet around her neck. “Fortunately, there are other options than one’s spells.”

Some days I almost forgot Tzala wasn’t a kobold. She had scales and a tail, and looked for all the world to be one of us, but under the shape changing magic she was a gnome.

Unfortunately the amulets were attuned to a specific race. Kobolds, in the case of Tzala’s. It would serve no purpose to turn into myself, and it would deprive Tzala of her disguise. The thought of her ending up on Sirora’s dissection table made my stomach turn.

“You believe Sirora has one of those? Made for humans?”

Tzala smiled. “If she doesn’t have one already, she is probably in the process of creating one.”

My mother always had her way of coming through for me. I smiled widely and pushed back my chair. “Thank you.” I said, and I made my way out of the council chamber.
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I took the large stairs down the winding spire, down from the council chambers, down past rows of living quarters and rooms whose purpose I had not yet determined, and past the main entrance. Most of the other council members had their quarters arranged vertically in descending order of status; Pergru did not, however, and Sirora preferred the basement.

As I pushed open the heavy stone door that closed off the lobby to her chambers, I could see why.

The entire room was covered in thick cobwebs that hung from the ceiling like curtains; individual strands dangled down, as though to snare anyone foolish enough to enter. It was dark down here; even the glowbugs avoided this place.

I brushed the webs aside and made my way past the lobby. Waiting was for non-leaders.

“Sirora?” I called. “It is Ren. I must speak with you.”

Sirora glided out of one of the side passages, her feet barely touching the floor. Her hands were full of glass vials; each glowed with a dull inner light. How she managed to hold so many with her thin, strengthless fingers I did not know.

“Hello, Ren,” she said, smiling with a smile that was made with her mouth but not her eyes. “Welcome to my humble lair. Forgive the lack of symmetry in my dwelling; I did not expect to see you so soon. I was…preoccupied with my duties.”

Symmetry? “Of course,” I said, keeping my tone even and formal. I had no idea what kind of work could involve so many spiderwebs or so many vials of liquid. “Each to their toils.”

Sirora slipped one of the vials into the webs. As she did so, a swarm of tiny arachnids flowed out, took it, and spirited it away. “What brings you to my home?” she asked, palming off the vials one by one, each carried somewhere I could not see.

Avoiding the spiders as well as I could, I kept my hands close to my sides. “I need your help.”

Her false smile widened. “So do many who come here. I suspected that your promise to investigate the humans on your own was rash. Truly, though, I did not anticipate that you would reach this conclusion so quickly. You surprise me.”

“I have a tendency to do that.” I swallowed her backhanded compliment. I went to say more, but a faint wail echoed throughout the stone of the basement, crying words in Draconic I could not catch. It was suddenly silenced.

“My apologies,” said Sirora. “My apprentices do try to keep the noise to a manageable level.”

I would have to find some way to stop her, but we had a war outside to plan first, and I would need her help.

For now, I let the wail pass from my mind. “I know your apprentices have ways of appearing as races they are not,” I said. “I desire one of your amulets of humankind.”

Sirora hummed quietly. “Those amulets would certainly help you on the surface. I didn’t think you were even aware of their existence. You are most resourceful, Ren.”

I gently nipped at the inside of my cheek to avoid letting my true feelings bubble out my mouth. “Thank you,” I said. I could play her game. “But if you don’t have the power to create one, I could always look further afield. Tzala is an accomplished spellcaster. I’m sure if I spoke to her, she could forge me one. I know your power is limited.” I ran my tongue over my canines. “I mean no offence, of course…you do well, despite your considerable disadvantage.”

Her whole face seemed to tighten, even if her eyes remained as empty and lifeless as they always did. “To what disadvantage do you refer?”

“Necromancy is such a limited school, my friend. Certainly, the power to speak with the dead is an enviable one, but the living talk just as well. In Atikala the study of such things was discouraged as ineffective and a waste of perfectly good sorcerers, but fortunately the kobolds of Ssarsdale are much more charitable to those who take up the path. Although it does not speak well to the strength of the Ssarsdale magical academy to appoint one such as you as their headmistress…” I shrugged helplessly. “Very charitable.”

I thought, for a moment, that I had pushed things too far, and that the next words out of Sirora’s lips would be some horrible spell that would turn me inside out or worse, but she calmed quickly. “A common misconception,” she said, her breathing unnaturally even. “Necromancy is the study of life and death, and while life has its appeals, of the two, death is the greater, the eventual partner of all who walk Drathari. There is no greater calling, no effort more noble, no power so great as to study our inevitable end, and some might say, work against it.”

“Well,” I said, “then creating one of those amulets attuned to humankind would be a trifle for one so powerful as you.”

She jammed her withered hand into her pocket. The tinker of tiny chains followed as she pulled out a bronze-chained amulet and tossed it at me. I caught it. It was a large opal stone set around a delicate filigree; I could feel the arcane potential within, a warmth only a spellcaster could feel.

“I had finished it days ago,” she said, the faintest crack appearing in her emotionless mask. “While you were busy weaving steel into a warrior’s garb, I was focusing on our true goals, living three steps ahead of you and the others.”

“Thank you,” I said, and I meant it. “This will prove invaluable.”

Sirora said nothing, affixing me with a dark glare.

“Thank you,” I said again, and with no further ado, I left Sirora to her experiments.


























CHAPTER IV










I HAD THE AMULET. I would need mundane supplies for my journey, so I left the spire and made my way through the city that had so quickly become my home.

Ssarsdale. The lights of the vast underground cavern stretched out before me. It was a beautiful city, home to tens of thousands of kobolds. They filled every broad street and narrow alley from one end of the cavern to the other, a sea of bodies broken by stone walls and stalagmites.

So alike to Atikala, with its swelling population, and so distinctly different, too. Atikala was many times the size of Ssarsdale—with that size came development. Atikala had tamed the huge cavern it was built in and expanded it. Its buildings were square, its ropes and ladders stretching far to the ceiling. Ssarsdale, by contrast, had worked with the natural cavern and seemed to blend in with the water-eroded stone. Its buildings were round, tunnelled into the stalactites and stalagmites of the cavern. I preferred Atikala’s structure.

Now, though, Atikala was rubble.

Ssarsdale was my home now. I had best get used to the change of architecture.

I made my way towards the market. Everywhere I went eyes followed me. Approving eyes. Kobolds dipped their heads respectfully as I passed, and the throng parted for me. I ignored them. In the beginning I had always acknowledged those who gave me deference; these days it happened so often I couldn’t even if I wanted to.

Kresselack emerged from the crowd and fell into step with me.

“Rarely do Leaders come to the market,” he said. “Is there some way I can assist you?”

“I am leaving Ssarsdale,” I said, with a finality that I did not intend. Kresselack’s tail jerked in surprise, and I spoke quickly to comfort him. “To scout the surface. I will return when my task is complete.”

He relaxed, the tip of his tail sinking back down behind him. “Are you certain? We could send scouts in your place—”

I did not want to rehash the same argument I had with the council. “This is my task, and I must travel alone. Thank you for your concern, but I will be just fine.”

Kresselack hesitated before speaking, but when he did, his words were genuine. “Your absence will be sorely missed, Leader. The Council are wise, but they do not inspire the same greatness in us as you do.” We arrived in the centre of the bazaar, unattended tables stretching out before us, each covered with supplies of various sorts. “And I am sorry I will miss your breeding season. I had hoped that the breeders would pair us together.”

I ground my teeth together, making a show of inspecting a table full of dried glowbug meat. My race’s obsession with breeding was a source of constant irritation to me. I did not greatly desire children, and the manner in which such things were arranged—the simple act of planting seed in periodically fertile soil—struck me as vaguely offensive.

“A tragedy,” I said, breaking off a piece of the food with my claw and sampling it. Adequate.

“I could accompany you,” Kresselack offered. “At least until…”

“No.”

“But—”

Insubordination? Kresselack must have wanted to breed with me more than I thought. I turned to face him. “I am a sorceress,” I said, “and it behooves me to breed with other spell casters, to concentrate the power in my blood…if they are worthy. This imperative is not to be questioned. I will breed with whomever I determine will produce progeny most useful to Ssarsdale, or none at all, and this shall be the end of the matter.”

He bowed his head low. “As you wish, Leader Ren. I will inform the keepers of the roster.”

I snatched a haversack from a rack and began stuffing it full of meat and skins of water. “You do that,” I said. And then he left.

Questions. Always with the questions. It frustrated me that every kobold from the Council themselves down to the lowest bug farmer questioned me. Asked me, overtly or implicitly, to justify my decisions. I had spoken; my word was enough. 

“Ren! Ren!”

Standing a full foot above the tallest heads in the crowd bobbed a round face, long hair, and a wide smile. Dorydd, my dwarven friend.

“Masterful forging! Not bad,” she said, approval painted all over her face as she slid through the wall of kobolds around me, arms wrapping me up in a crushing hug. “Not bad at all! And all this coming from a dwarf. Believe me, friend, that’s high praise indeed.”

Her arms were like iron, gripping me and crushing the air from my lungs. I held my breath until it was over, and then rested back, propping myself up with my tail. “Thank you,” I managed.

Dorydd’s smile filled half her face. “You deserve it,” she said. “Standing in there, in that fire…no dwarven smith could do that. When we go to Thunderhelm, you should show them that trick. We’ll be the envy of all.”

“It’s more than simply a trick,” I said. My magic was not some act put on for the amusement of dwarves. “But I think a show of power would be appropriate.”

So many people wanted to see my might. It was taking some getting used to.

“Of course,” said Dorydd. “Of course.” Her eyes fell on the haversack. “You’re leaving?”

There was a slight edge of hesitation in her voice, and I knew why. “Yes,” I said, standing up properly, giving my tail a gentle swish. “Scouting the surface. But don’t worry. I’ve made sure that you’re safe here; no kobold will lay a claw upon you while you’re my guest, and you’re my guest regardless of if I’m here or not. I’ll be back soon.”

“Good,” said Dorydd, although the shadow of worry remained. “I can take care of myself.”

This I knew to be true. Dorydd’s fists were powerful weapons; her whole body was a coiled spring ready to leap into action at a moment’s notice.

She pointed to the main gate of Ssarsdale. “I’ll walk you out,” she said.

For some reason, this gesture—heartfelt and genuine as it was—irked me. I was in the heart of Ssarsdale. There was no danger here.

“Fine,” I said, and we began to walk.

“Valen’s getting big,” said Dorydd as the gates grew larger. “Pretty soon I’ll be able to wrestle him without risking snapping him in half!” She laughed. “My parents always told me they grow up so fast, but they had clearly never met a kobold child. Your people continue to impress me, Ren.” Something changed in her voice, and it became slower, a little more cautious. “And worry me.”

“Worry?” There wasn’t a kobold alive who could fight like Dorydd could, and there was no way to catch her unawares, either. She had eyes that saw everything and a sensible head that interpreted it wisely. “I already told you that I’ve guaranteed your safety.”

“I’m not concerned about that,” she said. I wasn’t sure how much I believed her, but she clearly had more to say. “At the end of the enchanting. You were saying…war, war, war. People, kobolds or not, don’t just chant that kind of thing idly. I know you’re just trying to solidify your position, but…if you promise your people blood, soon they’re going to call in that debt. You don’t have enough to spare.”

She knew why we were here. “I’m going after Contremulus,” I said. “Such a thing is war.”

“By yourself?”

I wasn’t sure why I’d said I. “I mean, myself and Ssarsdale. Together.” I glanced to her. “And you, of course.”

“Of course.”

If Dorydd’s voice held anything but sincerity, I couldn’t find it. “Good,” I said. The gates of Ssarsdale creaked as they opened, the huge metal slabs parting to reveal the underworld.

“You standing by me in this,” I said, meaning every word, “it means everything to me, Dorydd. You’ve been with me since Northaven, and I couldn’t have gotten here without you. I can’t possibly thank you enough.”

Dorydd said nothing but wrapped me up in another bone-crushing hug. “Just come back safe,” she said. “That’s thanks enough for me.”

With the eyes of Ssarsdale on me, and with Dorydd’s huge smile as the last thing I saw, I stepped through the gates and into the underworld.
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It felt good to be out on my own again.

I was reluctant to leave Ssarsdale behind. I knew it was in good hands, more or less, but once I got out into the winding tunnels of the underworld—a place I had spent considerable time, both after the destruction of Atikala and my escape from Northaven—I felt strangely better.

Neither of those times were pleasant memories for me, but there was something about the familiarity of the stone tunnels and ancient water-carved passages that, with every step, let the tension out of my body. For the first time in a long time, all I had to think about was the present; I was not considering what to say to the council or how I would weave enchantments into my suit of armour.

A shame it was not ready. I would have liked to wear it to the surface, but I had no idea what kind of impression that would make on the humans above. Or if the amulet would resize it.

Slowly, as I put one foot in front of the other, my thoughts turned to the task ahead.

I had been to this place before. When I had wandered into this human village, they had immediately made me their prisoner. I had cooperated, and fairly rapidly, we had established a rapport. One of their elves spoke Draconic.

Then, Khavi had broken me out. Several humans died, including at least one child.

I had to put all of that out of my mind. I hadn’t done anything wrong; it had been Khavi. The thought of him doing wrong hurt me, but I tried to process things objectively. He was long gone. It was time to put his memory behind me and leave him in the past.

Easier said than done.

I followed my memories, and the air grew fresher as I ascended, but soon it was tainted by a familiar smell—dead things decomposing. Faint, almost imagined, but I knew what it was. Kobolds and humans and horses.

Cevota’s body, and the bodies of animals and men splayed out on the stone, rotten and desiccated. Still, after all these months, the skin taut to their bones. They stank after all this time, but the smell was fading. The bodies were too high for the Fresh-Cleaners to consume, too deep in the soil for surface scavangers. They would lay this way seemingly forever.

I had promised to return, one day, and give everyone involved a proper burial. I knew I should, but things had gotten away from me. Damn the council and their endless meetings; this should have been a simple task.

I walked through the faded scorch marks, the broken weapons, and the bodies mummified by the dead air, and I tried to put my promise out of my mind.

I would do it, one day. I would.

The smell vanished, and the air grew fresher. Colder. A thousand memories drifted back to me of the cold nights on the surface. The light of the moon peeked around the corner, and before I was truly ready, I was squinting in the bright glare.

The surface. A cave on top of a mountain. In the distance, below me, there were trees and white powder everywhere. It had snowed. Dorydd had taught me of such things. In the distance I could see other mountains, just like this one. They always reminded me of teeth.

It was all brighter than I remembered. The moonlight shone off the freshly fallen white, and I looked at it, deliberately, until my eyes watered. I needed to force myself to endure it…soon the sun would rise, so much brighter, and I would need my eyes if I wanted to see.

“It sometimes makes me cry too,” said a voice so close I nearly jumped out of my scales. “The land cloaked in winter; the north is so beautiful when it’s gilded in snow.”

Tyermumtican, the dragon in kobold form, was resting against one of the stones near the mouth of the cave. I had not noticed him, blinded by how bright the world was. His scales were white like the snow.

“I’m not crying,” I said, a wide, uncontrollably happy smile spreading over my whole face, my maw split from cheek to cheek. “The light hurts my eyes.”

He propped himself up on his feet, blue eyes turning towards me, a similar smile on his face. “Goodness,” he said. “What you should have said, was that you were crying because you were happy to see me.” He made playful sniffle noises.

I laughed and gave him a push on the shoulder. With grace far beyond what his thin, wry form suggested, he drew me close to him, wrapping his arms around my middle. I hugged him back, and I smiled.

“It’s good to see you, big lizard,” I said, my tail swaying happily behind me.

“It’s good to see you too, emergency food supply.” He leaned in and pressed his lips to mine.

I squirmed happily away against him. I was warm all over despite the cool air. I had not seen Tyermumtican in such a long time.

I’d missed him.

“How did you know I was going to be here?” I asked, genuinely curious.

“Presumptuous,” said Tyermumtican, winking at me with a blue eye. “Why is it not entirely unreasonable to think I was not simply enjoying the view when a friend of mine happened to crawl out of the ground, hmm?”

“I think it’s fair to presume that you being here is no accident.” I moved away from Tyermumtican and folded my legs, sitting down on the cold stones, looking out past the bright white sheet of sparkling snow to the white ball of glowing light beyond, squinting through the glare. “So…”

Tyermumtican sat beside me, likewise folding his legs, his arm around my shoulders. The touch was welcome and comforting. “I heard you were leaving Ssarsdale.”

I glared at him out of the corner of my eye. “You have spies in my city?”

“You silly kobold,” he said, “of course I don’t.”

“Then how did you know?”

“As I said, I heard you. The pitter-patter of kobold feet through the underworld, walking alone, could only be you. I have taken a great interest in Ssarsdale since you have assumed the mantle of leadership…many eyes are upon you now, Ren. Don’t worry; you are safe within its walls, more or less, but I want to ensure that you remain safe, even when outside them.”

I wasn’t sure how I felt about that. Mostly touched that he cared. Mostly. “I can take care of myself,” I said. “I promise.”

“You’re a skilled spellcaster,” said Tyermumtican, “but there are things in this world that even I could not protect you from.”

“Such as Contremulus,” I said.

“Such as Contremulus,” he echoed. “Not directly at least.”

“And yet you’ll help me against him?”

He smiled a wide smile. “As much as I can, as often as I am able.”

That was good enough for me.

“So,” he said, settling back against the side of the cave. “What are you doing on the surface?”

I turned to face Tyermumtican. “I don’t know much about life and danger outside of kobold settlements. I admit it. If I’m going to make Contremulus pay, I need to correct this weakness.” I reached into my pocket and pulled out the amulet. It shone in the moonlight.

Tyermumtican’s blue eyes lit up, pupils swelling to fill most of his eyes. “I have not seen one of those in…a very long time indeed.” His attention flicked to me. “Have you tried it?”

“Not yet,” I admitted, letting the amulet spin slowly on the end of its chain. “To be truthful, I’m a little afraid.”

“You should be.” Tyermumtican’s visage sobered. “This is powerful magic, Ren. Not to be trifled with. Its effects are more than cosmetic.”

“So Tzala told me.” I twisted my wrist, slowly pulling up the chain as a spider might pull up its prey. “I don’t like having my free will impinged upon.”

“Wise,” said Tyermumtican. “A surprising number of creatures in this world have free will. So few choose to use it. Even fewer, to value it and exercise it daily.”

I digested that for a moment, pulling the amulet into my hand. “What will the effect be? How can I prepare?”

“You can’t,” he said. “You can only experience it for yourself.”

Ominous. I held the amulet tightly in my hand for a moment, staring at the large opal mounted in the centre. I wiggled out of my chain shirt, unclipped my belt and let my rapier rest on the stone, and then removed my haversack. All my clothes were piled on the floor, and I was ready.

I slid the amulet over my head.

The world began to shrink. Tyermumtican’s head disappeared below my shoulders; my vision blurred and warped as my facial structure readjusted itself, and then slowly grew back into focus. I could feel my bones shifting. It wasn’t painful, but the sensation was disconcerting.

I shuffled my feet, adjusting my stance. My ankles lowered, my feet dropping flat. My knees creaked as they shrank back, my legs straightening, furthering my upward growth. My fingers itched as my claws shrank away, becoming thin slivers of scales atop my fingers.

My scales sank into my skin and disappeared. Red ropes—hair, it must have been hair—tumbled down my shoulders. I couldn’t see my snout anymore. My chest changed structure. Breasts, like Dorydd’s, but smaller and different shaped.

Tyermumtican became smaller and smaller, until his snout came up to my waist, where it stopped. But he changed as well, something about his eyes, his face. He became subtly different, as though the features of his body were being slowly erased. He was more like a painting of a kobold than a kobold…his scales were still white, eyes still blue, but there was something fundamentally lacking.

I didn’t recognise him anymore. He was just a creature. A stranger.

And then the world went dark.

A moment of panic seized me; I could barely see. The moon was a faint disk in the distance, and the mountainside that had seemed so recently to be too bright to comfortably look at was now deep shadows and dark, indistinct shapes.

I focused inward, drawing out my magical power. For a moment I was worried that the spell would not complete, but a dim light came from my stubby, clawless fingertips. Light. Feeble, it seemed to my eyes, but now I could see again.

“Did it work?” I asked, and when I spoke, my voice sounded different in a way I couldn’t quite qualify. It was me, but it was deeper, softer, more sing-songy. When my own words reached my ears, they were tinged with a strange inflection.

“Kraz el nam vek’tan ggr’il tey naxal,” said Tyermumtican, smiling knowingly up at me. The words were at once familiar but different.

“What?”

“I said,” he said, his voice yapping and high pitched, “that it did, of course. You’ve lost the ability to speak Draconic, and what you’re hearing now is the Common tongue.” His accent, instead of smooth and pleasant, was so annoying. Like a bark and a growl crossed together and played over words.

“I don’t like it,” I said, grinding my teeth—teeth that were flat and blunt, not sharp as they should be—against each other. “You sound…bad.”

“I sound like a monster,” said Tyermumtican. And it was true. The way he spoke provoked some kind of strange fear response in me that came from a deep, primal place.

“You look different,” I said.

“This is how humans see the world. How they see your kind.” Tyermumtican’s maw opened in what I intellectually knew was a smile, but the gesture seemed threatening to me, as though he were going to bite. “You, on the other hand, look absolutely amazing.”

That was a relief. “I really look like a human?” I asked. If the humans recognised me, I would be undone in moments. I had been treated as a prisoner the moment they saw me before. I did not know how I would fare if they knew I was attempting to infiltrate them as one of their own.

Tyermumtican focused for a moment, raising his claws. The faint glow of magic filled the cave mouth and an image appeared out of nowhere. A human woman.

She was a tall, tan-skinned woman with red hair that flowed and tumbled down past her shoulders to her breasts, halfway between frizzy and straight, curled at the edges. Her skin was fleshy and smooth, completely scar free. Her lips were red, her features sharp and well defined, her nose smooth and straight.

And her eyes. Gold as the sun, burnished metal, almost, irises brimming with power.

She was me.

The image faded away. 

I scrunched up my face, sticking out my too-small tongue. “That really does not look like a human,” I said, struggling with how unlike me my own voice sounded. “Not like the other humans I’ve seen.”

“Of course not,” yipped Tyermumtican. “Before you were looking with kobold eyes. Before you just saw a human; now you are seeing a person.”

It was true. This simple moment had changed so much of how I saw the surface races, physically and otherwise. They were individuals. I had always known this, of course, but there was a difference between knowing something and experiencing it firsthand.

The breeze changed. A shiver ran through me, and I felt the cold air wash over my skin. It felt as though the temperature had dropped significantly. My skin developed strange bumps on it; I examined my arm curiously.

“Humans don’t deal with the cold as well as kobolds,” said Tyermumtican. “Nor the heat. They are not like your kind, or dragons, whose scales shield them from the elements. You had best wait until the dawn; the sun’s light will melt the snow and warm your body.”

“I want to set out now,” I said. “I do not want to sit in a cave for hours.”

“Impatience is a human trait,” said Tyermumtican, his face un-smiling once again. “You’re adapting to this change nicely.” He clicked his tongue. “Very well, you could probably get started now if you wanted, although I should warn you again to wait. Humans and the cold…”

I would endure. I had marched through a desert and through the snow before. If my frail human body gave out, I could always remove the amulet.

It would be okay.

I turned to the small pile of equipment, now so much smaller. My rapier seemed like a toy; I picked up the sheath, resting my too-large hand on the hilt. It barely fit and wasn’t useable. The straps on my haversack were too tight. My chainmail looked like it was made for Valen.

“I don’t know why I brought all this,” I said, putting my hands on my hips. I poked myself in the side. My human hips were flared out; they were not thin and wiry like they should be, but were curved and odd. I took a step forward; my stride was giantlike, and I almost overbalanced.

The stones were hard and sharp against the soft soles of my feet. Walking was not supposed to hurt. This would be why humans wore boots; their feet were soft and frail, barely able to support them. They needed boots.

Even taking a single step had taught me so much.

“What will you do with it all?” asked Tyermumtican.

“I should hide it,” I said. “I’ll pick it up when I come back. There’s no point in carrying all this stuff all the way to the village.”

Tyermumtican regarded me with that blank, empty, expressionless kobold face of his. “You didn’t prepare human clothing before you left?” he yapped.

“No.”

“You’re just going to go like…that? Wearing nothing but the amulet?”

“Of course.”

“Right.” He sniggered, a high pitch giggle that I struggled to process. “Have fun,” he said. With a cheerful wave, he stepped back into the tunnel and began walking down the long, winding passage towards the dark, leaving me alone, the cold wind nipping at my exposed skin.

I walked the other way, down the mountain towards the distant village, the very edge of the sun creeping up beyond the distant mountain range.

A human.


























CHAPTER V










COLD.

COLD, COLD, COLD, COLD, cold.

The wind, once cool and refreshing, turned icy. The walk barely warmed me up at all. The metal of the amulet became a freezing chunk of pain searing against my skin with every step. It was so cold the metal felt hot. My new human skin reddened all over, my fingers shook uncontrollably, and my feet stung every time they stepped on snow.

I now know why Dorydd wore so many clothes when she was marching, and why she packed thick blankets for the night. Dorydd struck me as someone much tougher than the average human, and yet even she had to make such precautions. I had nothing.

With every step I was tempted to take the amulet off and become a kobold again, but that would be dangerous. The sun was well above the horizon. Its warmth helped a little, but it would reveal me. If the humans found me, they might recognise me as the killer who had visited them so recently.

Thoughts of how different Tyermumtican looked to me after my transformation flashed through my mind. They might not recognise me after all.

Maybe it was safe. Maybe I could do it for a little bit, and then when my body had recovered, put it back on. Maybe I could use my spells to make a fire to warm myself…

No. This was weak thinking. I would have to endure, as I had always endured.

I walked on, stubbornly pressing forward towards the village.

And then I realised I was east of it.

The snow had changed everything, blotting out landmarks and messing with my sense of distance. And my legs were longer now; I had been counting steps to navigate, but that was now wildly inaccurate.

On second thought, I could be west of it. It didn’t really matter.

All I could think about was the icy weather. It distracted me; I saw footprints, my own footprints. I was walking in circles. I felt odd. Disoriented, as though I had forgotten my purpose and why I was here.

I shook my head to clear the strange feeling. I had a mission. I had to find the humans and learn their weaknesses, not freeze to death a short walk away from the start of it all.

But why did any of that really matter?

I wandered aimlessly, dragging my feet through the snow, and my eyelids grew heavy. I vaguely remembered No-Kill, or Marjaana or something like that, and how she had cried when we’d forced her to march. Gnomes were weak. Humans were weak, too. Now I was weak.

Weak.

I needed a nap. I saw a nice tree, tall and strong, and I stumbled towards it, fighting the urge to close my eyes. I could curl up under the tree, bury myself in snow, and have a long, relaxing sleep. Just for a little while. Everything was going to be okay.

“Uh, young miss?”

A voice from nearby. Male. I ignored him. I needed to rest.

“Young miss! Young miss, are you all right?”

I finally turned to the sound. It was a young man, brown hair, dressed in the drab brownness of the villages I had seen. His features were soft, round, and he had a gentleness about him that belied the strength of his muscles and the thickness of his arms. His face was clean and full of concern.

He had a sharp-looking sword tucked through his belt.

“What do you want?” I asked, but the words slurred as they tumbled out. I didn’t know why. He was looking at me in a funny way, not really at my eyes, but at my body. Maybe at the amulet, maybe something else.

“Seven Stones,” he said, sucking in air. His hand drifted down to his sword. “Are you a dryad? Witch?”

At least he didn’t think I was a kobold.

“What do you want?” I asked again, stepping towards him. I tried to find the fire within, to ready a spell, but I was just so cold. My fingers trembled uncontrollably.

He said something I didn’t catch. His voice sounded so far away.

And then I pitched forward, planting my face in the snow, and I finally got to sleep.
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I didn’t dream of fire, as I usually did, but I woke up to heat and the crackle of something burning.

I was lying on a wooden chair inside a building made of stone and wood. A recess was built into one wall and a fire burned within. I was covered in blankets.

My instincts, honed by a life underground, forced my eyes open. If that fire kept burning it would eat all the air, and we would suffocate. I pushed myself up to my elbows, and fighting a wave of dizziness, tried to get up.

“Da,” said a voice, high pitched and excited. “Da, she’s awake!”

It was no good. I slumped back onto the bed. The amulet tinkled as I did so.

A human child scrambled around in front of me, his eyes wide. I pulled the blanket up over my head and checked the amulet.

It was still securely around my neck, and my skin was still fleshy and pink. I slowly pulled the blanket down.

Three faces stared back at me when I did. The man from the woods and two children—one female and one male.

“Good to see you’re still with us,” said the tall man, carefully folding his hands behind his back. “You’re in Ivywood. My name is Serren. I’m the innkeeper for the Witty Fox, and these are my children.” He gestured to the female child, then the male one. “Kyrina and Reeve.”

The two children stared at me. I tried to avoid their gaze.

“My name’s—” I realised that giving my real name might sound odd. A draconic name. I had to think of a human name and fast. Maybe I could turn Ren into something human sounding. I said whatever came to mind. “Reina.”

“Reina,” said Serren, smiling widely. “Of course. Because of your hair.”

I really had no idea what he was talking about. “Yes,” I said, “because…of my hair.”

That answer seemed to satisfy them for some reason, and Serren sat in a chair opposite mine. “So,” he said. “What village are you from, Lady Reina? And what were you doing out in the fields by yourself?”

Lies did not come naturally to me, but my survival hinged on my ability to convince these humans that I was not a threat. “I’m from Northaven,” I said. I had spent enough time there to convince them of this. “Originally.”

“That explains your eyes,” said Serren, pity and something else crossing his features.

If I did not need one specific thing right now, it was a reminder that I was Contremulus’s daughter.

“Yes,” I said, trying to change the subject. “But right now, I’m travelling.”

“Alone, with nothing but that amulet?” Serren tapped his fingers on the chair’s armrest. “You’ve come a long way, my dragon-blooded friend, to a small village on the frozen arse of the world…without even the shirt on your back, only a trinket. Why?”

My brain evidently had a stockpile of lies that was small. I couldn’t think of a compelling reason, so against my better judgement I decided to tell the truth. “The amulet was my mother’s,” I said. “It’s the only thing she’s ever given me. And…I’m here because of my father.” A truth shrouded in vagueness.

“Of course,” said Serren, and then he stood. “Let’s get you dressed, shall we?”

“Why?” It was a simple question.

The ghost of a smile played on Serren’s lips. “Pleasant as it might be for you not to, the nights are chilly here and our women modest. You don’t wear clothes in Northaven?”

The humans there had all worn clothes. “We do,” I said. “I…lost mine.”

“Lost.”

“It is a long and very tiresome story; I do not feel the need to tell it tonight. Perhaps in time.”

Serren considered, and then seemed to accept this. “As you wish. Fortunately, though, you are in luck; my wife’s around your size, more or less. We should be able to find you something nice.”

“That would be good.” I stood up, and the blanket fell off.

“She’s naked!” shrieked the girl. The boy stared.

“Come along,” said Serren, ushering them out. “Out you get, little man.” The boy twisted and turned, trying to look at me as much as he could before the door closed.

I wrapped the blanket around my body, and Serren led me upstairs. It reminded me of Rockhearth, an underworld tavern I had visited with Tyermumtican. There was more stone than wood, but the same architectural styling—walls made of stone, supported by thick beams—was clear.

Or perhaps that this was the best way to build structures that weren’t carved out of solid rock by the picks of a thousand kobold Builders, and the builders here had simply followed the most effective path towards creating buildings.

Not everything was cultural preference.

“This way,” said Serren, leading me down the long corridor full of doors. Door after door. There must have been twenty of them. “Our family room is second from the end.”

“What is this place?” I asked. “What purpose does it serve?”

“It’s an inn,” said Serren, as though this explained it. “As I said.”

“What’s an inn?”

“It’s a…” That expression crossed his face again—pity and something else—and his tone changed, words coming slower as he stopped before a door. “Contremulus must not have let you out very much before you escaped.” He fished a key ring out of his pocket, selected one, and slid it into the keyhole. “I can’t imagine what you’ve been through.”

Memories trickled back into my mind of being strapped to a blood-soaked board all day—my blood—and enduring torment after torment. Of Contremulus taking some of my blood and feeding it to a goblin, and that goblin bursting into flame. Of Kurdax, the knife, parting my scales like paper, cutting my skin, digging into my flesh…

“Hey,” said Serren. “It’s okay, it’s okay. Just relax, Reina.”

I realised I had not taken a breath in some time. I gulped in air, resting my hand against the wall, steadying myself.

“You just wait here,” he said, and then disappeared into his room.

Breathing came easier to me once he was gone. I had to tell myself that it wasn’t Serren’s fault; he was trying his best, that much was obvious, but the memory of my internment in Northaven was still fresh despite everything that had happened.

Sometimes I thought that I would never be free of the memories. I used this thought to focus my pain and harden it into ambition. Bad things had happened to me, but my destiny was now in my own hands. I could make him pay; I could make everyone who had hurt me pay.

My hand went subconsciously looking for Kurdax, the dagger I’d taken from Northaven, but it came up empty. That was a distressing feeling. I had my magic, but without weapons…

Serren pushed open the door, his arms full of folded cloth. I stepped back and let him out.

“This should fit you,” he said, unfolding what seemed to be a full-length piece of cloth the colour of the morning sky. It flared at the bottom and had long, loose sleeves with white trim. “My wife used to wear this dress to the summer festival.”

I took the cloth and folded it over my arm. “Where is she?” I asked. I did not want to take someone’s clothes without their express permission.

“Buried in the town graveyard,” he said, his tone quiet. “It happened some time ago.”

I nodded sympathetically. “I am sorry for your loss.”

Serren smiled. “Our bodies are not ours to keep. They are on loan, and soon, every one of them will return to Drathari. So it will be for you and me both, Reina, one day. We all have our time to go.”

I liked that sentiment. “Later rather than sooner, I hope.”

He didn’t seem to contest that. “Best get dressed,” he said. “You can’t go around the village without clothes on.”

Humans and their strange customs. I did want to fit in, though, so I pulled the dress up over my head and tried to squirm into it. I got stuck halfway in.

“That’s an arm hole,” said Serren. He rearranged the dress, and it slid on.

“What a useless piece of clothing,” I said, realising what I’d said too late. “Sorry. I just meant…”

“It’s okay,” said Serren. He nodded approvingly. “It does fit.”

“Thanks,” I said. “I suppose.”

He nodded towards my neck. “Nice amulet,” he said.

“A gift from my mother,” I said. That’s what I’d told him before.

“That chain’s a bit small.” Of course it was. It was made for a gnome. “I can have it resized for you if you like,” he said, reaching out as though to touch it.

I snatched it away before he could reach.

“Whoa,” he said, raising his hands. “Easy.”

“Mine,” I said.

“Okay,” said Serren. “Yours. Your amulet. No touching.”

“Good.” If I lost this thing, I would be completely undone.

For a moment, there was a tense silence between us, and then Serren lowered his hands, seeming to relax. “How about I show you around Ivywood, then, mmm?”

Almost as though I’d forgotten why I was even here, the purpose of my being here returned to me. To inspect the human village and find any strategic weaknesses.

“That sounds like a good idea,” I said, giving my best smile.
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“Morning, Berad,” said Serren to a surly, muscled human with an axe big enough to be held in two hands slung over his shoulder. His hair was like mine, crimson and long, but much frizzier and wild. He looked to be heading out of town towards the woods where I had gotten myself completely lost.

“Morning,” Berad said, the words barely understood thorough the man’s impressive and plentiful facial hair.

The main street in the village looked different than how I remembered it, seen now through human eyes. As a kobold the buildings had loomed over me, dark and terrifying, but now they seemed welcoming, even quaint. Villagers milled around, going about their daily tasks without paying me much heed at all.

“That’s Berad,” said Serren, when the man had left our hearing. “The local lumberjack. He cuts the frost pines for Katria, who runs the timber mill.” A playful smile consumed his face. “They’re two birds of a feather, those two. Both rough as iron and as sour as lemons. I’ve only ever seen them smile at each other; nobody knows why they don’t just admit it, get married, and make the whole thing completely official.”

Neither of them looked like birds and human mating habits were as alien to me as any. “I wouldn’t know,” I said. “Why are you asking me this?”

Serren laughed. “I didn’t mean for you to actually answer, young Reina. I’m just sharing village gossip. You know, making conversation.”

So he’d said before. Making conversation was something humans did a lot; it involved a lot of pointless discussions that went nowhere and contained very little useful information. In a lot of ways it reminded me of the council meetings in Ssarsdale. Still, to ignore Serren’s attempt to be social would seem impolite, so I tried my best to contribute.

“Perhaps Katria has found someone more suitable to breed with,” I said, a touch more defensively than I should have been. “Berad should accept this and pursue her no longer.”

Serren almost fell over with laughter, and the action attracted the eyes of several villagers. “If you’d met Katria, you’d know she isn’t exactly flush with options, Reina. And the way they stare at each other, all awkward like they’re teenagers…adorable.”

Talk of breeding and reproducing. Humans were more akin to us than I had ever imagined, but I tried to steer the conversation towards something useful. “Berad looked strong,” I said. “Is he much of a fighter?”

The question seemed to confuse him. Serren ran his hand across the growth on his chin, considering. “All that axe work does strengthen the arms, I suppose. A few moons ago he got into a scrap down at Fera’s place, having had a few too many brews. Threw punches like you wouldn’t believe. Those arms of his are mighty, I’ll give him that, but when it comes to weapons I don’t think he has much experience with anything beyond that axe of his.”

I had to keep remembering that, as a human, that axe was as tall as I was—dangerous, to be sure, but while it could certainly kill me, as a kobold it would be twice my size. A single blow would split me like sandstone.

Being modestly skilled at a broad range of weapons was often not nearly as useful as being very skilled with a single one. We only had two arms, after all.

We passed by a building with bars on its windows and a thick lock on its gate. Inside I saw me-sized suits of chain and leather, spears and shields covered in dust, and that made me smile. These were people who had not seen war in some time.

One day, the armouries of Ssarsdale would be like that.

They had been. Before I started the war.

That thought made me sad.

“Are many of the villagers good fighters?” I asked. It was important for my mission. “Do you have a standing army? What sort of siege weapons do you possess?”

“Siege weapons?” Serren looked at me, his brow creasing. “We’re farmers. We barely have a handful of rusted swords for the village, and we certainly don’t…” His voice trailed off, and when it came back, it was a lot more gentle. “Contremulus can’t get you here,” he said. “We haven’t seen his men around these parts in nearly a year, maybe more. Don’t worry. I won’t let him take you back.”

Was he saying that the village could resist Contremulus’s might? That seemed impossible. Looking around me I saw farmhands and people with barely a copper to rub together, working out an existence far away from the trappings of civilisation. No matter how strong their woodsman, he could not fight a dragon.

“If Contremulus wants to take this village,” I said, “he will.”

Serren’s reluctance to continue this conversation was obvious, and he fell silent. We walked past row after row of small houses and huts, and far off to one side, I saw something I definitely remembered.

A lone barn, standing about a fifty yards outside the village. I knew this barn because I had been kept there.

Two guards had died, killed by Khavi. He had cut down many others on his path to me, including a child.

That was not a good place for my mind to dwell on. I tried, rather hard, not to stare at it.

Yet, beside the barn, were two little stones placed before barely perceptible mounds of earth. They were the length of humans, and there was writing on the stones. 

My heart beat faster. Memories flooded back to me. I tried to pull my eyes away, but I couldn’t. I remembered the sound of Khavi’s steel slipping between the human’s ribs. The smell of the blood. The look of—

Fortunately one of the villagers stepped towards us, breaking me out of my daymare. She was a dark haired woman with hard angular features that were only softened by her gentle brown eyes.

“Who’s your friend, Serren?”

Serren held his hand out to me. “This is Reina, she’s a traveller who nearly froze herself to death last night. I’ve been helping her recover at the Fox, and now I’m showing her our fine little village. Reina, this is Aleria, our local tanner.”

Thoughts of practical crafts helped drive the memories away. I knew of tanning; making hides was one of the few ways kobolds could produce armour. Since raw materials were hard to come by in abundance, we typically used human skin flayed from those who we captured in surface raids or those who attacked us.

Where did Aleria get her leather from?

“It’s a pleasure to meet you,” I said. When it came to battle, Aleria’s stock would clad their warriors. She wasn’t my friend.

“Pleasure’s all mine.” Aleria rested her hand on her hip, giving me an appraising look. “We don’t get many visitors around here. You from Sharrowton?”

I had not heard of this place before. “Northaven,” I said.

Serren tilted his head in a strange way, as though passing some kind of subtle message to Aleria that he was trying to keep from me. “Reina’s spent some time in Contremulus’s manor,” he said, words coming a little slower than they had in the past.

“Oh,” said Aleria, and then that same look Serren had—pity and something else—came across her face. “You’re welcome to stay here as long as you need to. Although obviously not forever, of course.”

That intrigued me. “Why not forever?”

Awkward silence. Then, Serren spoke.

“Well,” he said, “it’s like we were saying before. Eventually Contremulus is going to come look for you. I said that I’d keep you safe, not necessarily that I’d keep you here until your end of days. In some ways, it’d be better if you headed south, to Valamar or Nuriel or even the halfling territories. Longspear Keep is a vicious, bloodthirsty place where the weak prey on the strong, and blood is spilled openly on the streets, but it’s gotta be kinder than Contremulus’s manor.”

I knew nothing of halflings and their faraway cities, but no matter how brutal and wicked they were, Contremulus was worse.

“Nuriel is nice,” said Aleria. “Although there are strange creatures there—pumpkins that walk like people, the living dead, you name it. But everyone seems to get along a’right. They have some kind of system.” She smiled kindly. “You could head there. A human, however odd, would be accepted.”

“That seems reasonable,” I said. “I don’t want to endanger the village.”

How strange that my words felt genuine to me. I didn’t want harm to come to these people, but I was actively planning to attack it.

Maybe I just didn’t want Contremulus to destroy it before I could.

Aleria smiled at me. “Well, I’m glad you understand,” she said. “C’mon. I’ll take you for a drink.”

“That would be good,” I said. My mouth was actually kind of dry. Another thought occurred to me, something of strategic value. “Where does this village draw its water from?”

That seemed to amuse Serren greatly. “Water? Lass, when someone invites you out for a drink, you drink mead.” He hesitated. “You know what mead tastes like, right?”

I did. Sweet and delicious, Tyermumtican had fed me some to numb the pain of having my broken arm mended.

“Yes,” I said. “I’ve tried it. Once, on the road, some time ago.”

“Only once?” asked Aleria. With a glance to Serren, who nodded approvingly, Aleria began leading me towards the centre of town. “Time to change that.”


























CHAPTER VI










THE HUMAN TAVERN WAS, MUCH like the Witty Fox, a construction of stone and wood. It was nestled in the centre of town, afforded almost pride of place in the heart of this tiny village. My people had placed the grand central spire in the heart of Ssarsdale. Our leaders were the symbols of our society and the most important thing to us. Humans, apparently, had other ideas.

“The tavern doesn’t have a name,” said Aleria, almost apologetically. “We’re much too small for that. There was a bit of a push to name it, several seasons back, but nobody agreed in the end…so here we are.”

The door was open. I got the impression it was always open. This was a distinct tactical deficiency. It might be able to be barred, but the roof was made of some kind of plant material. It looked flammable. If they sealed the doors, it would be their tomb.

Aleria led me inside.

The inside was bustling with people. Humans, mostly, apart from two elves in the corner, nursing their drinks. Nobody paid either of us any attention, but in contrast to the dour mood of Rockhearth, everyone here seemed quite energetic. Serving staff manoeuvred around from table to table, delivering drinks with cordial smiles. 

“It’s still only afternoon,” said Aleria. “This place will liven up when night comes.”

I had to half shout to be heard, as did everyone else, leading to a seemingly constant escalation of voices. “This is considered quiet?” I asked.

“For our little tavern, certainly. When the sun goes down, it’s standing room only in here.”

Although Aleria seemed proud, almost, of her statement, standing room only was daily life for us. Kobold cities were always full to the brim of souls. I was not uncomfortable, but I was surprised. 

The tavern felt like home.

I nodded anyway. “I think that would be interesting,” I said.

Aleria guided me to one of the few empty tables. She sat, and I sat opposite her. A man with long dark hair and bronzed skin slid up to us, folding his hands politely. He had eyes that were more narrow than most of the other humans here.

“Good morning,” he said, smiling at Aleria. “The usual?”

“The usual, love,” said Aleria. They were clearly close.

“And for your friend?” He turned to me.

There was something about him that vaguely unsettled me. He was staring at me with eyes that were empty; behind them was a person, certainly, but not. I had seen a similar thing in Contremulus.

I didn’t think this person was the living dead. He breathed. He moved with a realness that belied the truth of his life…but there was something missing, too.

He was more akin to Pewdt. Utterly uncaring and amoral. Empty in the soul.

“I,” I said, choosing my answer carefully, “will have a mead.”

“Wise choice,” said the server. He continued to stare at me as though he were trying to see past me. I didn’t like it.

After a pause that was ever so slightly less than comfortable, the man dipped his head and made his way to the bar to fetch our drinks.

“That’s Erelim,” said Aleria. “He’s a visitor here too, from Liang. I’m not surprised to see him here…Liang doesn’t treat its menfolk very well, I hear. Not surprising he’d run as far away from his homeland as he could. He’s been around for a month and settled in remarkably well. Nice guy. Kind of weird, but nice.”

I didn’t know how to say I simply had a strange feeling about the man and didn’t trust him, so I remained polite. “It is good that Ivywood is so welcoming of outsiders.”

“We try,” said Aleria. “At the end of the day, we’re all people.”

I was as far from humanity as I could be, in every way, except how I looked.

Almost as though on cue, another pair of humans came into the bar, sitting at the booth behind us.

“That’s Varsen, head of the watch,” said Aleria, pointedly looking over her shoulder. “And Leran, the second in command.” She laughed, quietly enough that they couldn’t hear. “Everyone knows those two boys were lovers—emphasis on the was. Apparently there’s trouble in paradise now. And they still have to work together…”

I didn’t really understand what she was trying to tell me, but the head of the watch would be a valuable contact to make. I nodded to Aleria, trying to overhear the conversation behind me. 

“The under tribes are growing restless,” said one. Varsen. “They will attack us soon. Within the decade…possibly sooner.”

How did they know so much about our movements?

“It’s just a cycle,” the other one said. “It’s very simple. The population grows uncontrollably, breeding constantly. But there’s only so much room in the underground tunnels, so they expand until they meet occupied territory, go to war, get slaughtered, and then repeat the process forever. Kobolds are like rats and have to be treated the same way.”

Rats. Vermin of the surface world. We were not vermin; we were a proud, industrious people. I felt anger simmer within me but said nothing.

“I suppose,” said Leran. “But still. We should be cautious.”

I felt more eyes upon me from across the tavern. By the area where drinks were prepared, the servant who had taken our orders was staring. I didn’t like it; it made me feel disempowered, wedged between the guards discussing my people so disdainfully and the drinks servant watching my every move.

“Excuse me,” I said to Aleria. I stood and made my way over to Erelim. As I drew close, he gestured for me to follow.

Against my better judgment, I did.

Erelim led me to a door at the rear of the building. It led to a small room; servants quarters, I presumed. Drapes and clothes hung from wires suspended from wall to wall, and the window was closed.

I folded my arms in front of me. “What?”

Erelim smiled at me, that hollow, weird smile. “What?”

“You wanted me to follow, and here I am.”

“Here you are,” he said, playfully, as though teasing me with some truth I did not understand.

Frustrating. “You were staring at me. What do you want?”

“Apologies, I just wanted to give you a proper greeting in private,” he said, that smile on his face growing. “Ren of Atikala.”

Had I misheard? I fought down a wave of panic. “N-no, my name is Reina.”

“Mmm, no. Your name is Ren of Atikala; you’re a kobold, and that amulet around your neck makes you appear as a human.” The edges of his mouth curled up, as though he’d solved some great mystery. “A simple trick, but mine’s better.”

He knew. But how? The noise and bustle of the inn was close, but too far away to hear our conversation, and the thick walls of this place muffled our conversation.

“Who are you?” I asked, reaching into the depths of my mind, reading my magic. If I needed to burn this man to ashes, I would. I would burn this whole place down to escape…

“I wouldn’t do that,” said the man, waggling a finger at me dismissively. “Start a fire in here, and everyone in this building will die, you and me included.” A slow smile came over him. “Well…you would not, at least, lest you be crushed by the debris. Fire immunity. Interesting.”

He could read my mind. This much was obvious to me by now.

“What are you?” It seemed like the better question.

His form melted away, and he became a different human, tall, female, with a shaved head and angled features. Then again, to a male teenager with scraggly hair and a face full of spots, then all of his features melted away; he became a thin, gangly humanoid with no hair and pale, lidless eyes and grey skin, featureless in almost every way.

“Doppelganger,” he explained, his voice echoing and otherworldly.

I had heard of these creatures. Shapechangers who delighted in integrating into the societies of others; they were notoriously patient and detached from the goings on of the world. They simply wanted to learn and study others, to settle into a society for a few years, absorb everything they could, then move on.

They were not, however, academics, nor was their presence harmless. Many doppelgangers treated their infiltrations as social experiments; they typically assumed the forms of powerful people, then manipulated and mistreated others for their amusement.

“My name is Z,” he said. “Just Z. I’m from Liang. Erelim is the name I wear in this guise; soon I will discard it like a worn coat and assume another.”

No doubt this was true. I ground my human teeth together. “Why are you telling me this?”

“You keep my secret,” he said, “and I’ll keep yours.”

“Why?” I asked. “You must know, if you can peer into my thoughts, that I mean to annihilate this village. Why would you ever help me conceal what I am?”

“Because,” said Z, his strange grey mouth curling up in a smile. “It’s fun. Besides, I’ll be long gone before you do that.”

“You’re leaving?” I asked.

Z, or Erelim, or whatever his real name was, nodded, and there was a grimness in his odd, alien eyes that I knew I should not ignore. “Contremulus and his men are coming,” he said. “Here. Sooner, rather than later. As a dragon, his perceptive abilities are somewhat legendary; as sure as I am in my disguise, there are some minds I cannot fool. You would be wise to leave before then, too.”

This was dire news. “How long?”

“Soon,” he said. “A month. Two or three at the outset. I’m not omnipotent. The soldiers will trickle in, an advanced scout or two, then a vanguard to establish a fort and secure supply lines, then the main force will arrive. Given the size of the movement, it is possible Contremulus himself may pay this little village a visit. He won’t treat them well.” Z blew out an uninterested sigh. “Shame, really. These people are actually quite nice.”

I nibbled on the inside of my cheek. I could not have Contremulus establish a base here, not even temporarily. I would have to step up my plans, attack sooner…

Or not at all.

“What if,” I said, “he was diverted to some other town?” I searched my mind for the name of the other place Aleria had mentioned. “Shadowton?” What if…

“Sharrowton,” Z corrected. “And yes, you’re right. If you revealed yourself as Ren of Atikala there, his eyes would fall off Ivywood.”

His ability to sense what I was thinking was frustrating. “That…was indeed what I was thinking.”

“Sounds like a good plan,” he said. Z’s form shimmered, and within a moment, he was Erelim again. “We should head back in.”

Trusting this creature was a risk, but I had no choice. I knew he could sense my hesitation, so I tried to put it to the back of my mind and not think about it. If he wanted to betray me, he could, at any time, and I would be essentially powerless to stop it.

I did not like feeling powerless at all.

“I need some air,” I said, and I pulled open the door to the sleeping quarters.

“Come back when you’re ready,” said Z, and then he left.

Rather than head back to the main tavern area, I instead turned down the corridor and went out a side door, outside to a porch area bathed in sunlight, bounded by a wooden railing.

An overhang jutted out from the building, shading my eyes, yet the brightness did not bother me at all. My human eyes saw just fine. Nearby, someone was chopping wood with a large axe. I idly stared at him while he worked, leaning up against the railing.

What was I doing here in this town? I had come a long way and spent a lot of time preparing myself to destroy it…but as I listened to the sound of the merriment from the tavern drifting through the wooden walls, and as I recounted in my mind the kindnesses I had been shown by total strangers, my desire to turn Contremulus’s eyes away from this town intensified.

Why, though? Simply because they were nice to me?

Did my enemies deserve to avoid death by simple acts of kindness?

Were they even my enemies at all?

I was in over my head.

“Hey you,” said Aleria’s voice. I jerked, nearly jumping out of my skin. How long had she been standing right next to me?

“Hello,” I said, trying to force my breathing back to a normal level.

“Sorry,” she said. “You hadn’t come back for a while; I decided to come see that you were okay.”

“I’m fine,” I said, and I turned back to the woodcutter, watching as his powerful arms swung the axe in an arc. Sweat flew from him despite the chilly air.

Aleria seemed amused by this. “Just watching Ferland work, mmm?” Her tone became whimsical. “Ferland is Berrad’s son. They work together. Berrad takes care of the big trees, and Ferland cleans up, splitting wood and generally hefting that thing of his like it weighs nothing at all.”

Ferland swung another blow, splitting a log in half. Each of the resultant blocks of wood were as big as my kobold body; despite the disturbing mental image, the more I watched, the more I saw the human male in a new light. The curves of his muscles. His strong legs. His body that was wide at the top and narrow at the hips. The strength in his core, the symmetry of his face, the curliness of his long hair.

Tzala had warned me the amulet would affect my body and my mind, but I had not anticipated anything like this. The human chopping wood was mesmerising.

“Just look at you,” said Aleria, reaching out and giving my shoulder a playful shove. “You’re as red as a beet.”

I felt hot all over, and light headed, as though an infection had turned feverish in my blood. “What’s happening to me? Am I going to die?”

Aleria nearly choked, hacking with laughter. The noise drew Ferland’s attention and our eyes met. I swiftly looked away.

“No,” Aleria managed. “You won’t.” She fought for breath, and Ferland mercifully went back to his work. “You like what you see, huh?”

Did I, or was it an effect of the amulet? “Is it wrong to do so?”

She touched the edge of her mouth, her eyes sparkling with mirth. “You wouldn’t be the first villager to get all flustered watching him chop wood. He’s handsome, no doubt.”

“I don’t know him,” I said, a tad defensively.

“Well that’s true.” Aleria leaned up against the railing with me. “But, you know, we can change that. Was something I was thinking of talking to you about.”

“Introducing me?” That seemed fine. “I’ve met plenty of new people today.”

“That wasn’t what I meant.” She breathed in the cool air, and I did the same. “You know, I know you’re going to wander away. Travellers inevitably do. But Contremulus…what I know about him, anyway…seems to indicate that he isn’t immortally patient. Eventually his eyes will turn away from you. If you wanted to, one day, you could come back here. Settle down. Stop running.”

“That’s a kind offer,” I said, and I actually, genuinely, thought so. Ssarsdale had been less than accommodating when the Atikalan refugees and I had shown up on their doorstep; even after Tzala and I had proven our worth. Establishing myself there had only happened after a powerful display of my might, and as my mother continued to point out, my position was tenuous.

These people had known me for less than a day and were already inviting me to stay with them.

“One question, though,” said Aleria, turning to face me with a strange smile on her face. “Would you pay one copper to save my life?”

It was a simple question, oddly phrased but easy to answer. “Of course.”

“Would you pay two coppers?”

My understanding of the surface economy was poor, but certainly Aleria’s life was worth more to me than that. “Yes.”

“What about three?”

I could see where this was going. “You’re trying to find out what my limit is; how much your life is worth to me in monetary terms.”

“That’s right,” she said, excitement painting her words. “You catch on fast. But it’s more than that. See, the trick is to keep adding more and more coins. Coppers turn into silvers, silvers into golds…and wherever you stop, saving my life is just one copper more. So cheap, the choice between life and death.” Aleria clicked her tongue. “Hence, my life is worth no more than a copper to you, under the right circumstances.”

“And mine to you,” I answered. “I could use the same trick against you.”

Aleria dipped her head in acknowledgment, and I enjoyed the silence for a moment.

“I should go,” I said, pushing away from the rail.

“Go?” Aleria’s eyes flicked to the town, and then back to me. “Back to the Witty Fox, or…go?”

“Go,” I said. “On my way. But I’ll come back. I promise.”

Aleria leaned forward, wrapping her arms around my middle and giving me a firm squeeze. “Okay,” she said. “I understand why.”

I returned the hug. “I promise I’ll come back,” I said again.

I even half meant it.


























CHAPTER VII










I WALKED SOUTH OUT OF Ivywood, and when I was a mile or more beyond its limits, so far south that it was swallowed by trees, I removed the necklace and became myself again.

The world grew much larger and the sun so much brighter—so bright I had to shield my eyes, half blind. Being a kobold again felt at once very familiar, and yet, distant too. Memories of my brief stay in the village were strong, but as I marched away from Ivywood towards the entrance to the underworld, they became distant, fuzzy, unreal. As though I’d dreamed a most pleasant dream, and upon waking, had realised it all to be nonsense.

I folded my human-sized clothes to reduce their size. They seemed so big to me now; there was no way I could fit into them if I tried. They were heavy, too, like tent fabric—yet as a human I had carried them without concern.

Humans were strong. I bundled everything I had into the cloth, held it close to my chest, and steadied myself. A simple casting of a spell and wings of flame were mine. I lifted away from the frozen ground, towards the sky, and I made for the hole in the mountain the led into the dark.

I expected the feelings regarding Ivywood to abate—flying always cleared my head—but they didn’t. The humans within had shown me extraordinary kindness. I’d promised to return, and with every step I took away from the village, that promise echoed prominently in my mind.

I’d go back. To spy more, certainly, and maybe, just maybe, as myself. One day.

One day.

The memory of the barn kept those thoughts mostly in check. They had locked me up the moment they saw me. What would they do when they knew I’d snuck into their village in disguise?

What would they do when they remembered the child Khavi killed?

Questions for another day. I kept flying, my fiery wings beating unconsciously, keeping my head low to shield my eyes from the sun.

That was probably why I didn’t see the wizards above me until a tiny golden bead exploded off my left side and blasted me out of the air.

The explosion came with very little pressure, but it was enough to disrupt my flight. My wings flickered like a candle, and I fell. The sensation jolted me back to reality. With a panicked start, I brought myself under control and levelled out, wings beating frantically.

I was under attack.

Four human figures flew in the air above me, their black robes billowing in the wind. They were dark dots on the blue sky, attacking me with long-range spells. I squinted to see them.

Another tiny golden orb flew towards me, but this time I was ready for it. The fire washed over my body, but to me it was as a refreshing breeze. Then another, and another, as each in turn tried to blast me to ashes.

Fire? Against me? These wizards clearly did not know who they were dealing with.

My wings beat. I climbed, gaining altitude, drawing closer to them. Now I could see their faces—pale, ghostly skin barely clinging to bones. Exposed sections of yellow and dry, tattered strips of flesh hung off them. Their dark robes were stained with darker fluids, and even from the considerable distance, I could smell rot and death. 

These were not living humans.

Skeletal hands began to cast once more, weaving complicated spells I did not recognise. Rays of energy leapt out at me, red and angry. Most missed, but one struck my forehead. Warm. Harmless.

I summoned my inner fire, drawing my hand back. A golden bead formed in my palm, and I threw it, guiding it less with the force of my arm and more with my magical sense. I waited until the tiny glowing dot sailed between the three flying figures, then I detonated it.

Flaming waves ignited the robes of my mysterious antagonists. The thin cloth caught quickly, orange flame crawling up the length of their bodies.

My spells were better.

The wind whipped around me, cold and strong. The heat in my heart kept the chill away. I summoned another ball of fire; it sailed towards my enemies, bursting in a bright light. And another. One of the wizards fell, dead skin burning as the lifeless corpse tumbled towards the frozen ground. As it drew close, it turned into dust, leaving only flapping cloth as the sole reminder it was ever there.

“Do you even know who you face?” I roared as fury filled me. How dare these robed assassins assault me out in the open. “Don’t you understand that you face your doom?”

They didn’t seem to. Wordlessly, the undead creatures began to cast again, so I threw another golden ball of light and blasted the three remaining monsters to dust and ashes.

Pathetic. Contremulus had sent four wizards against me, powerful spellcasters, and I had bested them all, even as they attacked from above, in the day with the advantage of surprise. I had not even been hurt.

I had not even been hurt.

Some part of me complained at that. Although fireballs were a common wizard spell for this kind of task, striking at a distant target with overwhelming force, but Contremulus knew me enough to know I would not burn. 

Had he not sent them? Who else would dispatch four undead wizards to assault me in broad daylight?

I suddenly felt exposed, high in the sky and surrounded by the dust of my enemies. Perhaps this was some kind of vanguard…or a distraction.

Such thoughts consumed me as I flew towards the tunnel that led to the underworld. So distracted was I that I did not see Tyermumtican until I was almost at the cave’s entrance. A tiny black speck on the grey stone. I landed, dispelling the magic. My wings disappeared in a puff of smoke and ash.

“How did it go?” he asked, his white scales shining in the light of the setting sun, painting his body in a strange, eerie golden glow. “You’re back earlier than I anticipated.”

I wasn’t sure if I wanted to tell him about the wizard attack. What purpose could it serve?

Withholding information from my friend was stupid, as were any excuses I could tell myself, that he would worry, or that any entirely selfless reason existed for me not to say anything.

Instead, I said nothing, because it simply did not matter. Tyermumtican was a mighty dragon, but I was mighty in my own way. I had beaten the undead assassins sent to kill me.

I didn’t need his help.

“I don’t recall saying how long I would be gone,” I said, and climbed up to the large maw that led into the underworld, eager to get away from the burning daylight.

Tyermumtican settled down by the cave entrance. “No, you did not.” He gestured for me to sit beside him. “We’re expecting company, by the way.”

I sat. “We are? Friends of yours?”

“Friends of yours,” said Tyermumtican, smiling knowingly.

A moment later, I heard footsteps down the tunnel, and Tzala stepped out of the gloom. I scampered towards her, scooping her up and giving a firm hug. She hugged back with her single arm.

“Good to see you,” she said, bumping her forehead to mine. “I hope you found your visit to the surface enlightening.”

“I did,” I said, and I meant it. I’d learnt little about their tactical situation, but I had learnt something much more important.

It wasn’t necessary to know their strengths and weaknesses. They were not our enemy. Contremulus was, Contremulus and his undead monstrosities.

“Good.” With a low sigh, Tzala sat down on the stones, and the three of us arranged ourselves into a circle.

“You mentioned friends,” I said to Tyermumtican. “Did you just mean Tzala?”

“Oh, no,” he said, as though remembering some forgotten detail. “Z should be along in a moment.”

I half lidded my eyes. “You know the doppelganger?”

“You know a doppelganger?” asked Tzala, maw falling open.

“Yes,” I said. “He was impersonating a villager. He read my mind, and apparently, found what was within too curious to resist. I wasn’t anticipating he would follow me out here.”

“That’s Z for you,” said Tyermumtican, stretching out lazily on the stone. “Always doing that which surprises you, which in turn, should not be surprising at all.”

“Rude,” came a kobold’s voice from down the mountain, echoing slightly as the sound bounced off the hard stones.

She was a stranger to me, blue scales, fading to a copperish green near her neck and head, but I saw something in her red eyes—something that told me, far more than Tyermumtican’s hints, that this was the same creature I’d met in the village.

“You’re late Z,” said Tyermumtican. “That’s rudeness.”

Z clambered up the rocks towards the tunnel’s entrance, grumbling loudly as she did so. She? He? Did doppelgangers care about such identifiers? “It’s ruder to point out another’s rudeness. I declare you the ruder party by a significant margin.”

“I declare that I don’t care what you declare.”

“Then we are at an impasse.” Z bowed to me, dipping her head low. “A pleasure to see you once again, Ren of Atikala. You look much as I imagined.” A reluctant grimace came over her face as her eyes flickered over my golden scales. “I see the story about Contremulus was woven from strands of the truth.”

I did not like this creature I’d barely met questioning my linage. “An accident of birth,” I said. “Nobody can control their parentage.”

Z slid into our circle, between Tyermumtican and me, and everyone shuffled around to give her room. “True for you, perhaps, but I can be anyone.”

It was difficult to object to her point. “Right,” I said to Tyermumtican, folding my hands in my lap. “What’s everyone doing here?”

“We all want to hear about your time in the village,” said Tzala, her tail tapping gently against the ground. “About what you’ve learned.”

For a moment I couldn’t put it into words. I had been the one who had singled out the village, and if I changed my mind about attacking it, I might look weak.

Then again, apart from Z—who had expressed a distinct apathy towards me and my endeavors—I didn’t care about looking weak to any of them. Tzala was my mother, and Tyermumtican had seen me at my worst. So I decided to tell the truth.

“I met many people,” I said. “More than I can remember the names to. They treated me well, and I feel that moving against them is in error. We should focus our efforts elsewhere.”

From Tyermumtican and Tzala there was considerable relief.

“However I did learn,” I continued, “that Contremulus is moving towards Ivywood. His men will be establishing an outpost there, to what end I am not certain, but it is clear to me that this will bode ill for us if it should come to pass.” I let that sink in. “I also learned that the villagers are aware of our movements. At least, on some level.”

Tzala frowned. “This is worrying news, but hardly unexpected. Contremulus must have a vague impression of your location by now; he should suspect you have gone to Ssarsdale. It makes sense that he will either attempt to verify this suspicion, or move on the city just to be certain.”

“Perhaps,” said Tzala, glancing at Tyermumtican for support, “some further observation of Ivywood is warranted. If only to determine when Contremulus’s scouts arrive.”

Tyermumtican considered this. “It does seem prudent. Moving an army cannot be done in a day; scouts will arrive first, then the rest of the army. We would have plenty of warning.”

The humans had said as much. Tyermumtican’s ability to predict their behaviours was useful. “I’m more than happy to go back,” I said, “in a few days. I have affairs to manage with the council, and they will want my report.”

“That would be wise,” said Tzala.

It was good to have Tzala finally say something nice about me. I glanced to Z. “You haven’t said much.”

“I have nothing to contribute.” She raised her hands. “I’m here only to satisfy my curiosity. I want no part in your wars, Ren, but I would like to remain good friends with whoever is the victor.”

My tail twitched slightly. “How very pragmatic of you.”

“Thank you,” she said, completely without irony.

“So,” I said, clicking my tongue in annoyance, “did you have anything to actually contribute, or is this all just some game to you?”

Z stretched her back in a way that was strange and unnatural to me, arching her neck so far back it should have been painful but didn’t seem to be. “I don’t know why you’re even bothering with the surface, to be honest. You have a large underground fortress that could, conceivably, withstand the assault of a dragon. It would take away his primary advantage: flight. Yes, there are powerful magics to quake the stones, and even worse, but it could be no worse than facing him in the open plain…and with the defenders advantage.”

“And that’s all very well if we win,” said Tyermumtican, “but by fighting at our doorstep, we are risking everything if we lose.”

“Perhaps a measured approach,” said Tzala. “We could fight his armies on the surface, and lure Contremulus himself underground…”

Too many conflicting suggestions coming too quickly. It made my head hurt. “I’m the only real kobold here,” I said. “So quiet, all of you. We’re going to do what I say.”

“You did ask for our suggestions,” said Tyermumtican.

That was true.

“For now,” I said, “I think the best course of action would be to bide our time. Continue observation of the humans. Continue building weapons and training our soldiers. I will give my report to the council, and we will decide on a course of action from there.”

Everyone nodded their approval, so without further ado, the four of us gathered up our things and made our way into the lightless tunnels of the underworld.
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The walk back to Ssarsdale was uneventful. It possessed a kind of hollow emptiness to it; the journey was dead time. I had no productive thoughts, performed no action save putting one foot in front of the other.

And I felt angry for some reason I could not adequately explain.

By the time the gates of Ssarsdale reappeared, the anger had faded. The guards ran out to meet me, as they typically did, their faces painted with joy.

Yet I did not feel happy. I said polite words, and I reassured them that everything was okay, and then I checked the human-sized clothes I carried into the armoury. The process attracted many stares, but as the leader, none questioned me. Then I made my way into the city. Towards the central spire that was my home.

I should see Dorydd. She had mentioned travelling to the dwarves, visiting them…we would need to make those plans. I felt vaguely tired of it, as though this distant offer grew less attractive.

Rather than seek out my friend, I instead climbed the spiral staircase of the central spire. Ushug was waiting outside my quarters.

“Good evening, Supreme Leader,” she said, her upper lip curling back. “How did your visit to the surface go? When can we strike?”

If I didn’t make this clear, my day would be spent repeating the same words. “Please inform the rest of the council that I have visited the human settlement, and I have determined through exhaustive firsthand investigation that they did not launch the sortie against our home.”

Ushug’s teeth shone in the glowbug light, as though she might bite me. “Am I your messenger now? Your Mistress of Logistics, demoted to a courier?”

“We each serve in our own capacity,” I said, her insubordination grating on my nerves. “I don’t want to be bothered with every little detail.”

Ushug inclined her head, the tip of her tail flicking across the stone. “Unchecked human aggression, during the prelude to open war, is a trivial detail to Ren of Atikala?”

I disliked her calling me that. Ren of Atikala. Reminding me I was one of the few remaining scions of a ruin. “What do you want me to do?” I snapped. “Fly through the tunnels, and burn them all to ashes myself? Must I fight this war on my own while you and the council sit and debate every little matter until the end of time? You’re the Mistress of Logistics. This is above your station. I told you who it wasn’t, and that’s all I know. Complain to the council.”

“I give help,” said Ilothika from above me.

I nearly leapt out of my scales. The assassin was squatting, upside down, on the ceiling; she looked like some kind of bat. Faint smoke fell from her anklets, forming grasping hands that held her to the stone.

Ilothika was a ghost. I hadn’t seen her at all. Was she sending me some kind of message? I could kill you at any time. My knife would find you, and you would not even have time to shit before you died. I have ways and means of being anywhere.

Far too slowly my composure returned. “Help?” I squinted up at the ceiling. “You mean to send the Darkguard to punish the humans.”

“What Darkguard for?” asked Ilothika. She slowly walked across the ceiling, her smoke-feet holding her firm, and then down the wall to face me. “Why feed us? Why arm us? If not use, Darkguard pointless.” Her cold, emotionless stare met mine. “Use us. We spill blood.”

I was almost tempted. For some reason I could not adequately identify, despite all I had learned, for a moment I nearly agreed.

But my rational side took over. We couldn’t. The humans of Ivywood had not attacked us, and we had no proof who was truly involved. We didn’t know enough, and the humans were strong. We risked everything for a few lousy warriors.

“Go into the tunnels where the patrol was ambushed,” I said, speaking carefully and deliberately. “Find out where the humans came from. Track them. Hunt them. Do not, under any circumstances, tip our hand. We cannot be seen to be moving against them.” To make sure that she obeyed me, I mollified her. “Yet.”

Ilothika dipped her head. “I go myself. Not fail.”

“See to it,” I said, but one more directive filled my head. “If you find the living dead, destroy them. Otherwise, remember…no killing.”

Ilothika slid into the staircase, past me, down and away. Ushug, after a moment’s consideration, followed her.

My quarters beckoned, but the mental image of Ilothika appearing on the ceiling, blackened knife in hand, haunted me. If the Darkguard had wanted to send some kind of signal with her parlour tricks, it had worked.

I summoned my wings with a surge of magical power and flew out the window, over the city, towards the eastern tunnels.
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My people had laid the kobold bodies out in the eastern tunnels. They had been stripped of their equipment and lay bloated and rotten, shoulder to shoulder in one of the old mining caverns. Not a natural cave, but one of our own creation. Ssarsdale’s miners had carved it out of stone, excavating iron and precious minerals. Now it was home to these bodies, transported in faster than I could fly there. Sirora’s assistants had worked quickly.

The nature of Sirora’s assistants gnawed at me. How many did she have? How did she communicate with them?

What even were they?

I faced the corpses, resisting the urge to cover my nose. The smell of the death was unpleasant, but so had been their fates. They had suffered horribly; the least I could do was endure a little discomfort.

“Friela,” I said, recalling the survivor’s name to memory. Her headless body was still there. “Chali. Shilke. Geefa. Pella. Vris. Thaar. Ivashi. Lharan. Ulorja. Wret.” I struggled to remember the last name. It was on the tip of my tongue, like a song I could barely remember. “…Wekma.”

Three times the names were said. I did not want to forget. Yet, even after all this, I could not trust myself.

I moved over to the cavern wall, and using the tip of my claw, scratched their names into the wall. I put each name above their heads, vertically to save space. The process hurt my fingers and blunted my tips, and produced a grating noise that made me shiver, but I did it any way.

The dead should have names.

With it all done, I turned around to leave.

“Gah!” I nearly choked. A vague shape moved in the very corner of my eye. 

A white kobold casually leaned against the stone wall. Tyermumtican. 

“How long have you been standing there?”

“Long enough,” he said, smiling widely. “Accept my apologies. I had to hide myself. I thought your gate guards would be concerned if one kobold departed and two returned.”

I had not noticed him at all. I was sick of people sneaking up on me. “You could have asked,” I said, more defensively than I meant.

“I could have,” he said.

A moment of silence.

“It’s good that you’re taking care of the dead,” said Tyermumtican, nodding approvingly to the crude scratch marks I’d made. “Do you intend to keep doing so?”

“For as long as kobolds die in my service, I feel I must.” The smell was beginning to get to me. “Let’s go for a walk,” I said, pointing further into the tunnels. “This should be a place of peace.”

Tyermumtican seemed surprised, in a good way, with my request. He fell into step with me as I walked away from the impromptu tomb, down further into Drathari’s underworld, away from the noise of Ssarsdale and the smell of the dead.

“So,” he said, when we were definitely alone. “Tzala mentioned some issues with the council, and a particular necromancer sorceress…”

“I don’t want to talk about the council,” I said, swishing my tail over the stone as I walked. “And I definitely don’t want to talk about Sirora.”

He seemed happy with that. “When’s your next trip to the surface?”

“Soon,” I said. “In fact, I might leave after we’re done here.”

He stopped walking, putting his white hands on his hips. “We’re doing something here?”

His question confused me. Once again I felt warm all over. “No. I mean, we’re not, right?”

“Are we?”

We were talking in circles, but for some reason, I didn’t get mad. I just kind of…laughed. A halting, nervous gesture, which I was infinitely glad was not observed by the council.

Tyermumtican laughed, too, and he stepped closer to me, once more putting his hands around my waist.

I didn’t know what happened. A wild impulse seized me. I grabbed him around the shoulders, and I kissed him—more powerfully and passionately than I’d ever done, tilting my head to one side, pushing his back up against the stone wall.

Tyermumtican emitted a surprised squeak, but soon I found my actions returned in kind. His hands gripped my backside and squeezed. I ground my chest against his, claws digging into his shoulder. I pressed my chest so tightly against his I felt like I would push him into the stone.

I felt hot all over, as though spellcasting, but different. Very different.

“Wait,” I said, breaking the kiss, panting softly. What was wrong with me? Kobolds did not kiss. There was no point in it; it did not hasten the mating process and increased the risk of disease transfer. Besides, our mouths were not made for it, long and reptilian.

Tyermumtican had introduced me to the practice, and I found it to my liking, but this sudden, powerful urging was…coming from some place I did not understand. Something outside of who I was.

Or rather, outside of who I’d always been told I had to be. Not that I could ever understand. I’d only ever been me, and for many reasons, I was not a typical kobold.

I let him go, taking several deep breaths, trying to clear my head. It felt like I was back in the snow, freezing to death…everything was distant, warm, fuzzy. “Just wait.”

He said nothing, just stood there, his back against the stone. “I don’t want you to do anything you don’t want to do,” he said.

“I know.” He could turn into a colossal dragon and crush me if he wanted to. He could scorch Ssarsdale with his acid breath, or do any number of things, if I made him angry enough. Yet he didn’t seem angry. He just…stood there. Waiting.

Waiting for what? I didn’t know what to tell him. My heart was beating a thousand times an instant. This section of tunnel was completely abandoned. There was nobody around for miles. It wasn’t fear of discovery that made me hesitate, or fear of him; it was something else.

Fear of myself.

“I can’t,” I said, softly, the words drifting out of my mouth before I could think them through. “I’m sorry, I just—I can’t. I don’t know why, I just…”

“It’s okay,” said Tyermumtican.

“I do want to,” I said, finally looking at him. “With you, I mean…do things. I do. I like you. You are strong, powerful, wise, kind, I just feel—”

“It’s okay,” he said again.

Was it? I ran my hands over my spines. Everyone wanted to reproduce. Even if I didn’t, I liked Tyermumtican. The urge came from me, and it was genuine. Why did I resist this? Why was I different?

I was Contremulus’s child, but I had turned out all right.

Hadn’t I?

“I’m so, so sorry,” I said again, taking a step back. “This…this was a mistake. I shouldn’t have brought you down here. And…” I didn’t know what else to say.

“Shh, shh…” Tyermumtican took a step forward. “There’s no need to rush into anything.” He touched my cheek with his hand. “We have all the time in the world. You’re so young. You have so much yet to do, so many deeds yet to accomplish. Being a dragon teaches you one thing—patience.”

I cried. Just a little.

“Okay,” I said, smiling sheepishly and trying, very hard, to keep everything together. “Okay. We’ll wait.”

“All the time in the world,” said Tyermumtican, and I believed him.


























CHAPTER VIII










WE KISSED SOME MORE. FOR how long, I couldn’t say. The time passed far too quickly; we rested side to side, our arms around each other, cuddled together on the stone. I felt the warmth of his scales, and he felt mine, and it was good. I wanted to do more, but my demons kept me back. Tyermumtican shushed my continued apologies.

But we couldn’t stay there forever. Eventually, but with painful reluctance, Tyermumtican slipped away into the deeper tunnels. I watched him go with a distinct pain in my chest.

I would see him again soon. I had to keep this in mind, reassure myself that this wasn’t the end. It was the beginning. Of what, I wasn’t sure, but…I knew it was good.

Daydreams of the future made me smile for the first time in a long time.

When he was long gone, my face had dried up, and the warm spot on the stone had cooled back to nothing. I walked back to Ssarsdale. Tyermumtican was on my mind as I did, so when I finally returned to the main cavern, it was sudden enough to be a surprise.

Ssarsdale. My adopted home, lit by the light of a million glowbugs. I’d seen it so many times that it felt, in some way, more home to me than Atikala did. But at the same time, I’d never truly felt like I belonged here. I was an outsider in a city I ruled.

Ren of Ssarsdale. That had a nice ring to it. Perhaps I should adopt that moniker. It might help me fit in.

I felt good. This was the right decision.

As I sat there, pondering various things, a dozen of my warriors approached. The leader bowed her head low.

“Sirora wants to see you immediately, Supreme Leader,” she said.

The good mood evaporated. I touched her snout in thanks, and turned my thoughts towards magic once more. My wings returned, bathing the doors of Ssarsdale in orange light, frightening the nearby glowbugs into submission. I flew towards the central spire, a flaming beacon of light over my city. 

Sirora was waiting for me by the door.

“Good evening, Leader Ren,” she said, dipping her snout low as I dispelled my wings. “I hope your journey did not exhaust you.”

Insincerity dripped from every word. “I am fine,” I said, walking up to her. “I received word that you needed me.”

“I do,” said Sirora, “I have something very special to show you. Come.”

Once more we walked down into Sirora’s lair. Once more I was struck by how dark and gloomy it was, and empty of everything. Although we were the only living creatures here, I felt as though I were being watched.

Sirora took me deep within the stone below the tower, to an empty room on the far side of her lair. On a raised dais, a human skull—completely flayed of flesh—sat in clear view.

“The head of one of the humans you killed,” she said. “From the group that attacked our patrol. I was seeking your permission to interrogate it, as we did earlier. I have already made the necessary preparations.”

Again, Sirora had worked ahead of me, anticipating my actions, and effectively, undermining my commands. What could I say now? No? It was tempting. Tempting to just walk away and order the skull crushed into powder.

But my investigation of the surface had yielded no fruit. I had no more idea who sent the soldiers than when I had left, although I knew who didn’t send them. Useful information. Sort of.

“Very well,” I said. “Four questions, yes?”

“That is correct, Supreme Leader.”

Four would have to do. “Ask the human where it came from.”

Sirora picked up the skull, and once again, blue light flooded the chamber. She repeated my question.

“From the north and the west,” groaned the skull, its voice echoing, pained. “My Lord sent me to strike at the kobold armies.”

“The skull is resisting,” said Sirora. “It is compelled to comply, but it is withholding information. It does not want to help us. You will need to be very specific.”

The needs of my people outweighed the desires of a single human. I considered my next question. 

“What is the name of your lord?”

The skull did not answer. Sirora’s face scrunched up in a mixture of focus and pain, and the skull’s flayed jaw shook. They fought a silent, mental battle for a moment, and then Sirora relaxed.

“My lord’s name,” said the skull, “is Contremulus the Sunscale.”

I knew it. I knew my father was moving against me. “What is his plan?” I asked. “Tell me!”

Sirora shook her head, although she smiled, ever so slightly, as though in approval. “Not specific enough, Supreme Leader.”

I only had two questions left. I had to think, I had to focus. “How long until Contremulus arrives in Ivywood?”

Sirora was about to repeat my question, but footsteps reached our earholes.

“Were you expecting someone?” I asked, my hand casually resting on my rapier.

“I was not.” Sirora’s eyes flicked to one side, as though looking at something I could not see, and then nodded to the empty air.

I searched within myself, drawing upon my magical pool, readying to cast should an enemy appear. I was bubbling, full of heat, and whoever it was would face my flames. I raised my hands, smoke rising from my fingertips.

The face of my mother poked through the door. “Ren? Are you here?”

“Tzala?” My magic failed. “What are you doing here?”

“Lady Tzala,” said Sirora, her voice sharp. “You are intruding—”

“I called out, nobody answered,” said Tzala to Sirora, then turned her attention to me. “Many eyes saw you enter here.”

Sirora crossed her arms. “You do not believe I can protect our Supreme Leader?”

Tzala said nothing, the skull in Sirora’s hand, still glowing with a blue light, stealing away her attention. Her face became ashen, the skin around her eyes tightening. “What…what are you doing?”

“Nothing that concerns you,” said Sirora, the edge in her voice turning venomous, as though it might poison the very air between the two.

“Intelligence gathering,” I explained. “Pried from the bodies of the dead.”

Tzala put her hand over her maw. “You would speak with the dead? Ren, this is powerful, dark magic, and it should not be trusted.”

“Is it necromancy which should not be trusted?” asked Sirora, bile creeping into her words. “Or its practitioners?”

“They are one and the same,” said Tzala. “A sword cannot kill without a swordsman.”

“And yet,” said Sirora, “when murder is done we do not punish the sword. Nor do we pontificate on the evil of blades. They are tools, nothing more. Tools do not have opinions.”

Tzala glared at her. Sirora glared back.

“This is madness,” said Tzala, shaking her head. “And it is mad of you, Ren, to be party to it.”

“I need to know what the skull knows,” I said. “Then I can strike at Contremulus.”

“Let it go.” Tzala’s severed stump twitched. “Leave whatever happened behind you. He hurt you, but that’s in the past. You can’t change that. You can only control your future.”

Frustration bubbled inside me. “We’re doing this for freedom. Freedom for my people.” My people. A faint flicker on Tzala’s face told me I had driven the point home. “Freedom for those on the surface. Freedom for all, from Contremulus’s iron fist. For those who suffer in Northaven.”

“If a person says they’re fighting for your freedom,” said Tzala, “it’s a safe bet they’re fighting for the freedom to tell you what to do.”

“That’s not true,” I said, trying to keep my anger in check. I couldn’t believe what I was hearing. “Can’t you see I’ve suffered? Have my tales of Northaven not swayed you?”

“I believe you, but…” Tzala’s voice increased in pitch, turning pleading. “Listen to me, child. Something’s changed inside you. Deep inside, twisting you to your core. The Ren I knew in Atikala, the Ren who fought beside me in the tunnels outside Ssarsdale, the Ren who stayed her hand when Vrax pleaded for mercy, she would see this wickedness for what it was and reject it.”

And yet, in the end, I had killed Vrax. Nobody knew about that. They assumed he had fled the city. It was sometimes difficult keeping up the lie. “I forge my own destiny,” I said. “The choices I make are mine alone. As are the consequences.”

That did not seem to satisfy her. “No.” Tzala’s upper lip curled back, her tail swaying. “I thought it just stress, just an echo of your suffering there, but it’s more than that. Something’s different about you. It has been since you returned from Northaven. First there was your mistake with the fire elemental, then you wanted to strike at Ivywood without knowing a thing about them, then you send Ilothika out for who-knows-what purpose—and now, necromancy!” Tzala ran her hand over her snout. “There’s a rot in your soul. Deeper, more insidious than your traumas. You’re being poisoned in your mind. You don’t even see what’s happening to you!”

She was babbling. “Are you finished?” I asked. “We have work to do here.”

Tzala and I locked eyes. For a moment, I saw something in her gaze that gave me pause—a powerful mix of anger and despair—but then she turned to walk back down the hallway she had come.

“Is…this going to be a problem?” asked Sirora, regarding me with a strangely sympathetic look on her face.

“Pardon?”

“Your mother.” Sirora glanced down to the skull in her hand. “She clearly opposes you. Questions you at every turn, I imagine.” Not quite true, but I couldn’t technically disagree. “If she gets too much to handle…”

I scowled at her, tail lashing. “If you lay a single claw on my mother I will burn you to your bones.”

Sirora held up a hand. “I won’t,” she said. “I swear it.”

“You’ll do more than swear if I find you’ve moved against her.”

Strangely, my threat seemed to please her, and she inclined her head. “Of course. Shall we continue with our work?”

Truly, I did not want to after Sirora’s…offer…but as much as I hated to admit it, she was right. We had work to do.

“Ask the skull when Contremulus arrives in Ivywood.”

She did so.

“I am unsure,” it said. “The speed of his soldiers is not known to me.”

Odd. I should press that line of questioning, but I needed to know other things. “What about…why? Why were you sent to kill kobold patrols, knowing I would not be among them?”

The skull hesitated again. I could see the fight in the blue light that was its eyes, and Sirora struggled, once again, to force it to obey.

“Contremulus knows your biggest weakness,” said the skull. With a low echoing groan it blew into dust.

I was quiet for a moment, stroking my chin with the tips of my claws, trying to make sense of that. Weakness? What weakness had I displayed to my father? All he had learnt of in Northaven was that some unknown, great power resided in me, and that I could come back to life.

“Curious,” said Sirora, finally, without elaboration.

“Yes,” I said, and once again, I felt strangely unwelcome in this place. Watched. Sirora’s eyes once again flicked to an empty piece of air.

I whipped Kurdax, my dagger, out from my belt and hurled it where Sirora was looking. If her servants were invisible, now I would know them, and then—

The steel whistled into the stone at the far end of the room, then fell to the ground.

“Paranoia,” said Sirora approvingly. “A useful tool.” She slid over to my fallen steel, picked it up, and returned it to me. “I hope it serves you well in the future.”

Glaring at her, I took back my friend, resheathed him, and left towards my quarters.

[image: Image]

My mother was angry with me.

I had never really known her to be this way. She had been frustrated with me, on occasion, and we had disagreed—but nothing so serious. Nothing where she had left me without saying goodbye.

She disapproved of me turning to Sirora for help, but the necromancer had provided more help than I could have imagined. I did not believe for a second that any of this came for free, but what choice did I have? I did not know the spells Sirora knew. My power came from my blood, from my draconic father, not…whatever dark essence powered Sirora.

The more I thought about the source of Sirora’s spells, the less I liked the conclusions I came to.

It ultimately didn’t matter. She had her power, and I had mine. We were different, but alike, and we would have to work together.

For now.

I went back to my quarters, half expecting Tzala to be there waiting for me. To talk to me and make everything okay. Instead, it was Dorydd who stood outside my door, her strong arms carefully folded over her chest.

“Hello, Ren,” she said, her tone a little more formal than I had expected.

“Hello,” I said. I had not seen her in some time. “Is everything okay?”

Dorydd smiled, but it was a little cautious. “Yes, it is. I was just coming to see you about our planned expedition to the Thunderhelm territories. To Irondarrow keep.”

I had almost forgotten. “Yes, yes.” I tried to gather my thoughts. “We will go, I promise you.”

“When?” she asked, her tone pointed. She wanted specifics. “I will require time to notify my people, so that they may prepare for your arrival.”

What kind of preparations would be needed? I would arrive, talk, then leave. Dorydd’s people were…strange to me. “The travel time is substantial,” I said. “We would have to cross most of Drathari. That should give the dwarves plenty of time.”

Dorydd’s smile grew, becoming genuine. “About that…although I could use the exercise, cooped up in Ssarsdale for months as I have been, there is another option. If time away from your people is your concern, I know of a wizard who owes my family a favour. A magical return journey could be arranged. At no insubstantial cost to my family, but the benefits could be substantial. My kin are always looking to open up more trade routes to distant locations…Ssarsdale could have a lot to offer them.”

Teleportation. Powerful magic indeed, well beyond me. Meeting such a wizardwould be a useful event. The idea of attracting dwarven trading allies, however, was more troubling. My people would never accept such a thing—they traded only with the kobold settlement of Emparsdon, now that Atikala was gone—but that would have to be a secret only I and a select few knew.

I was keeping a lot of secrets these days. Adding one more to the pile did not seem so bad.

“I would welcome trade with Irondarrow,” I said. “Especially if we could be there within the day.”

Dorydd seemed pleased. “Then I shall make the arrangements,” she said. “When should I have the wizard arrive?”

“Send him in two weeks,” I said. “That should give me time enough to finish my tasks here.”

“As you wish.” Seemingly pleased, Dorydd left.

What now? I wanted to sleep, but at the same time, I felt far too awake for that.

I wanted to see Tyermumtican again. I wanted to be back in the stone cavern where we had kissed. I wanted to—

No. I didn’t know what I wanted. I grit my teeth, mentally scolding myself. This was no way for a leader to behave. I had to be strong. Mighty.

I had a job to do. I was the leader. The destiny of my people was in my hands.

To serve them I would need to work. To work I would need to rest. This was as logical as anything to me; my conclusion seemed unimpeachable in my mind, but for some reason, my hands would not move to the door’s handle. My feet would not take me beyond the threshold. I sensed something inside there, something waiting for me in my quarters, and I tried to banish these thoughts. I wasn’t sure why I was being so cautious; this was my home, I had no reason to be afraid.

I pushed open the stone door to my quarters and stepped inside and crawled into the area I used for sleeping. Within moments, my eyes were closed, my breathing slowed, and I found myself relaxing for the first time in a long time.

I woke up to a world of fire.
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Smoke billowed all around me, up my nose and into my eyes when I opened them.

“Shit of the dead gods!” shouted Dorydd, from outside my room. “Ren! Ren, wake up!”

“I’m coming!” I shouted, but then the door to my chambers blew off its hinges, and Dorydd ran in, her hair and face blackened by soot. Valen was right behind her, coughing and gagging.

“What is this?” I asked. “What’s going on?”

Valen ran to me and clung to my waist. Dorydd began coughing, air coming difficult to her. The smoke didn’t burn my throat, as it seemed to do to the others, but the smoke irritated my eyes.

I focused myself, squinting away the watering of my eyes and forcing the sleep out of my brain. We were definitely in my room at the central spire, but it was not as I remembered it. Smoke rose from the cracks in the floor, and the whole building reeked of burning support struts. It almost smelled good, in a strange way, but its implications were horrible.

“We need to get out of here,” I said. The only way out was the balcony. “This way!”

I grabbed Dorydd and Valen’s hands and dragged them towards the fresh air. Valen’s feet dragged on the floor as he, eyes forced shut by the smoke, cried pitifully.

My head spun as we crossed the threshold. The lights of Ssarsdale stretched out before us, the base of the tower engulfed in a roaring fire that consumed most of it. A throng of kobolds, spears in hand, were fighting in the open space below.

Fighting humans. Humans with bows and chains and swords. It seemed as though my forces were winning, but there were bodies everywhere. A dozen kobold lives for every human.

I could even the odds.

“We need to get down there,” I said, taking in a deep breath of the fresher air. “We need to join the fight.”

Dorydd stared helplessly at me. “Even if I could, Ren, it’s far too far. I’d do more harm than good down there after a fall like that.”

A brief assessment of the height and I agreed. Besides, someone had to take care of Valen. “Make for the eastern tunnels,” I said. “Get down below. Down deep. They won’t look for you there. I’ll come and find you.”

Valen took Dorydd’s hand. “I will guide her,” he said.

“How exactly do you plan on getting down?” I asked. “Surely you can’t jump through shadows yet.”

“No,” he said, his red eyes watery from the smoke, but glowing with anger in the amber light. “Not yet. Blast it!” He snarled, baring his teeth. “I should know this trick. I told the instructors they should have taught me—”

There was no time for this.

“Can you climb down the outside wall?” I asked Dorydd.

“Yes,” she said, flexing her fingers.

“Carrying Valen?”

Now she appeared less confident. “Probably.”

Valen shook his head. “I can climb. I have been well trained.”

I was apprehensive, but Valen swung his legs out over the balcony, and as though he were some kind of lizard, began skittering down the stone wall of the tower, nimbly dodging smoking windows and loose rocks.

Dorydd shrugged helplessly and followed him over the edge.

They had their place, and I had mine. I sucked in air, focusing my magic and summoning forth my wings of fire. I leapt into the smoky air, wings flapping as I climbed away from the burning tower and over the melee.

All eyes turned to look at me, blades pausing mid swing.

“I am Ren of Atikala!” I shouted at the group below, fire bubbling my veins. “Intruders to Ssarsdale, your assault is at its end. Throw down your weapons, and I shall be merciful!”

My answer came in a volley of arrows that barely missed me and flew off to the south of Ssarsdale. If I had my plate I might have tried talking to them again, but I did not, and I doubted they would listen in any event.

Then they should all burn. I conjured a golden orb into my hand and hurled it towards a concentration of the humans. It exploded and burst into fire, enveloping them and blasting them to ashes. I conjured another and threw that one, too, blowing another group to oblivion.

More arrows harmlessly flew past me. Rage burned brighter than the fires of my wings. I swooped low and held out my hands, arcane words of power flowing from my lips. Flames swept over two of the humans, and I kept casting until they were dead.

My troops rallied, turning the defence into an assault. Warriors rushed forward, their spears finding human flesh, chanting furiously.

Ren! Ren! Ren!

Thirty remained. Twenty. Ten. The survivors formed a circle, and looking up to me, threw down their weapons, raising their hands above their heads. My warriors surrounded them, spears raised.

I stopped throwing fireballs, and drifted over the heads of my enemies. I looked each of them in the eye—women and men alike, strong, armoured, skilled—and I took stock of their faces. To remember them. Their hair. Their eyes. Their clothes.

I summoned a wall of fire in a ring around them, the waves of heat pointed inward. Their hair, their eyes, their clothes ignited, flesh springing to orange light as my heat, my rage, poured out into them from all sides. There was no shelter. No reprieve.

They screamed, they burned, and they died.

I landed on the ground, folding the winged fire behind me into my body. The warriors who had witnessed my strength fell to their knees. 

“Almighty Ren, Supreme Leader,” said one, his head bowed so low his snout touched the stone. “We are honoured to serve you.”

I touched his neck. “You have done well. Rise, soldiers. Defenders of Ssarsdale!”

Another cheer rose.

“Extinguish the fires. Effect repairs. Make sure all the humans are dead. Each of them will have a metal ring. Remove them, and bring them to me.” I took a breath, drinking in the smell of my roasted enemies. “Tell me, warrior, how did this happen? How did humans breach our gates?”

“A spellcaster,” said the warrior. “He appeared in the basement of the spire. Brought with him a container, an extradimensional space. The humans arrived from out of it. Sirora fought him bravely, but she was overwhelmed and called for aid. The humans set the supports alight as aid arrived, and then tried to fight their way to the gate. Then you arrived.”

Why the basement? That was Sirora’s lair. “Where is this spellcaster now?”

“He fled,” said the warrior. “Into the eastern tunnels.”

Where I had instructed Valen and Dorydd to go. I bit my lower lip in frustration.

“Bring me Yelora,” I said. The magus’s martial might and knowledge of the deep mines would be useful. “And Sirora. And Tzala, my mother. And fifty warriors. We are going to find this wayward mage.”

“As you wish,” said the warrior. “What of the dead humans?”

It was strange to me that the dead humans were a concern to him, whereas the rapidly cooling bodies of his own kin were not.

But I knew what to do. Too much kobold blood had been spilled, and I had been asleep for most of it.

That was the part that rankled me the most. The surviving humans I had killed with modest ease, but without me, my people seemed utterly helpless. What was the point of having an army if I had to do all the fighting myself? When Contremulus and his humans marched on Ssarsdale in strength, would I essentially be standing against them alone?

“Burn them,” I said, unable to stop my upper lip from curling back in disgust. “But not to ashes. Merely to blackened husks. Then stake these husks outside the gate as a warning to those who would defy me.”

“It will be done.”

I nodded in approval. “And collect the kobold dead,” I said. “Bring them to the eastern tunnels when we have secured them. These fallen are heroes who should be rewarded accordingly.”

He bowed low, and then the warriors went to work, extinguishing the last of the fires and rounding up the bodies of the human dead. Any still living had their throats slashed, then their bodies were rammed through with iron spikes, from buttocks to throat. Ten kobolds dragged each bloody, charred corpse to the gates of Ssarsdale where they were erected in rows, arms and legs splayed out in grisly fashion, mouths agape and dead eyes empty.

I barely looked at them. My thoughts were turned inward. My house was a crumbled ruin. Dorydd was missing. Valen was missing. My head arcane caster was missing.

Worse, my pride had been injured.

Worse still, I cared about that more than the others combined.


























ACT II










Warmonger




IT FELT GOOD TO BE the leader.

Command suited me. I enjoyed my time as Ssarsdale’s supreme commander, and if my rise to power had not been so dramatic, I imagine it would have happened naturally. I would have climbed the rungs of my station, working my way up through the leadership structure of my adopted city, eventually coming to a position on the council.

Maybe if I had earned my mantle, instead of seizing it in a coup, I would have been better at my job. Still…my enjoyment would have been no less. Although I might have felt doubt about my course of action, or shame for my mistakes, there was an undeniable pleasure in authority. This went beyond the mere perks of my self-appointed station.

And there absolutely were perks. My life was improved, and my choices unquestioned. None were left to oppose me. I swiftly became familiar with having my own way, to being in command and in charge. Authority was my morning meal, my food and water, something I rapidly became accustomed to.

Addicted to.

Anyone can become addicted to almost anything. Some claim to be above such base surrenders; they say an elf would never crave gold, or a dwarf lust for unlimited arcane knowledge. Yet, despite the rarity of such things, all may be tempted by drink, wealth, or worse. Everything in excess is dangerous in its own way.

When I killed Vrax and assumed the mantle of leader, when I first dispatched troops to war, when I killed the wizards in the sky above the frozen Worldcrown, in those moments I tasted of what would prove to be my addiction.

Power.

Such things are subtle at first. I was the last to see it. My friends warned me. My conscience complained, but I did as many others do and excused my failings on external factors. I told myself that my hand was forced, that my actions were reactions, that everything I had done was warped by bias and perspective.

Given the benefit of hindsight, there is some truth to this. It may be strange to say, but I do not place much blame on myself for what I did.

Recognising one has a problem is hard enough. To actively fight an addiction is so much harder than anything else we do.

The part of yourself you’re battling is so strong and so used to winning.

Some people never progress past this first, critical step, but for most of us there eventually comes a point in our lives when we realise that we are powerless in the face of our failings. Ironic, wasn’t it, that my failing was a need for power and control.

Such needs are not uncommon amongst spellcasters. Some even consider magic a drug; it promises much and seemingly delivers, but each success always leaves the wielder craving more. More power. More might. More respect.

For those who desire to shape the world, even everything can not be enough.

I learnt this lesson far too late.




— Ren of Atikala


























CHAPTER IX










WITH THE RECONSTRUCTION WORK WELL underway, I headed south. Yelora joined me by the entrance to the eastern tunnels, fifty warriors at her heels. Sirora hobbling along soon after, walking through a crowd that parted to let her through.

“Thank you for coming so swiftly,” I said to them both, pointedly avoiding looking at Sirora. “Where is my mother?”

“Tzala could not be located,” said Yelora. “She has not been seen in the city for some time.”

Had my mother been caught up in the fighting? Unlikely. She was a powerful spellcaster, and I would have seen evidence of her presence. I had not seen her since our argument.

Had she…abandoned me?

“Where is she now?” I asked.

“It is of no concern,” said Sirora. “This slight against our people should be avenged.”

“Interesting,” I said, turning to face her. “That this slight appeared inside your lair at the base of the tower.”

She glared at me with her ancient, wizened eyes. “You imply that I had something to do with this?” Sirora practically hissed. “If you were as knowledgable about magic as you are paranoid, you would know that a basement is the perfect place for a teleport-assault. Smaller chance for error, as the stone walls prevent mishaps from shunting the caster into similar adjoining rooms, and it also leads to only a single point of exit. A perfect plan, except the human filth did not count on the presence of my servants. Most of which are dead now, their lives spent reducing the tide of humans to a manageable trickle.”

“Yet they still managed to burn the supports,” I said. “If the tower collapses…”

“Then we will rebuild it.” Sirora folded her arms. “We waste time. Did you bring me here to kill me? If so, hurry up. Your pointless allegations are tiresome.”

I probably should have, but I didn’t. “Just help me find the wizard,” I said. “And we’ll discuss this later.”

“We don’t know he’s a wizard,” said Yelora. “Even if our warrior saw a spellbook…” she pointed to the spellbook on her hip. Then to her blade, a sharp looking longsword. “Wizards and sorcerers are not the only path to arcane power.”

“I doubt a magus teleported here.”

“It’s not impossible,” said Yelora. “It’s true that magi give up some of their arcane power for martial skill, but this is a pointless discussion.” She looked to me. “Whoever this spellcaster is, we need to find them. Lead on, Ren.”

I could not wait for Tzala, so lead I did. I led the group further into the eastern tunnels, and I passed the graves where I had laid the dead kobolds to rest. We had so many more corpses to put in there now. The little cave would not be enough.

“Wizard first,” said Sirora beside me, her voice hard. “Burying the dead later.”

“Assuming,” said Yelora, “that we are not soon amongst them.”

I hoped not. I wanted to move on, but there was something I had to do first.

“Friela. Chali. Shilke. Geefa. Pella. Vris. Thaar. Ivashi. Lharan. Ulorja. Wret. Wekma.”

“We don’t have time for this,” said Sirora, an edge of annoyance creeping into her voice. “Assuming the wizard has not left already—”

“Let’s just find Valen and Dorydd,” I said as we moved further into the tunnel. Everyone fell into step behind me. Yelora muttered quietly under her breath as she read from her spellbook, while the rest of us walked in silence.

It seemed strange to me that she would be so unconcerned about noise. Even the slightest sound travelled far in the underworld. Each of the kobold soldiers behind me took great pains to step as quietly as they could, disturbing nothing, yet Yelora did not seem to care. The three of us walked deeper, our minds turned to magic and to the confrontation ahead.

I was jolted from these thoughts by Sirora.

“Ren?” she said, her voice barely a whisper, a bonelike finger extended.

I saw what she was pointing at. A trail of blood, starting out of nowhere. Thin. Just a few drops. The tails of the drops pointed towards us. Whoever was bleeding was moving deeper into the tunnels.

“Human blood?” I asked.

“Impossible to say,” said Yelora.

“Impossible for you to say,” said Sirora. She knelt beside one of the more prominent drops and touched her finger to it. Then she put her finger in her mouth. Disgusting.

A flare of light leapt from her eye sockets. I wondered how far it would travel, bouncing down the walls of the winding tunnel. With her bloodied hand she began to write on the floor as though in a trance. From the single drop came a seemingly endless trail of the stuff.

I am Dorydd Thunderhammer.

I am a dwarf. A warrior who fights with words when I can and fists when I cannot.

My blood was shed in battle. A human blade cut my flesh.

All this was moments ago.

The light faded from Sirora’s eyes. “Blood speaks to me,” she said. “I hope this is to your satisfaction.”

“Technically,” said Yelora, her scaled brow furrowing. “Blood writes to you.”

“The benefits of being a true arcanist.”

Yelora’s weapon hand twitched. “You taunt me, necromancer. You would be unwise to continue to do so, so far away from your lair and your guardians, now dead by your own admission.”

“There were mostly dead already,” Sirora muttered, her breath barely above a murmur. “Mostly.”

“Yelora is right.” I grit my teeth, grinding them together. “Magic is important, but the ability to fight is important too.”

“Of course,” said Sirora. She couldn’t be more false if she tried.

Agitated, I turned and began to walk down the tunnel, following the blood. As I did, I could see dark eyes, glinting in the gloom near the bend.

“Valen?”

To my relief he stepped out of the darkness, a broken shard of rock in his hands. “Ren!” He threw it down and ran to me.

Relief. “I’m sorry,” I said, crushing him in his arms. “I shouldn’t have sent you and Dorydd away. I should have stayed with you. I should have—“

“Should have, shouldn’t have.” Dorydd, hobbling and her hand pressed to her side, smiled grimly as she too appeared. “Don’t worry about it. We’re alive.”

I put Valen down, then craned my head. “What happened to you?”

“One of the human stragglers had retreated here. Tried to nab Valen.” She craned her neck. “Don’t worry. He won’t try to kidnap hatchlings ever again.”

Good. “Where’s the body?” I asked.

She squinted curiously. “Does it matter?” Dorydd jabbed her thumb over her shoulder. “Just down there.”

I wanted to add the corpse to the display out the front of the city, but I worried, actually, what Dorydd might think of that.

Best keep her inside the city gates for now.

Still, it was a relief that Dorydd would sacrifice her blood for Valen. I smiled. “Thank you.”

Dorydd waved her hand dismissively, then returned it to her side. She was bleeding again, but I knew she would pull through.

Knew. Hoped. The two were increasingly the same to me.

“Let’s head back to Ssarsdale,” said Valen. “I don’t like this place.”

“We still must find any last humans who brought such calamity to my home.” I clicked my tongue. “But this is not a task I’d have you on, Valen. Despite your growing skill.”

To my relief he didn’t argue. As much as I wouldn’t mind Valen accompanying us, Dorydd was still hurt. “Valen, actually, there is something you can do…help walk Dorydd back to the city. Make sure she gets there safely.”

“I will,” said Valen. “And Ilothika will help me.”

I blinked curiously. “How? She’s back in the city.”

“No, she’s not,” he said, pointing to the ceiling.

“Here,” said Ilothika from the roof.

She scared me nearly to death for the second time. Fortunately my helm obscured my face. I hoped.

“Good,” I said, biting the inside of my cheek to keep myself focused. “Keep Valen safe, Ilothika.”

“Naturally,” she said, creeping along the ceiling back towards the city. “Come, student.”

I didn’t like that. Student. It was too familiar for me.

With a slow pain that grew as I watched Valen walk away, I realised that he really had grown up. Although the knowledge that he had joined the Darkguard had been welcome, its implications, at that very moment, had only just sunk in.

He had other alliances. Other friends.

Other family.

I waited until they were gone from my sight, and then, shouldering my haversack, I walked deeper into the eastern tunnels.




[image: Image]

We searched for many hours but couldn’t find any trace of the intruder. Eventually, Yelora and Sirora decided that, in all likelihood, they had teleported away.

I was forced to accept their conclusion, and somewhat dejectedly, marched back to Ssarsdale. I resolved to have extra patrols launched in the area.

By the time we arrived the fires had been put out. The thick stink of smoke hung over everything; an underground cavern would not air quickly, and the smoke stained the ceiling of our underground home, a constant reminder of what had happened.

The tower was a ruined skeleton, scorched and blackened, gutted from the inside out. It was too dangerous to even send workers in to recover what might have been spared the flames. It was gone.

Demolition was Pergru’s responsibility. I could see him strutting around the ruin, inspecting the stone with a critical eye.

“It will have to come down, yes,” he said, muttering the same phrase over and over. “But where. But where.”

I left him to his work. I wanted to call a meeting of the council, but where would we meet? Our chambers had been destroyed. The rest of Ssarsdale was intact—thank the dead Gods for that—but all the facilities for leadership had been wiped out.

The thought gave me pause. Perhaps we should have guarded it better, or perhaps a decentralised model would be more defensible. Kobolds tended to not need such things; everyone knew their place, everyone knew what their role and task was, and they did it. It was only during matters of war that the leadership of a city did much at all.

Which was why, I mused, it had been targeted so.

Contremulus understood us better than I feared. And yet I didn’t know him that well at all. A worrying deficiency. And he had, at his side, most of Northaven.

Pergru had barely turned his back when a shadow stepped up to me, dark as night. Ilothika.

“Leader Ren,” she said.

“Ilothika,” I responded, glad that, for once, I had seen her before she had deliberately made her presence noticed. Although that may have only been because she willed it. I tried not to think about that. “Are Valen and Dorydd safe?”

“Yes.”

“Then why do you approach me?”

Her dark red eyes glinted maliciously. “Problem.”

Of course. Of course there was a problem. Were my kin completely incapable of doing anything on their own?

“Handle it,” I said.

“As you wish,” said Ilothika, dipping her head low. She seemed pleased, and I was pleased not to be bothered.

It was time for me to get some sleep. I had been awake for too long. I had been a patroller in Atikala; perhaps it was time to return to my roots for a bit, and lodge in the communal sleeping quarters that the warriors enjoyed. My needs were few. I should get used to group accomodation once again.

No. I couldn’t rest. Such things were a luxury I could not afford. Instead, I strode through the gathered crowd and located Dorydd. She was stitching up her wound on her arm. It didn’t look bad, fortunately.

“Contact your wizard friend,” I said. “We’re going to Irondarrow.”

“Now?” asked Dorydd, raising an eyebrow curiously. “As in, right now?”

“As soon as he arrives,” I said, suddenly certain. “If Contremulus is willing to attack me in my own home, then we need allies faster than ever.”

She nodded. “I will ensure it is done.” She tilted her head. “You look awful.”

“I need sleep,” I said. “I barely got…” I struggled to find a good answer. “Any before the attack.”

“Then rest,” said Dorydd. “We’ll head out in the morning.”

The more I thought about it, the more the prospect appealed to me. I turned towards the warrior’s district, but I had barely taken a step when a kobold approached me.

“Leader Ren?” he asked. I almost didn’t recognise him; the soot and dust all over his body stained his scales darker than normal, but when he spoke, I knew it was Kresselack.

Another interruption? “What?” I almost shouted. Would nobody leave me alone for one moment?

“My apologies,” he said, dipping his head. “I bring news.”

My temper flared again, and I almost attacked him, but I quelled it as I took in Kresselack’s state. He had probably been inside the tower when it was attacked. If I lost my smith…

Why couldn’t things be simple, just for once?

“What is it?” I asked. Then I shook my head. “No, never mind. It can wait.” I stifled a yawn. “Kresselack, I need to sleep. My quarters were destroyed.”

His tail swayed behind him. “Are you sure you do not wish to know?”

I went to answer him, but instead, spotted Pergru in the distance, his scaled form pacing back and forth.

“Wait here,” I said to Kresselack, and I walked to Pergru.

“I need quarters,” I said, not in the mood to drag this out any further than I had to. “These ones will not do.”

“Yes,” said Pergru, absently, as though he was not truly listening. “These ones will not do, yes.”

I waited. “Like I said…”

Finally he spoke. “For now the structure is solid, yes. You can visit, stay there if you want…not permanently, though, no. Demolition will take two days… after that, take mine,” he said, waving his hand. “Yes. I don’t care. The rebuilding will consume all my effort…south of the spire. Stalagmite. Red tip. Yes.”

“Thank you,” I said, genuinely impressed. “That is most generous.”

Pergru didn’t answer. The loss of the tower seemed to have affected him much more than it did me, or anyone else.

Without wishing to disturb him further, I slipped back over to Kresselack, who was waiting there, head bowed, where I had left him.

“Sorry,” I said, taking a deep breath. “So. What is your news?”

No small amount of pride crossed his face as he looked up. “Your armour is ready.”


























CHAPTER X










THEY BROUGHT IT TO MY ruined quarters in pieces, Kresselack and eight of my forge workers. The group carried the suit with a reverence I had not expected, devout, silence, enigmatic. Each piece was handled with thick iron and leather gloves. The forge workers could only hold it for a few scarce moments before the protection heated through, their burden handed to a new bearer. The heat of the fire elemental trapped within would sear their flesh in moments if they tarried.

Kresselack carried the shoulder pieces. They seemed heavier than they should have been. Each plate was attached to leather straps and ties, the joints protected by sheets of fine chainmail. I could sense the magic of it before I even put it on.

He knelt before me, steam rising from his protective gauntlets.

“Supreme Leader,” he said, his voice croaking. “We are ready for a fitting.”

The process seemed to have aged him a decade. He seemed worn out, withered, a kobold in need of good food and a year’s rest.

I had taken so much from him.

“Let us proceed,” I said, and I removed my old, battered chainmail, setting it aside. I stripped myself bare, and then the attendants began their work.

They started with my feet, slipping on the steel solleret. To my attendants they seemed made of lead, but I picked them up easily. The inside was surprisingly cool; they felt refreshing and pleasant, despite the heat shimmer rising from them, and was perfectly made for my feet, including gaps for my toe-claws. The soft leather interior was comfortable. Smoke rose from underfoot as the dust below heated and burned.

Next came the greaves, strapped to my shins, thinner armour than the rest to reduce the weight. They fit perfectly, slotting down over my sollerets to ensure coverage.

The codpiece came next. I stepped into the leather straps and pulled it up over my groin, wiggling around until it was seated adequately. It was made for a female, flush and smooth.

The cuisses came next. The first step was an armoured belt I slid around my waist and drew snug around me. Then they connected my greaves. The straps were designed to distribute the weight evenly, and although I was half dressed, I barely felt anything at all.

One of the workers touched the shoulder pad with the tip of her tail. Her scales hissed as they burned. She whimpered, keeping her cry of pain as silenced as she could, while I threaded the straps of the gambeson, the leather shirt upon which the chainmail and plates would rest.

I considered her. She was not badly injured, so I paid her no mind. I did not want distractions during this very auspicious moment.

Then came the cuirass, the breastplate. The central piece. I picked it up to avoid injuring more of my workers; Kresselack assisted me with his thick gloves, although I was forced to strap the sides myself. An inconvenience, but certainly one that was necessary.

I fit into it perfectly, a cool armoured carapace surrounding my body, as though it were an extension of my skin. The faint shimmer of heat rose around my vision, but it slowly faded away.

Arm harness, vambrace, counter, rearbrace and pauldrons—arm armour and shoulder guards—were all attached next. I became a metal kobold, a creature bound in steel and protected. I had expected the armour to be restrictive, heavy, and cumbersome, but in truth, I felt somehow even more agile with it on. I could sense the weight of it, but the metal in no way restricted my ability to move. Paradoxical.

Curiously, I slid my hands into the gauntlets. These would be the real test. A spellcaster’s gestures had to be precise; I had to position my fingers just so in order to channel my arcane energy. Even a slight misalignment would doom me, and rob me of my greatest advantage: my magic.

Every part of the armour was perfect, but I could sense, as I focused myself inward and flexed my fingers against the soft leather interior, that the gauntlets would take some getting used to. Although I had worn armour all of my adult life, and cast in it daily, not even I could simply don plate armour and expect to be affected.

Finally, I picked up the helm. It was a single dome of metal with a flip-down visor; my attendants strapped a padded leather coif to my head to protect it from blows. Then, holding the metal in both hands, I lowered the helm over my head.

The visor restricted my vision, although that was to be expected. Breathing was actually more difficult. My breath dampened the inside of the metal, and I felt vaguely constricted.

“Supreme Leader,” said Kresselack, “you look magnificent.”

You do, came a voice in my head, one that hissed and crackled and burned. Strong and mighty. A warrior’s warrior, all shall gaze upon your visage and be terrified, Ren of Atikala.

Grand-Ember Magmellion, Lord of Ashes. Now my servant. My armour. His power was mine to wield.

I straightened my back and took an experimental few steps. The armour was not as heavy as I had anticipated, even considering how light the plates felt to me and how heavy they were to others. I would not be able to hike for long distances, certainly, but it was not significantly heavier than my existing armour and a fully loaded trail pack, including enough water for weeks of journeying.

Yet the strength of it was undeniable. More than simply steel, the armour’s magic flowed into me; we were symbiotically linked, the two of us.

New armour, have you, said Magmellion in my mind. Perhaps the Leader would appreciate a new weapon, as well?

“Certainly,” I said. “I will ask Kresselack to gather iron from the deep tunnels.”

Out of the corner of my eye, I could see him raise his head, squinting in confusion. “Deep…iron?”

This would be wise, his soft voice whispered, crackling like a welcoming hearth.

“Then I will instruct Kresselack to forge me a new blade,” I said to the room, drawing strange stares from him and the other attendants. “A rapier, like my last, but better. Stronger.”

“Supreme Leader,” asked Kresselack, confusion in his voice, “is this a command?”

I ignored him. 

You have everything you need right here.

I found myself drawn to Vrax’s weapon, covered in soot from the burning. Great power lay within. It was a greatsword built for a human. It was appropriate, in my mind, that it had been his tool. A weapon for men, for a kobold in league with men.

I should have gotten rid of it. It was dangerous and had destroyed Vrax’s body utterly. Too big for me to wield, however some part of me had decided to keep it. Apparently this had been a wise move on my part.

“You can reshape this?” I asked, stepping over to the weapon, hanging on the wall, suspended by two hooks.

“It is possible,” said Kresselack, the words hesitating on his tongue, “but doing so will destroy whatever enchantments have been—”

“Not you,” I said, clipping my words.

Kresselack, clearly confused, simply bowed his head, a worried look on his face.

Many things are possible for an elder elemental, he whispered. I can sense the power of this weapon. A soul-eater. Forged in dark, cold places. A horrible fate awaits those who die by its bearer’s hand.

He was not wrong. Vrax’s body had crumbled and disappeared when I had killed him with it. I had considered consulting my forge masters about its properties, but feared it would attract too many questions about where its owner was and why they had left such an iconic weapon in my possession.

“Can you change the type?”

All things can be changed.

“Make it so,” I said. “Resize it for my hand. Long and thin. A rapier.”

I can do this.

“And in doing so, preserve the magic?”

Preserve…and enhance.

Tendrils of orange smoke drifted out from my pauldrons. They became twin fists, hands like he had possessed in the forge fires. He plucked the weapon off the wall, scorching the stone as he lifted it into the air.

The steel glowed red, then white, and soon began emitting light of its own. Heat poured into it. The tip sagged, the crosspiece shrank back into the hilt, and the weapon became a white-hot ball of metal.

Moments passed. The metal shifted into an elongated oval, a featureless blob. Egg-like.

Had he destroyed it? I waited, patiently, and then Magmellion dropped it.

The metal shattered when it hit the stone floor, breaking open. Within was a thin blade, set into a complex weave of steel that served as the crossguard. It appeared as burning flames; fire grew up the blade, masterfully carved, fading to smoke and embers near the tip.

Since you are so fond of naming your possessions, said Magmellion, I shall christen this blade thusly: Incinerator.

“Masterfully done,” I said.

“Wait,” said Kresselack. “Do not touch it. Let me inspect the thing first, with my own hands.”

Prudent. I stepped back. Kresselack carefully approached Incinerator, and then reached out for the weapon—gingerly laying his hand upon the hilt.

Nothing. He picked it up, turning it over in his hands. His face became a profoundly disapproving, even envious, scowl, which faded quickly as though actively suppressed. If he was searching for a flaw, I knew he would not find it.

“It is masterful,” he admitted, somewhat bitterly, turning the weapon and handing it to me.

I touched it, and just as with my armour, I felt empowered. The grooves on the hilt were fit for my hand. I swished it through the air; the blade sang as it cut nothing, leaving a thin trail of smoke in its wake.

“It should be tested,” said Kresselack. “All the best blades are.”

That made sense. “Will you do it?” I asked.

He smiled a wide, eager smile. “You can do it yourself, if you would like,” he said, beckoning one of his attendants forward. The one with the burnt tail. She scurried forward obediently. “Cheselth, your clumsiness has proven you unworthy of serving in the forges. But fear not, you can still serve our Supreme Leader in another way.”

She understood, slowly sliding down to her knees before me, lowering her head and exposing the back of her neck.

“Must I?” I asked, eyes flicking between the freshly reforged steel and the exposed neck of my fellow kobold.

“Supreme Leader,” said Kresselack, holding up his hands. “You must do absolutely nothing. That is why you are the Supreme Leader.”

We should test it, urged Magmellion. My magic is mighty, but not without error. This minion will provide an excellent experiment. You should find the result to be…agreeable.

The use of that word, experiment, caused my heart to clench. I had been an experiment once. In Northaven. At the time I did not know the purpose. Now I knew. To twist me. Harden me. Make me part of some object that would allow my father’s mate to be revived.

Some part of me knew that to continue this cycle would be evil. That it would put me another step down the path I was already far along, but Magmellion and Kresselack were right.

The blade must be tested.

I reversed my grip, and stepped over to Cheselth, the sharp tip of my new weapon glowing faintly as it hovered above her neck.

A memory flashed into my mind. It seemed so long ago, years and years and years. Another life. Another me. So far removed from this moment that its arrival caused my tail to jump.

Khavi, my friend from Atikala, standing over No-Kill, the Feyeater in his hand, surrounded by the ruins of the gnomish city. He had hesitated before killing her. He was savage, brutal even, but even he knew that to kill an innocent person who had done nothing wrong—even a gnome, our mortal enemies—was wicked indeed. He had sworn to kill her, and spoke constantly of his lust for her blood while she travelled with us, but when the moment came his doubts proved enough to, at the very least, give him pause.

I had no such weaknesses. I plunged Incinerator into Cheselth’s body, sinking it right up to the hand guard.

The pommel and hilt ignited, and a glow within her flesh told me the same was happening down the length. Her back arched, twisted horribly as though in great pain, her maw split in a silent shriek, and then her body turned to blackened chars dotted with red-hot coals. A macabre image of her carved out of smouldering charcoal, which after a moment, crumpled into a pile of ash, joining the scorch marks on the floor.

So it works, said Magmellion in my mind, no small amount of pride in his tone. It has been hundreds of years since I reforged something so powerful; I am glad I still have the knack for it.

“Some things are difficult to forget,” I said, staring at the rapidly cooling pile at my feet that had, only moments ago, been a kobold.

“Very good,” said Kresselack. “Do you want to remove it now? It should be comfortable enough for you to wear most of the day, should you desire.”

“I do desire it,” I said. “Will it be comfortable to wear on the march? Long distance travel?”

“On the march, Supreme Leader?” asked Kresselack. “Yes, of course, but…are you leaving us?”

The scorched remains of Northaven, and the army of the dead marching from it, played in my mind.

“I am,” I said. “Have a sheath made for my weapon—ensure it is fireproof—and then prepare my travel pack.” I set my hand on my hip. “Give both to the dwarf, Dorydd Thunderhelm. I will meet her near the central spire in an hour’s time. Tell her to pass word to her wizard friend.” I thought for a moment. “And summon Valen, too. It’s high time he saw more of the outside world.”

“Why the dwarf, Supreme Leader?” he asked, curious.

“Because,” I said, unable to keep the fire out of my voice. “Contremulus will come to know of the battles we have fought. He’ll see that we are proactive in our approach to him. He will strike out at us with his allies; I can feel it. It’s time we got some allies as well.” I smiled. “And I promised her I would take her to see her homeland.”

He dipped his head low. “As you command,” he said, and then he and his assistants left me alone.

Alone, save for the ashes of Cheselth arranged in a small clump on the stone floor, and the vague feeling I was being watched.

But I no longer felt tired at all.


























CHAPTER XI










SCARCELY AN HOUR LATER, DORYDD met me at the base of the central spire of Ssarsdale, her shoulders burdened with her large backpack and a huge smile on her face. Valen stood beside and behind her, her tiny black-scaled shadow.

“Ren,” said Dorydd, smiling widely and drawing me into another crushing hug, her strong arms squeezing the air from me. “Our wizard should be here momentarily.”

“Good,” I said, groaning and squirming away from her. “Would you mind if we left right away? The attack has…inspired some urgency in me.”

She regarded me with a critical eye. “You don’t need to sleep.”

“Apparently not,” I said, smiling.

Dorydd didn’t seem entirely satisfied by that, but she nodded amicably. “As you wish. I’m glad you finally agreed to visit my people. Very, very glad.”

“Of course. I always intended to go.”

“I know,” she said, with slightly less conviction than I desired. “I always believed you.”

It had been a long time. The delay wasn’t exactly her fault, but nor was it mine. I forced my posture to be neutral. We were about to embark on a journey together to what was—for me at least—a strange and exotic location. The last thing I needed was to start off said adventure fighting with my travel mate.

“Thank you,” I said, and despite my misgivings I genuinely meant it. “You’ve been very patient.”

Dorydd clapped her hands on my shoulders. “Patience is for healers,” she said, smiling widely.

What relevance did this have to…anything? “I imagine such qualities are required in their line of work, yes.”

She raised an eyebrow. “It was a joke, child.”

“I don’t understand it,” I said.

Dorydd waved her hand dismissively. “Don’t worry, I’ll explain later.”

I wasn’t sure I was looking forward to that. “As you wish.”

“Leader Ren,” said Valen, stepping forward and bowing his head. “I wish to thank you for taking me on this journey. I promise to guard you with my life, and more if I am given the opportunity.”

“I know you will,” I said, reaching out and giving his head a pat. It was good to have him by my side. The three of us, Dorydd, Valen, and I, stepping out into the world once more…the thought of it kindled many memories.

“I hope,” said Valen, “that my skills will not be tested. But if they are, you will not find them lacking.”

“I hope that things are quiet too,” I said, then I turned to Dorydd. “Where’s your wizard friend?” I asked. “He should be here by now. I said within the hour.”

The edges of a dark cloud covered her face—almost certainly at my phrasing, but possibly because of my impatience, too. “I would not call him friend,” said Dorydd, “but Vaarden will be along presently. Perhaps you have heard of him.”

I had not. “I know almost no one from the surface.”

“In this matter then, child, you are truly blessed.” Her voice adopted a strange accent, her Draconic twisted and harsh. “Mighty Vaarden, bearer of unlimited arcane energy, hardly has the time for such frivolities!” It returned to normal. “He prefers to be known as The Mask of Annihilation, but unkind voices behind his back refer to him as The Sphere of Annihilation, or The Misfortune…or amongst his detractors, The Robed Flatulence. He is rarely on time, but the debt he owes my family is substantial. He will be eager to see some of it repaid.”

Almost as though on cue, the air around us rippled with magic, shaping and distorting. Scarcely ten feet away from where we stood, a rift appeared, black and red at the edges. It collapsed, revealing the strangest, ugliest, fattest elf I had ever seen. The second elf I’d ever seen, truth be told, but the difference between the two were startling.

Vaarden was a twisted, warped, asymmetrical elf whose hair seemed to be falling out in clumps. His arms were too small for his oversized body, eyes too far apart. The top of his head swollen and bulbous, as though his brain were some kind of horrible otherworldly growth struggling to escape its meaty prison. He wore pink-yellow robes that stank; his whole body stank, immediately marinating the area with his significant odour. His skin glistened with…something. I could not identify it. A clear and translucent grease, similar to that produced by some minor magics, but which appeared to be occurring naturally.

His face broke into a vicious sneer, and he said something in a tongue I did not speak, glancing around himself with clear disdain.

“Lady Ren would prefer you address her in her native tongue,” said Dorydd, her tone clipped. “As would I.”

 “Shit of the dead gods,” Vaarden spat, a thick glob of spittle rolling down the side of his mouth. His accent was rough and grating, forcing out his words with palpable strain. “You bring me to a kobold settlement? What manner of business would a Thunderhelm dwarf have with such beasts?”

His accent was grating, and I got the distinct impression that he did not hold my people in high esteem. My fingers twitched by my sides. This elf had been within Ssarsdale for less than the time it took to piss, and already I was fantasising about killing him.

“You go,” said Dorydd, “where your debt commands you to go. If that includes Ssarsdale, or the Shadowlands, or another plane of existence entirely, then so be it.”

“I do not fear the planes,” said Vaarden. “My unlimited arcane power allows me to unweave reality and rethread it for my purposes; truly, I am a wonder to behold.” Finally he turned to face me, steepling his bloated fingers and sneering down at me as though I were physically difficult to look upon. “And what manner of rodent have you dragged along with you?”

“I am Leader Ren of Ssarsdale,” I said, struggling to keep my tone even. This wizard was powerful. We needed him. “Spellcaster, warrior, and commander of my people.”

“What kind of spellcaster wears plate armour?”

“I am a sorceress,” I said. “And I have practiced enough that the metal does not bother me.”

For a moment he simply glared down at me. “Sorcerers,” he said, the words coming without particular malice or cruelty, simply apathy. “The barbarians of the arcane world. A pale imitation of the wizarding art. What knowledge we painstakingly acquire through a lifetime of study and sacrifice you blindly stumble into. For one such as me, almighty Vaarden, to be compared to a sorcerer is akin to comparing a rat to a much bigger, more powerful, immortal and invincible rat, who is not in fact a rat but a mighty, mighty wizard named Vaarden.”

I struggled to understand him through his thick accent. “If you say so,” I said, certain I was being insulted but not entirely sure how. What was a rat, anyway? What kind of spells could it cast?

“Hardly almighty,” said Dorydd, placing her strong hands on her hips. “Alteron Devateri was the greatest spellcaster of our time. You are but a shadow of his greatness, Vaarden.”

The wizard’s face twisted into a horrid, warped sneer. “Alteron is a piece of shit! Certainly his lichdom redeemed him in the eyes of many wizards, but I will tell you this, in life he is nothing compared to me or what I will become when I finally—”

I cut him off. “Who is Alteron Devateri?” I asked, my second question the most important. “Is he some kind of lich?”

“He is the lich,” said Vaarden. “The most powerful. Peerless, save for myself, of course. When the Godsdeath knocked the pathetic clerics down to the position that truly reflects their station—powerless godslaves without true magic—he disappeared along with them.” What could only be described as genuine sadness crossed the elf’s ugly features. “None know what happened to him, but there are theories. Some say he was so mighty that whatever cataclysm took the Gods also swallowed him up. Some say he is investigating the matter, and as we speak, working to restore them. Others, well, who cares what they say.”

I wanted to learn more about liches, especially given Contremulus and the threat he posed, but an elf and a dwarf were attracting strange looks from many of Ssarsdale’s citizens.

“Shall we talk about this later?” I asked. “We should head towards Irondarrow Keep.”

“Hardly a keep these days,” said Vaarden dismissively, extending his hands, one to Dorydd and one to me.

“You know dwarves,” said Dorydd. “We like change, but we don’t like to change the names of things.”

“Change is upon you, like it or not,” he said, and then focused his energy inward. I recognised the telltale signs of spellcasting: a mind retreating into itself, drawing upon an inner well of power and using it to reshape reality.

I took Vaarden’s hand. It was greasy and damp, clammy and gross… I tried not to focus on the disgusting feeling. My other hand clasped around Valen’s.

Seeing Vaarden cast was different than I expected. He seemed to be mumbling under his breath, recalling some chant or mnemonic device, rather than simply bringing out the power that raged in his blood. His magic seemed to flow from an understanding of it deeper than I could comprehend.

The air around me tingled with power, and there was a brief flash of red light, and then I was in a very different place indeed.




[image: Image]

The world returned as a brightly lit white glare that made me squint and cover my eyes. I could hear wind howling around us, and the air was noticeably colder. When the light faded and my eyes adjusted, we were before the gates of Irondarrow keep.

It was set into the base of a mountain, the soil red and rusty, the tip of which stretched higher than I could imagine. Never had I seen anything so massive; simply seeing it caused a profound dizziness to swell in my gut. Suddenly, I clutched Vaarden’s vile hand tighter, as though I might fall up to the sky and never be seen again if I let it go.

The feeling passed after a moment, but I still felt uneasy. Queasy. Vaarden shook my hand free, glaring at me contemptuously. I focused on the ground and the gates of the city.

The metal doors were recessed into the mountain over a hundred feet away. They were eighty feet tall and covered in rusted iron spikes, each five feet long, impaled upon which were hundreds of bodies. Humans, dwarves, and even a vicious looking wyvern had been stuck on without ceremony, each in various states of decay. The stone beneath the entranceway was stained with black fluid that seemed to have seeped into the very rock itself. Two piles of assorted bones had been stacked at either sides of the door, the remnants of uncounted years of assailants who had rotted away and fallen off.

Hopefully there were few kobolds amongst those remains. I doubted any of my people would be suicidal enough to attempt to breach those gates, although the signs of battle were everywhere. The stone surrounding the gates was chipped and broken, and the gates themselves bowed and buckled, the victim of a prolonged siege. Through the cracks I could see that the metal was eight feet thick at the very least.

Once, I had asked Dorydd if Contremulus could breach the walls of Irondarrow Keep. She had deflected my question. Now, seeing the massive iron wall with my own eyes, I felt less confident with the defensive posture of my adopted city.

Ironic, it was, that the gates of Irondarrow Keep dwarfed those of Ssarsdale.

“Welcome,” said Dorydd, her tone a mixture of admiration and concern, “to Irondarrow Keep, home of the Thunderhelm dwarves, throne-city of Queen Orirbela Thunderhelm the Sixteenth.”

“I’m not sure I feel welcome at all,” I said, unable to take my eyes off the arrangement of bodies pinned to the gates.

Valen squeezed my hand tighter and said nothing.

“The Thunderhelm territory borders the Shadowlands,” said Dorydd, seeming unconcerned by the bodies splayed out in front of us. “A scar upon the land, magically blighted for as long as there have been books to record it, a place home to the foulest of things. Inkwalkers…demons.” She took a deep, proud breath. “Many times have demons have assaulted our doors, always to be thrown back by our steel, our spells, and our more...unique defenses. The Army of the Open Fist have twice marched upon us, mercenaries paid by Valamar and Liang, and that is before we get to the many dangerous denizens of the surrounding mountains. Life in this region is war, child, but the heat that melts the metal also strengthens it.”

It was hard to argue with that. “We are expected, yes?” I asked. “Why are the gates still closed?”

“An envoy will be sent out for us,” she said. “Once they verify our identity.” She turned and waved cheerily towards the gates.

I did as well, feeling vaguely foolish as I swung my hand in the air, greeting a wall of bones and iron.

Valen, however, seemed transfixed. “What manner of place is this?” he asked, finally speaking, staring wide eyed. “I’ve never seen so many bones.”

“Not all of them are enemies of Irondarrow Keep. The queen likes to collect pets for her sons to play with. And by pets, I mean dwarves. And by play with…” Dorydd gestured to the row of spikes. I knew where that was going.

I kept waving.

For a considerable time nothing happened. I began to suspect we were being ignored. Then a low groan ran through the air, through the stone below my feet, deep and bellowing. With the tortured moan of stressed metal, the bent crack of the Irondarrow gates widened, and the metal parted.

From the door came a dozen dwarves, clad in plate armour that was lacquered black and gilded with red. Marching with them, a litter of warriors carried a tall, raven-haired dwarf woman with skin as pale as a ghost. Even at the considerable distance at which we stood, I could see that her slight frame concealed a powerful strength beneath. She wore rich red robes, blood red, and wore a bejewelled sword at her hip.

She was so different from Dorydd’s fair features, and out of the corner of my eye I could see my friend’s face tighten slightly.

The procession drew closer, and as it did so, Dorydd stepped forward, calling out something in the rough, rocky language of dwarves. Her greeting was returned in kind, some banter took place—tainted, I felt, with the slightest edge of bitterness—and then the strange dwarf woman climbed out from her litter.

“May I present,” said Dorydd, switching languages to Draconic and gesturing to me with a flourish, “Lady Ren of Atikala, the Leader of Ssarsdale. Lady Ren, this is Salviana, the Fist of the Mountain, my sister. She will be our liaison for the duration of your visit.”

I was not sure of the protocol for visiting leaders, but I had hoped to see their leader, Orirbela Thunderhelm, in person. To be put before a lackey instead felt insulting, but I kept my words in check.

Salviana looked me over in a manner similar to the way Vaarden had, and then she said something in dwarven. I didn’t understand it, but I didn’t think it was polite.

It seemed as though all the world were rude to kobolds. We were smaller than most races, even dwarves, but it grated on me that seemingly everyone in power looked down on me.

Soon they will look up to you, whispered Magmellion in my mind. No head is lower than one severed, its lifeblood prostrating itself before you in tribute…

I tried to ignore the dark murmuring in my head.

“Filthy dwarves,” muttered Valen, low enough that only Dorydd and I could hear, but perfectly shaped to avoid Salviana’s ears. “Disrespectful as always.”

“She does not speak our tongue,” said Dorydd, pointedly ignoring Valen. “If you could, dear sister…if I recall, your father spent considerable gold on lessons, teaching you the tongues of Drathari, yes?”

“Dear sister?” Salviana practically hissed as she spoke, now in Draconic, her accent clipped and formal. “You gild your words with such sarcasm, my darling sibling-by-marriage. Where was, I wonder, that respect when you betrayed us?”

Dorydd’s hands twitched by her sides, a gesture I had seen before, right before she leapt to the attack. Fortunately, though, words rather than fists came from her. “Love doesn’t discriminate,” she said. “I could not fight the roaring of my heart.”

“Delightfully spoken,” said Salviana. “We shall speak of your misdeeds at length, in time.” Her attention turned towards me. Why did everyone always speak to me second, as though I were barely there? “So you are Ren of Atikala, yes?”

“I am,” I said, reaching up and removing my helm. “I speak for Ssarsdale, here to negotiate an alliance between my city and the noble folk of Irondarrow Keep. I pray that the negotiations will be swift, for my homeland has great need of me.”

“I’m sure.” Salviana’s tone suggested the exact opposite, and she shook her head dismissively. “These negotiations will be brief, I can promise you that.”

I was uncertain if that was a good thing or not. “Shall we enter, then?” I asked, pointing a finger towards the doors. “It is unusual to keep guests waiting at the threshold.”

“Unusual for most,” said Salviana. “But not for those of the Thunderhelm lands. Distrust is in our blood, kobold.”

Here was my first test. She had addressed me by my race, rather than my title or even my name. I was not ashamed of what I was—a little defensive, at the moment, given how she and Vaarden had treated me—but I was skilled enough in diplomacy to know what game she was playing at. A subtle insult here, a slight reduction of station there, and eventually she would have the upper hand. The narrative would be changed from forging an alliance between peers, to a weaker power begging for the aid of the greater, where the greater could set terms that heavily favoured them.

Although, given the obvious might of Irondarrow, the fiction that we were peers to begin with was rapidly fading.

“My name,” I said, summoning as much strength as I could into the words, “is Lady Ren of Ssarsdale.”

A briefest pause, the slightest of hesitations, as though she were evaluating the power of what I had said and peeling back the layers, trying to see how much of our unspoken duel was bluster and how much was true strength.

You could burn them, said Magmellion into my mind’s ear. Metal melts, iron bends, and given enough heat, everything burns…your might could breach their walls. You should punish them.

“Of course,” said Salviana, dipping her head, the closest I knew I would be getting to an apology. “I misspoke.”

“An understandable mistake,” I said, “but ensure that it does not happen again.”

A silence came between us that I could not help but regard as tense.

“Strange,” said Salviana, regarding me. “Lady Ren, you have come to our door asking to talk, but you are dressed for war, your body wrapped in steel. This is a strange message you send.”

“War is upon my people,” I said. “It follows me where I go.”

“I see,” she said. “And you would bring this war to us?”

“I would expect my trading partners to support us in peace and war, as we support them. One cannot exchange goods with a ruin.”

Dorydd spoke up. “Do you not recall your wedding, sister? The dwarven clans sent hundreds of soldiers to celebrate your union. The Demonhide clan even sent a dozen siege weapons. You directed their assembly in the great chapel. We are no strangers to war, nor are we bereft of its implements.”

To hear her speak of it surprised me. Dorydd had spoken of marriage and weddings. The event had seemed to not be a happy one for her. A sadness had covered her when we’d discussed it, taking a day or so to pass. I kept my mouth shut.

Salviana smiled for the first time since I’d met her, but it was a cold, empty smile. “I remember,” she said. “And I understand. But nobody is getting married here.”

“An alliance,” Dorydd said, “is similar to a marriage. Both sides give, both sides take, but both parties lose less than they gain. The parallels are striking.”

“Hopefully,” said Salviana, her dark eyes narrowing as they focused on Dorydd, “our alliance will end better than your marriage.”

The sadness I had seen returned to Dorydd’s face. “Let us hope,” my dwarven friend said, a response that seemed to satisfy Salviana. At some unseen signal the iron gates began to open again, and the welcoming party turned to make their way back towards the city. Dorydd and I fell into step at the back. Vaarden stayed behind, looking thoroughly bored by everything and seemingly looking for a way to get out of his commitment.

“Leader Ren,” said Valen, his voice quiet, “we would do well to not make war against these dwarves.”

“I do not intend to,” I said, to his—and Dorydd’s—clear relief.

You could win, said Magmellion. If you set your mind to it. They are weak. Too much of their effort is put towards shows of force. They play games, the kinds of games weaklings play, ones that ultimately weaken them. So focused are they on words that actions come slower to them. With sufficient preparation…

It was madness to even entertain such a notion, but I had to admit that, despite it all, Magmellion had a point.


























CHAPTER XII










I HAD THOUGHT IRONDARROW KEEP mighty from the outside, but as we stepped through the iron gates—a solid metal barrier that was as thick as ten kobolds, laid end to end—any illusion that we were peers evaporated.

The whole inside of the mountain had been hollowed out, leaving a shell of stone approximately a hundred feet thick, shielding the keep from the outside. Within was a miniature world. The tip of the mountain, the highest point in the city, glowed like daylight, causing my eyes to water. Below it was a microcosm of Drathari. Dwarves tended crops that grew in small fields; they worked bellows that sent winding smoke up to the ceiling only to be carried out by cleverly concealed vents, and they went about their business as though they were standing under sky.

Dorydd gently nudged my side. “Ren, you’re staring.”

“I’ve never seen anything like this,” I breathed, eyes as wide as moons. “Never.”

“I know, but pretend it’s nothing.”

Her words reminded me that I had a job to do. I tore my eyes away from the spectacle and pretended, with limited success, to be slightly bored. We walked down from the entrance, through large fields of green plants that sprung up from the soil in neat rows. Beyond, the keep itself, a huge stone structure made of black stone towered halfway to the top of the inside of the mountain and hung over us as though poised to crash down at any moment.

“Impressive, is it not?” Salviana swept her hand around the city, a wide smile on her face. “You must have missed the sight, sister. Too long have you been away from Irondarrow’s embrace.”

“Not long enough,” said Dorydd. “Were it not for my friend and her pressing business, I would not have returned.”

“But you would have missed me, dear sister,” said Salviana.

“Not really,” said Dorydd.

A darkness came over our conversation.

“Well,” said Salviana, “it is pleasing to me to have you back. Queen Orirbela has prepared an elaborate feast for your return…and the introduction of your guest, of course.”

Finally. I would see someone in power. A feast was not what I expected—normally kobolds would leap straight to business—but I would have to be polite.

I resisted the urge to look around me more, to absorb as much of the city’s sights as possible. It was a strange feeling for me, being underground and yet, feeling daylight sting my eyes and the large open spaces threatened to send me spinning upward, never to return.

We walked the rest of the way in silence. Salviana led us to a long building with a set of open double doors. Two hundred feet long and thirty wide, draped with canvas held up by stone columns. A delicious smell drifted out, rich and savoury, a mixture of cheese and meat and other things I could not identify, painting the air with its deliciousness.

Cheese. I was content smelling it, in a gross way, but I did not want to eat it. No.

We were led inside. Dorydd went first, smiling the whole way, her mouth a half moon on her face. She bounded away from me—I was suddenly reminded of her almost supernatural speed and reflexes—and slid into a tall chair. She pulled out the one beside me.

I went to move over beside her, but Salviana put her hand on my shoulder.

“Lady Ren,” she said, “you aren’t properly dressed. This is not a place for war and steel; this is a place of peace and relaxation. Of love and growth. You will need to remove your armour.”

I did not like this. My steel kept me safe.

“I did not pack additional clothes,” I said, trying to deflect her concerns. “I did not foresee the need to change.”

“It shows poorly upon you that you cannot anticipate simple things like this,” said Salviana, her tone gilded with condescension. “Irondarrow does not ever rely on a single line of defense.” She put her hand on her hip, to her elaborate blade. “Sword,” she said, and then touched her right boot. “Dagger.” Then her left. “Dagger.” She twisted around, patting the small of her back. “Dagger.” Then, finally, she held up her hand. “Fist.”

“My plan,” I said, “is to not lose the sword I have.”

“And yet swords snap, fingers break, and important details slip from the mind.” Salviana smiled, and it was not a good smile. Her complaint was pointless. I could never forget my weapon. “Even the best of us fail.”

“I haven’t yet,” I said.

“You will,” said Salviana. Then, suddenly, the dark cloud over her features lifted and her smile became genuine. I couldn’t tell, in that moment, which one was the mask—if she really was happy, pretending to be angry for diplomatic advantage over me, or if her disappointment in my weapon choices was the truth.

Maybe both were.

“Let’s get you changed,” said Salviana, leading me away from the feast hall. “I’ll get you some spare clothes.”

I watched Dorydd over my shoulder as she stuffed a huge hunk of meat into her mouth, the juices dribbling down her chin.

Dwarves.
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Salviana lead me away from the feast hall and summoned one of her handmaidens. They disappeared, seemingly to retrieve clothes for me, and then she took me towards a smaller building attached to the side. Within were a dozen stalls with curtains strung across them. As I watched, a dwarven woman left, a bundle of clothes under her arm.

“The changing stalls,” said Salviana.

I wasn’t sure I understood. “Thank you,” I said, and I unhinged my belt and slid it out from around me, gently placing it on the ground. Then I wiggled out of my armoured pants.

“Wait,” said Salviana, her eyes wide. “What are you doing?”

“Removing my armour,” I said, and began unhitching my pauldrons.

Salviana shuffled uncomfortably, averting her gaze from me. “One usually takes a stall…and awaits their replacement clothes.”

“Removing plate takes some time,” I said, unhitching some of the straps on my breastplate.

“A lady does not reveal her chest to the public,” said Salviana. “Nor her…hind quarters.”

“This is a waste of time,” I spat, suddenly furious. I did not want to eat. I did not want to change. Most importantly, I did not want to wait. “What’s wrong with getting started early?”

“Dwarves are patient.” Salviana finally managed to look at me, still flustered. “We expect our allies to be the same.”

I grumpily folded my arms and stormed into one of the booths, pushing aside the curtain and stepping inside.

Frustration burned inside me, but I took a deep breath, held it for a time, and then let all the stress out of my body. This was just like training in Atikala. Learning discipline. Learning to put aside your own needs, wants, and desires to focus on the community.

Ssarsdale needed me. My people needed the aid of the dwarves. Whatever inconvenience they wanted to impart on me would have to be endured. Their games, their annoyances…

Someone pulled the curtain aside. It was a dwarven handmaiden, a warm smile on her face. She had a bundle of cloth in her arms, far too large to be a simple tunic.

“What’s that?” I asked.

“Your clothes,” said the handmaiden, holding one end of the bundle and letting it fall out. “It’s called a dress.”

In the Witty Fox, Serren had brought me a dress—a simple piece of cloth sewn into a tube. Utilitarian. This one looked very different indeed, now that I could see it properly. It was a wide, puffy thing like a flower, designed to hang off the body and cover me to my ankles. Multiple layers over multiple layers, fluffy and full of colour. It looked heavy, itchy, and uncomfortable. Definitely not made for kobolds.

There was no way I was getting inside that thing if it were even possible. “Why do I need to wear this?” I asked.

“It is important that people understand if you are a Lord or a Lady,” said the handmaiden. “Only noble Ladies wear dresses.”

“Why?” I asked. “What does it matter. I am the Leader of Ssarsdale.” I ground my teeth. “I want to see your queen right now. I have come a long way, and these frivolities are grating.”

“We could put a pink ribbon on you?” suggested the handmaiden as though she were not truly listening to me. “You have no hair, but perhaps glued to the back of your head—”

“Or you could introduce me as Lady Ren of Ssarsdale, and have your queen address me accordingly.”

The handmaiden looked less than enthused with my demand, but bowed her head politely. With great difficulty and discomfort, the two of us worked to strip my plate in the cramped quarters of the change room. Magmellion’s voice faded from my mind as I removed the pieces, and I sensed—perhaps worryingly—that he seemed pleased to be gone.

Then the handmaiden squeezed me into the dress.

I could barely breathe, let alone move. My tail caused the back of it to rise; the handmaiden said it was scandalous to let the men see my ankles so. I had no idea what in all of the Hells she was talking about. I utterly ignored all of that.

Indignities on indignities. I wiggled and squirmed and tried, mostly in vain, to make the thing comfortable. It wasn’t. But I was wearing it.

With the task complete, I stepped out of the booth, ready to die of embarrassment.

Salviana seemed truly impressed. “You look magnificent,” she said. “So much better than armour.”

“I look like a mushroom.”

“Mushrooms are delicious,” said Salviana.

My eyes narrowed. “I am not food.”

“Of course not, of course not.” Salviana gestured back the way we’d come. “Shall we go?”

Waddling back to the feast hall in the highly constraining, entirely ludicrous dress was a trial. My toes scraped on the stone cobblestones, I tripped several times, and I felt ridiculous.

And everywhere I went, I attracted stares. Far more than my armour had done. I felt so out of place. An alien curiosity who did not belong. How much of this was deliberate on Salviana’s part, more games to intimidate me, I did not know.

But it made me angry.

By the time we arrived back at the feast hall the actual feasting part was mostly done. The bowls were empty and many of the patrons had stumbled back to their homes to sleep off the bread and ale.

Of Valen there was no sign. That greedy kobold was probably eating his way through whatever food was left, messily devouring even more than his admittedly voluminous belly could handle. If he got himself sick again, or was poisoned, then this would be entirely his own fault.

I located Dorydd, slumped in her chair surrounded by crumbs, sporting a satisfied look on her face. I waddled over towards her.

“I expected this kind of thing from Valen,” I said.

The moment she looked at me she burst into laughter.

“Shut up!” I hissed. “Salviana said—”

“Oh, my sister is one part fey trickster, one part uncompromising wall. The dress is lovely, I promise you, but it…doesn’t suit your figure.”

“Any fool could see that,” I snapped, a little more harshly than I had intended. I took a breath and tried to steady myself. “What about you? Are you done here?”

“Done?” Dorydd clutched her belly helplessly. “Truth be told, I’ve eaten too much. I feel death’s cold breath. You’re going to have to go on without me.”

The musicians started to play all around. Nobody else seemed concerned; the other dwarves ate, drank, or laughed.

“Go on where?” I asked. “Are we leaving?”

She grasped my shoulders, and I thought I could see humour in her eyes. Maybe. “Go on, save yourself! Float away on your mushroom dress!”

Was she lying? I almost panicked. “W-what?”

Dorydd laughed again. “Don’t you worry, child. Everything’s fine. But Dorydd is going to need a little hand standing up.” She looked around. “Where’s the little one?”

“Valen?” I offered Dorydd my hand, bracing myself. “Probably face down in some bowl, half dead. I’m not saving him this time.”

“Cruel, but accurate.” Dorydd took my arm and pulled herself up to her feet with a groan. “You should probably eat something before you head off to see the queen.”

“I’m not hungry.”

“I know, but it’s good manners.”

Not wanting to offend—despite the rapidly growing pile of insults that had been placed upon me of late—I reached out and picked up a stray piece of fruit, nibbling on it idly. It was too sweet for my taste, and barely fit in my hand, but it was food and satisfied what was required of me.

“There,” I said, putting the uneaten core of the fruit back on the table. “Can we go?”

Dorydd smiled approvingly and then gestured out of the feast hall. “Let’s go and see the queen,” she said, and we walked outside together.


























CHAPTER XIII










VALEN REJOINED US AS WE walked. I didn’t notice his appearance until he was next to us. His footsteps were like the breath of a ghost; even my underworld-attuned senses caught nothing of him.

His growing skill brought a smile to my heart, even if I didn’t show it on the outside.

“Where are we going?” he asked. “Are we seeing their leader?”

“Yes, finally.”

“I trust in your wisdom,” said Valen. “You are the Leader.”

His confidence, especially after all the insults I’d been struggling to put out of my mind, was heartening.

Dorydd led us towards the centre of the undermountain, a huge, flat, squat building that seemed to be the opposite of the grand spire at the heart of Ssarsdale. The similarities struck me as much as the differences. Both placed their leaders at the middle of all things, but while Ssarsdale’s leader’s residence was a vast tower that built up in an efficient manner to use as little space as possible, the dwarf queen seemed to take great pleasure in building out as flat as possible. Some kind of social signal, maybe? A display of wealth and power to be able to build flat?

Thoughts like this turned over in my head as we approached. A quartet of dwarves awaited our arrival, and they pulled the heavy iron doors open in time for us to step through without stopping.

Within, a pile of skulls was set in the centre of the room, a hundred species all stacked together—humans, elves, Wasp-Men, and far more exotic creatures I did not recognise. It was nearly twenty feet tall and wide, unsorted and chaotic aside from bone steps that lead to a black onyx seat perched on top. Atop that seat sat a frail, thin dwarf woman who seemed almost like animated bones herself, so thin and wizened I could not imagine a living creature surviving so many years. On her head was a thick iron crown that seemed impossible for one such as her to hold up. Thin wisps of red hair poked out from the metal, along with a faintly glowing red rune on her forehead.

Beside her, a large demonic creature stood, arms folded, glaring contemptuously down at us. It was ten feet tall, goat-like with reverse-jointed knees, cloven hooves, and curled horns. It had the same rune on its forehead as the queen did, but bigger.

Eight dwarven women wearing plate and bearing shields with heavy axes formed a path leading to the throne. Their steel was emblazoned with the gold symbol of a dagger.

“May I present,” said Dorydd, bowing low, “Queen Orirbela Thunderhelm the Sixteenth, Iron Lady of the Thunderhelm Territories, the Fist of the East, Shield of the Undermountain, Stone Heart with a Visage of Flame, Supreme Leader of all the Thunderhelm dwarves, along with her eidolon, Derodohr.”

I dipped my head in respect. I had encountered eidolons before. They were powerful foes indeed.

“Queen Orirbela,” said Dorydd, “this is Lady Ren of Ssarsdale, leader of her people.”

I had never enjoyed titles, and sought as few as possible for myself, but I was forced to admit that Orirbela’s long name was impressive to me.

She leaned forward, even the subtle motion enough to evoke fear that even the slightest movement might snap her fragile bones. “So,” she said with a voice that had a young person’s vigor to it, “the kobold comes before me, seeking an alliance, both military and trade, in equal measure. Curious that she travels to our keep alone, save for a child and one of our own. She eats our food, she drinks our wine, and then without steel or weapons, comes before me. An impressive display of confidence in my eyes, Lady Ren.”

Was it? “Thank you,” I said to Queen Orirbela. “I appreciate your words. I am proud of my own abilities.”

“I’m certain,” Queen Orirbela smiled thinly. “Guards, kill them all.”

The eight dwarves unsheathed their axes, readied their shields, and as one, turned to face us. Derodohr glared contemptuously down at us, unmoving.

“Wait,” said Dorydd, her hands outstretched. “Queen Orirbela, you cannot possibly—”

 One of the guardswomen lunged at Dorydd. She knocked aside the axe with her palm. The other seven moved to surround us, their sharp weapons levelled at Valen, Dorydd, and me.

Salviana’s words echoed back to me. One day you will be without your sword…had she been trying to warn me?

No time for looking into the past. Valen darted behind me, hissing angrily.

“Queen Orirbela,” I said, trying to diffuse the situation. “I came to you in peace. I do not want—”

“You did not want war,” she said, “and yet, war is upon you. Decide on the course of action, Ren of Atikala.” Her ancient face grimaced. “Or die.”

One of the guards stepped towards me, weapon raised. I had no sword to parry, so instead, I drew upon my other talents.

Flame. I called a wall of fire from the stone below my feet, reaching from the floor to the ceiling, a roiling curtain of heat sealing us off from the dwarves. Dorydd and Valen recoiled from the heat, retreating towards me.

The dwarves marched through the wall of flame, the heat searing the hair away from their heads and igniting exposed cloth. They advanced stoicly, heedless of their burning clothes and seared flesh, stonelike discipline on their faces.

Three of the guards chopped at Dorydd. She leapt into the air, neatly avoiding the three blades, then slammed her boot into the face of one of the soldiers. The woman recoiled, staggered back, and fell into the flame. Prone, stunned, and pressed against the hottest part of my fire, her skin caught like tinder.

She didn’t scream. Merely fought to her feet, staggering forward wreathed in flame before falling once more, never to rise again. The other guards didn’t react other than to close the gap in their ranks.

Through the wall of flame, I matched gazes with Orirbela, her features weirdly distorted by the heat shimmer. Her face was as hard as her crown.

No more words. I drew upon the fire in my blood, extending my hand, sending a roaring cone of flame towards the line of guards. They raised their shields in unison, protecting their faces, and then they advanced towards us.

Dorydd stepped in front of me. One of the remaining guards jabbed at her. Dorydd caught the blade between her hands, twisted it out of her foe’s reach, then jammed it into the face of its former wielder. The dwarven guard’s head burst into a gory shower.

The other guards, anticipating this, chopped and thrust their weapons at her. A blade caught her side, another her shoulder.

Dorydd couldn’t protect me forever. I stepped out to the side, casting another cone of flame. With their weapons stuck in Dorydd, the guards could not shield themselves effectively. My flame burned two of them to the bone, and they wordlessly fell to the stone.

Four left. Dorydd stumbled back, bleeding heavily, her hands on her wounds. Now it was my turn to step in front of her; I snatched up a dagger from a fallen dwarf’s belt. It was too large for me, a sword in my hands, weirdly balanced. The dress constrained my movement.

An axe swung in. I blocked it. Another came for me. I dodged it. A third cut in low, slicing a thin trail across the cloth of my dress, opening it up, digging through to my thigh beneath. Blood. Pain. Another burst of my flame enveloped a guard, blasting her blackened body to the ground.

Then the backswing from the axe I had dodged caught me on the cheek and knocked me back to the ground. The three remaining guards leapt upon me, axes gleaming as they descended.

Dorydd, bloody and weak, roared as she leapt in to save me, crash-tackling a guard with each hand. She couldn’t win against them them—not wounded as she was—but it bought me time.

I snagged the third axe with my dagger’s crossguard, twisting it wildly, trying to tear the handle from her grip. The guard was too strong. Her boot caught me in the groin, blasting the air from my lungs. I held on to the dagger for my life.

Dorydd wrapped her legs around one of the guards’ throat, and with a wet crunch, shattered her neck. Her sister slammed her fist into Dorydd’s back, knocking her down to the stone.

Focus. I needed to focus. I willingly dropped the dagger to keep thoughts of smoke and flame in my head. I reached out for the guard, and forcing the wind out of my throat, spoke words of arcane power. Flame burst from my hand and I burned her to scorched ashes. Spots swam in front of my vision.

Dorydd coughed in agony, rasping, struggling to breathe as she bled onto the stone. The sole remaining guard loomed over her, axe in hand, raised high for the killing blow.

The guard howled in pain then fell to the side.

Valen slid a tiny dagger out of the guard’s thigh as she tumbled over. Where he’d gotten it from was a mystery. He leapt upon his enemy, driving the weapon up under her neck. The tiny blade seemed insufficient for the task—the dwarf kicked and punched at him still—but he withdrew it, plunging it into her flesh over and over, the thin sliver finding cracks in her armour. He took the tendons in her arms, leaving them limp noodles, then he jabbed each of her eyes. Still she fought him, thrashing, kicking.

He kept stabbing. Over and over and over, effortlessly plunging his tiny dagger into her body until dwarven blood soaked him up to his elbows, splattered over his body, and finally—finally!—the dwarven guard lay still.

Valen carefully, deliberately dragged the sharp edge of his weapon across her throat, and sawed back and forth until the head was removed. He picked it up in both hands—it was as large as his chest—and then, with a ferocious shout, threw it into the wall of fire.

I stared at him in mute horror.

“I swore to protect you,” said Valen, turning to face me, his small body bathed in gore. “I do not take my oaths lightly.”

“Thank you,” I said, gasping for breath, focusing on the wounds that burned. “You impress me, Valen.”

His white teeth shone against his dark scales. “I owe it all to you,” he said. “You set me on this path.”

I dragged myself up to my feet. “Congratulations on your first kill,” I said.

Valen affixed a dark look on me. “That wasn’t my first kill,” he said, his tone sinister. The wall of fire dimmed in intensity, then winked out. “The Darkguard have trained me well.”

Worrying. I resolved to find out exactly how the Darkguard were training their assassins.

“Well done,” said Derodohr, clapping his huge hands together. “A wall of fire is no minor spell.”

I spat blood on the ground. “You’re next,” I said, with absolutely no way of backing up my threat at all.

“Please,” said Orirbela, amusement painting her tone, “if I wanted to kill you, I would have set Derodohr on you and watched as he tore you into tiny scaled hunks. Or opened a pit to the Abyss and brought forth fiends. Fiends who cannot burn. Against unarmed spellcasters, this seems an unfair test.”

“Test?” I stared.

“Of course. We could not ally ourselves with weakling sycophants who seek our fiends for their armies but offer us nothing in return.”

“We could have died,” I snapped angrily. “Dorydd is wounded.”

“Then you would have been unworthy.”

“I killed eight of your guards!”

“And still hundreds more remain. Those were Ironguard, women and men sworn to fight and die for me, to keep my secrets and my honour above their own. The Ironguard die the moment they take up their sacred axes and pledge themselves to their queen. Their passing shall not be mourned. Nor should it be.”

“Your tradition of being murdered by city leaders continues unbroken,” said Dorydd, propping herself up into a sitting position using her elbows, her hands firmly planted on her wounds.

“Attempted murder this time,” I clarified. “I still breathe yet.” I crouched by her. “How are you?”

“I’ll live,” said Dorydd. “But shit of the dead gods, their axes are sharp.”

I turned my gaze to Queen Orirbela. “Well,” I spat, “I hope my display pleases you.”

“I had hoped for more fire,” she said, a tinge of regret in her voice.

Well then. I closed my hand, summoning a tiny golden ball of light in my hand. I stepped towards her, right to the base of her throne, and I threw it at my feet.

A wave of flame enveloped me, a flash-heat that ignited the dress I wore, igniting it. I activated my wings, lifting off and away from the tattered ashes, naked and wreathed in flame, flying up until she and I were seeing at the same level.

“Better,” said Queen Orirbela, the edges of her lips curling up in a smile.

“Then I expect,” I said, fiery wings beating in the air, “that you will treat me with greater fairness in our future dealings.”

“Fairness?” Orirbela seemed amused by the notion. “Do you even know what you’re asking?”

“I understand fairness,” I said, breathing in the smoke rising from the ruined dress. It felt good to burn it.

“Do you?” said Orirbela. She twisted around and reached into a recessed part of her throne, withdrawing a round disc of cheese that couldn’t possibly have fit within it.

My nose wrinkled. I hated the stuff. Not for its taste, which was truly delicious, but for its origins, which were…best not discussed. “What does this have to do with anything?” I asked.

“Everything.” Orirbela took out a dagger from her hip—identical to the one the dwarven guards had—and traced across the surface of the cheese. “Humans typically practice strict division. They give all parties an equal slice. Strictly equal.”

“Kobolds do as well,” I said. “In this respect we are the same.”

“Mmm. Dwarves are different. My people divide it according to need: the hungriest mouth gets the biggest piece. This, we feel, is more equal. The tall do not starve, the short do not grow fat. Equality of need.”

“I see.”

“Orcs divide differently than humans and dwarves. The one who made the cheese receives the most; this rewards contribution and encourages community.” She smiled thinly. “And cheating.” Orirbela put down the knife. “This is equality of contribution.”

“Neither of us are orcs. Nor are we set against them.”

Orirbela’s shoulders slumped, and I sensed that, genuinely, I had disappointed her. “The lesson was not how orcs think. It was that other people, other cultures, do things differently. The lesson is that things can be different than strictly equal, but still fair.”

“Very well,” I said.

Orirbela cut another piece of the cheese. “Then there is equality of preference. Say the cheese is to be divided between an ogre and an elf; elves prefer the body of the cheese, while ogres prefer the rinds. Both can survive on their respective undesirable parts, but why not give both what they want, even if the rind’s share is so much less than the cheese itself. Equality of preference.”

“I think I understand.”

“Good,” said Orirbela. “And understand, Ren of Atikala, that you will be treated with some degree of fairness, but it will not be that to which you are accustomed.”

“As you desire,” I said. “Humans will do no better.”

“Humans…humans. The problem with humans…” She slid a piece of cheese into her mouth, chewing it thoughtfully, then put her finger to her lips, as though in deep thought. “It’s not really a problem with them per se.”

“I am confused,” I admitted.

“I’ll try to explain.” She tilted her impossibly thin neck until it cracked. “Dwarves, by and large, are creators. We build. We mine. We forge. We are also summoners…” She gestured to her large demon eidolon. “We call. We bind. We control. We are patient and wise. In this we are the same as humans; when they choose to create, they’re industrious, hard working, and tenacious. But when they choose to destroy, they are wild, savage, and unrelenting. That’s not the problem.”

“So what is the problem?” I asked.

Queen Orirbela narrowed her eyes in thought. “Do you have any children?”

“No,” I said, “although I consider Valen my child, even if we do not share blood.”

Valen looked at me. I saw it out of the corner of my eye. He did not look pleased by this admission.“Then he is as much a child as any you have brought into the world,” Orirbela said. “Creating life is hard. Trying to have and raise a child is a difficult task, not for the feint of heart. Controlling a child is harder. We all outgrow our parents, Lady Ren, and you would know a lot about that, I imagine.”

I ground my teeth together. Word of my relation to Contremulus had spread even to here. “Some amount, yes. But what does all this have to do with…anything?”

“Killing someone else’s child,” she said, “is easy.”

“I don’t think all humans are childkillers.”

“No, no. However, humans may till the soil and plant crops, or they might administrate and organise. Eventually, though, all humans discover that rather than farming for a year and earning an honest living, it is much easier to walk to the nearest dragon’s den, and then stab the occupant to death and take their horde for themselves.”

“I have no horde,” I said. “And dragons with a horde worth envying are hardly children. But I understand.”

“It is good that you do,” said Queen Orirbela.

Slowly I descended, sinking back down to the scorched stone that stank of burned dwarf. Dorydd was bandaging her wounds with Valen’s help. Her wounds did not appear as serious as I had first thought…or Dorydd was truly tougher than the stone she walked upon.

“Will you aid us, Queen Orirbela?” I asked.

The queen sat silent on her throne, and for a time, I thought she might refuse me. Then, she smiled ever so slightly.

“I will dispatch three hundred of my soldiers to the coming battle,” she said, “along with a handful of our battle-mages to transport them. Derodohr will arrive with the reinforcements, and to negotiate the trade which shall begin when your city is safe.”

“Very well,” I said, dipping my head politely. “Then by your leave, Queen Orirbela, I should probably not keep my wizard waiting any further.”

“What purpose do servants perform except to answer your whims?”

I had no adequate answer to that. “Wizards can be capricious,” I said. “It is best not to keep them waiting.”

She smiled, genuinely. “That is most certainly wise. Then, by my leave, I dismiss you.”

“I await the arrival of your troops,” I said.

“And I await the first shipment of your deep ore,” she said. “In fair trade, for services rendered initially, and later, in exchange for metals, gems, and surface goods.”

“Of course.” I bowed my head low, and then turned away from her.

“Get my stuff,” I said to Valen. And then, still naked, I walked out of the queen’s hall and away from the city.


























CHAPTER XIV










MANY DWARVEN EYES WATCHED ME as I walked away from the feast hall and towards the main gate. They seemed less concerned with the smoke rising out of the main doors and more concerned with my nakedness.

I didn’t care. Smoke trailed behind me as I walked, ashes of the dress drifting away from me like snow. I marched with purpose, striding towards the exit.

Salviana was waiting for me, once more riding her litter.

“I’m assuming from the fire and blood,” she said, a false smile on her face that reminded me of Sirora, “that your negotiations went well?”

“Scorchingly,” I said, unable to resist.

Salviana’s expression didn’t change. “I see. Well, then the event was a success.”

“You don’t seem surprised by this,” I said, pointing over my shoulder at the rising column of smoke. “Do all your diplomatic endeavours end in fireworks?”

“Some,” she admitted, “but only for the most successful diplomats. Most do not walk out of the queen’s hall.”

“Are you not worried for your queen?”

“It would be a tragic error,” said Salviana, “for you to assume that Derodohr is the most dangerous creature in that room. A summoner spins their eidolon’s form from the stuff between the stars, shaping it as they will. Queen Orirbela needed the most threatening fiend she could conjure to distract from her own power.”

Her withered body, seeming barely alive, stuck in my memory. But so did the strength with which she held up her heavy crown. “What if I were an archer?” I said. “A stray arrow could have ended her.”

“Your hypothetical arrow,” said Salviana, “would have struck an invisible, impregnable wall of force set just before the throne. Assuming it could penetrate it, or you could detect and bypass it, she is warded beyond consideration, powerful glyphs and spells and enhancements, so many she presumably barely remembers them. Attacks against her would be returned with electrical energy. She is warded from all forms of energy and magical attacks…and if she felt vaguely threatened, well, the entire room would become a field of anti-magic. A field her eidolon was glyphed to be immune to, of course.” She shrugged. “And all this is what has been discovered and made public. Many more defences remain.”

I digested all of this. I normally slept in my room unguarded and without any kind of magical wardings at all. My nature was fire, not pure arcane arts.

“It is good,” I said carefully, “that I am not, in fact, an archer.”

“Do not fear,” said Salviana. “You do your job well.”

“I did not enjoy it. Killing dwarves left a bitter taste in my mouth.”

“And yet you did your duty, as was expected of you. I learned two things from my father: one, when I sit down for supper I ask myself…did I earn this meal today? Even if my job is just to greet the guests, I do it like I am going to be paid a million gold for it; you can hate your job, but love your work.”

I wasn’t sure what the distinction was. “Kobolds have a saying too,” I said. “Work completes us as we complete it.”

“An interesting sentiment,” said Salviana, “given the bloodshed at your hands.”

Unsure of how to answer, I dipped my head to Salviana. “A fair comment, fairly stated. I bid you good day, Lady. I hope we meet again soon, under favourable conditions.”

“As do I,” she said, and then her litter carried her away.

“A storm’s coming,” said Dorydd, appearing by my side. Her hip was bloodied, and she walked with a limp, but there was strength in her yet. Valen was with her, his arms full of my armour. Dorydd carried the heaviest pieces.

“The weather looks fine to me. We won’t know for sure until we get outside.”

“That…wasn’t what I meant. I meant that war is upon us. Sooner than we might expect.”

I started picking pieces of armour off Valen. “What am I to do?” I asked. “I am already seeking allies, strengthening our defences…what more would you ask of me?”

“A wise leader knows when to fight,” said Dorydd, “and when to flee.”

I scowled, pulling on an armoured glove. “I hope you don’t mean what I think you mean.”

“I mean,” said Dorydd, “that we should abandon Ssarsdale. Move your people into the tunnels. Relocate. Strike out at Contremulus when he’s not expecting you—where he won’t see you.” She gestured around, to the under mountain. “Look at this place. Look at the strength of its gates, the might of its soldiers. It is weathered, beaten, scarred…the dwarves within are hard. But Irondarrow Keep has endured nothing like what you plan to face.”

“We will endure,” I said. “We always do. Kobolds are accustomed to loss. To sacrifice.”

“A wise leader—“

“A wise leader knows when to stop listening to their advisors and act!” Would she never shut up? Would anyone ever stop trying to talk me to death? 

To my surprise she smiled. I hadn’t seen her do that in a while. “That is actually good advice.”

I struggled to pull on my greaves. “Good.”

The huge gates of Irondarrow Keep groaned as they opened, the sound reverberating in the closed off under mountain. I felt like a fool, half dressed, so I wiggled out of what I’d put on and carried it.

We walked past the bones, past the gates, and then they shut behind us. Vaarden waited where we had arrived, floating three feet off the ground, his legs folded beneath him. His face was a mask of impatient contempt.

I began to walk towards him, not looking back.

“When we return to Ssarsdale,” said Dorydd, “we should talk more about how I can help you strengthen Ssarsdale’s defences. Hopefully the time you’ve spent here has been illuminating.”

I certainly had learnt a lot. “That would be excellent. I have a lot to learn.”

Dorydd touched my shoulder affectionately as we walked. “Start tonight.”

“Tonight?” I grimaced. “I’m tired. Wounded.”

“Learning this will take time, Ren. If you cannot force yourself to start today and have to wait until tomorrow, tomorrow will never come.”

“Then,” I said with a weary sigh, “I will start tonight. The first thing I want to find out is how someone could live that long and still be so strong.”

Dorydd shook her head. “Appearances are deceiving, but not even the highest magic can hide the passage of time. The queen is old. In a few decades she will be dead.”

“A few decades? She looked like every breath she took could be her last.”

She eyed me curiously. “You sound like you want that.”

“I could take care of it for you?” asked Valen. “I could sneak back into the city. A wall of force is a substantial barrier, but—”

I silenced him with a glare. “No,” I said to him, then looked to Dorydd. “But if she does die, will her heir be more accommodating?”

Dorydd took a deep breath. “No,” she said, with a tone that hid something within it, “they would not.”

“Salviana, I presume.”

“No,” said Dorydd. “Her brother. I know him well. He would be a poor king.”

There was something else to her words, but I couldn’t place it. “What’s a king?”

“Our leaders are called queens and kings, for females and males, respectively.”

“At what point do you call yourself a king?”

“You don’t, lass. Other people call you that.”

I wasn’t sure what Dorydd was trying to tell me.

“The queen sent soldiers,” said Valen, his tail swinging behind him. “What more could you ask?”

“I don’t know,” I said. “I just feel like we could have gotten more.”

“Don’t be greedy,” said Dorydd. “You know the strength of the dwarven people first hand. Irondarrow is giving you an edge, not fighting the war for you.”

“Still,” I grumbled.

“If you’re concerned,” said Dorydd, “we can see her again in a year.”

That was far, far too distant. This whole thing would be wrapped up in a month. Weeks, possibly. “Can we not be more expedient?”

“Change takes time.”

“We don’t have time.”

“Dwarves are patient folk,” Dorydd said. “The young become adults, they work, change, grow a society. Then their time passes, they become elders, and they die so a new generation can make their mark. Progress comes one funeral at a time.”

“Some funerals could come more quickly than others,” I said, a little more bitterly than I intended.

Even Valen seemed surprised by my tone. “Like I said, if you want her dead—“

“No,” I said, both to him and myself. “I’m sorry, it’s just…it’s just…” I didn’t know why I felt so bloodthirsty all of a sudden. The queen had shown me a fraction of her power. I’d barely won against her first rank of guards, let alone her eidolon, or her magical wards—most of which I had not even an idea about.

It would have been crazy to attack her.

So why did I keep feeling like I should?

“Are you all right?” asked Valen. “You’re not going to pass out again?”

I took a deep breath. “No. I’m fine.”

Dorydd reached down and patted his snout. “Leader Ren is just tired,” she said. “The stress of command. Dwarves have a saying, heavy is the head that wears the crown.”

That made sense to me. A crown was merely a round band of metal; it didn’t provide protection, sat loosely on the head, and was easy to knock off, and didn’t even keep the wearer’s hair dry. Some crowns had spikes, but they were useless for headbutting. Their queen’s was a good example—thick, heavy, iron…

“Your people should forge lighter crowns.”

She went to talk, but Vaarden cut her off.

“What are you babbling about?” He waved a large hand. “No, do not answer. My patience is at an end. Are we ready to leave?”

The sooner I was out of here the better. I reached out for Vaarden’s hand. “Let’s go,” I said. “Take me back to Ssarsdale.”

Vaarden took my hand, cast his spell, and we were whisked away back to Ssarsdale in the blink of an eye.
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We appeared in the central bazaar of Ssarsdale, the shadow of the ruined central spire towering over us. Almost instantly, the hum of magic filled the air. A dwarf man, his hair flowing down to his feet, appeared right beside us in the centre of town.

Fearing another intrusion, the kobolds around snatched up their weapons. But I recognised his clothes. The golden dagger of the Thunderhelms emblazoned on his chest.

“Wait,” I called. “He is from Irondarrow. Our ally.”

The strange dwarf, seemingly unconcerned for the kobolds gathered around him, withdrew a small pouch and hooked his thumbs around the outside. He stretched it far wider than one should normally be able to, until it became a doorway. From that doorway came a column of dwarven soldiers, and at the tail, the enormous demonic eidolon, Derodohr.

“Welcome,” I said to them all.

The dwarven spellcaster examined the ruined tower with a curious eye, pinching his nose. “What in the name of the dead gods happened here?”

“Our enemies attacked us,” I said. “And they will pay for this transgression in time.”

He nodded understandingly. “These soldiers and I are here to die in the coming battle.”

“Hopefully,” I said, “it will not come to that.”

Derodohr seemed amused by it all, inhaling a whip of smoke through his nostrils. “Your plan to have a bloodless war seems to have started poorly. Typical of the plans of mortals, shortsighted, idealistic, and ineffective.”

I wasn’t sure how I felt about taking suggestions from a demonic creature, much less one who had only been in my city for a matter of moments. “Perhaps you could assist with this?” I asked, more snappishly than I intended. “The human spellcaster who brought this calamity to us escaped. If you could hunt him down, we might be able to interrogate him and discover valuable information about his origins.”

“I will look for him,” said Vaarden, and without waiting for my approval, stormed off. Valen bowed low, and with a knowing glance, set out to follow him.

Derodohr glared at me contemptuously. “The coals of that tower are cold. If this mage was able was able to teleport here, he is long gone by now, or he is more foolish than any spellcaster I have known.” He pursed his large lips, glancing the way Vaarden had left. “Although he could have been a sorcerer. So much more stupid than wizards.”

I would not be insulted in my own city. “Derodohr of the Thunderhelm Dwarves, you will be wise to hold your tongue while inside Ssarsdale, lest I send word to your queen and mistress that the Thunderhelm dwarves failed to respectfully uphold their agreement only moments after stepping foot in Ssarsdale.”

He glared at me. I glared right back, keeping my back straight. Not that it mattered. He was over three times my height. Still, it was the principle of the matter.

“As you wish,” said Derodohr, inclining his giant head. “I forgot myself.”

“See to it that your memory improves,” I said, curling back my upper lip.

“Of course.” Derodohr’s words were demure, but his posture suggested that I had wounded him greatly. The hurt feelings of demonic eidolons were not exactly a high priority to me.

“Dorydd,” I said, “follow Valen. Make sure he doesn’t do anything stupid. And keep an eye on Vaarden; I might need him in the future.”

“Vaarden?” Dorydd grimaced. “Must I?”

The elf was offensive to all five senses, and more, but he had brought me to Irondarrow and back. He was powerful. Dangerous, even.

“We should,” I said. “And the human wizard attacked Ssarsdale. He must pay for that.”

“But Vaarden?”

“Vaarden…well. Having a wizard in your debt is a good thing, as you well know.”

“I’m sure he’ll love that suggestion,” said Dorydd. She rubbed her side tenderly as she walked off.

Pergru approached, wringing his hands nervously. “Supreme Leader?”

“What?” I snapped. I was in no mood for his petty simpering.

“The central spire will have to be demolished. We can proceed with this when you are ready.”

“Matters of domestic infrastructure are yours alone,” I said, feeling aggravated that I had to remind him of things he and I both knew. “Bring it down when you are ready. In the meantime, find accomodations for our dwarven allies.”

“Of course,” said Pergru, his nose twitching. “But Supreme Leader, we have no quarters suitable to size dwarves, let alone—” his eyes flicked to the eidolon. “That.”

“Where has Dorydd been sleeping this whole time?” I asked.

“I enlarged one sleeping chamber, but it will take time to enlarge hundreds of quarters.”

“Three hundred,” I said.

“That will take time.” Pergru’s voice had an annoying whine to it. “My workers will have to toil all night…”

“Then have them toil all night,” I said. The answer was obvious. “These dwarves are our honoured guests.”

“And the demon?” asked Pergru.

I put my fingers to my temple. “Knock down some of the internal walls, join several chambers together. Make sure they are structurally sound.”

“But what about—“

I held up my hand to silence him. “Just make it happen,” I said, grinding my teeth together. “And find somewhere suitable to host a council meeting.”

To my infinite relief, Pergru bowed his head and moved away, muttering darkly to himself.

My army grew.


























CHAPTER XV










DERODOHR HAD HIS DWARVES SET up a pavilion in the middle of town, twenty feet square. It hung from stalagmite from stalagmite, making a ceiling, with extra cloth sheets draping down to form walls. I’d never seen so much fabric in one place at once before.

A flap at the front served as a door. I had never seen such a thing before. The idea of a portable, cloth structure fascinated me. I could see the tactical advantage when moving an army.

Inside, from the same bag-portal that had held the dwarves, he pulled papers, which he and his assistants spread everywhere. The cloth used in the tent was impressive, but the paper used for everything—scrolls, maps, even simple notes—was the most impressive thing by far. Paper was so rare and valuable in the underworld. To use so much of it…

I realised Derodohr was looking at me.

“Is it so obvious?” I asked, putting my hands on my hips.

“Regretfully,” he said, inclining his head. “I’m not here to judge you. Only to administrate the queen’s soldiers.”

For some reason that made me feel better.

Derodohr spread some of the junk off the large wooden table that was centred in the makeshift room. “Do you have any maps of the local area?”

“No,” I said, clambering up onto the table. It felt strange to do so wearing my armour, but it felt weightless to me. “We rely on local knowledge.”

“Fortunately I have one with me,” said Derodohr, unrolling a giant sized parchment with his huge hands. “It lacks some of the details, as Irondarrow dwarves rarely travel this far north, but perhaps you can help with that.”

The map was lacking detail, but it was shockingly accurate. I could see no brush strokes or pen marks; the ink had stained the page from above, soaked in pre-determined lines. Magic had done this.

“Ssarsdale is here,” said Derodohr, pointing to the city labelled with a red dot, tucked away in the southeast corner of the Worldcrown. He drew a line northwest. “Northaven is here. Contremulus is not known for his subtlety—he will march his armies on the most direct route. I suggest intercepting him on the way.”

“We have trappers and spellcasters,” I said. “And warriors aplenty, ready to die for the cause.”

“It would be more helpful to have his soldiers die instead,” said Derodohr, his demonic face a somber mask. “Nobody has ever won a war by dying.”

This was true. I resolved to keep this attitude in mind.

Derodohr drew in breath. “The issues will be the strength of his armies, advanced scouts, experience, and possibly other elements you will not expect. Your strengths will be our knowledge of the terrain, and the chronic underestimation Contremulus has of you. You are a stronger spellcaster than he believes and a better warrior; your display in the queen’s throne room showed me that.”

“You seem to know a lot of what he believes,” I said.

“His mind is easy to divine from his actions.” Derodohr pointed to the cloth-flap door. “He struck you in the heart of your empire, right at the doorstep to your home. He sent many of his warriors and a wizard. A bold action, and not the one of a man who expects to lose. Such resources are not squandered mindlessly even for one as apathetic towards life as he. Warriors are tools. Spellcasters are tools. They should be reused, not consumed. One does not win an even fight by taking profound risks for equally profound reward; they are won by careful, measured strokes, wearing your opponent down piece by piece.”

I thought on this. “Contremulus has made strikes,” I said. “He sent out his undead mages to assassinate me on the surface. His patrols killed one of ours, and were subsequently killed. His moves have been increasing in strength and determination, but…” I clenched my fist. “He is foolish. Arrogant. Dragonkind are, it is in their nature, their blood.”

“And that same blood,” said Berodur, “flows through you.”

A good point.

I took a moment to think. “So what do you suggest we do?”

Derodohr withdrew a slender dagger from his hip, black and etched with dark writing. “Attack Contremulus first.” He stabbed it into the map, right over Northaven.

So much fabric. An impossible amount of wealth, not to mention the map itself. Someone spent weeks enchanting it, and now it had a gash. Ruined.

“Why did you do that?” I asked, horrified.

“We’re going to invade,” he said, matter-of-factly. “Everything’s going to change. The maps will have to be redrawn anyway.”

“You mean to take Northaven?”

Derodohr smiled toothily. “Specifically me, yes. You see, the queen wants your deep iron, that is no secret. But land and territory that faces sky is just as valuable—if not more. Here is our deal, little kobold. Anything you take alone is yours. The surface territories we take together are Irondarrow’s, and the underworld territories yours. Two worlds, above and below, split fairly.”

I had designs on the surface, that much was true, but I also needed Derodohr, and for now, his deal sounded appropriate. “As you wish,” I said. “Pass word to your queen that I accept, conditional upon consulting with my council.”

His eyes narrowed. “What voice does your council have in this matter? Are you not their leader?”

“I am,” I said, keeping my tone firm. “But I should consult them.”

“A lion does not concern himself with the opinions of sheep.”

“What’s a lion?“

“It’s a very big cat that eats you.”

“What’s a cat?”

“It’s a very small animal that doesn’t eat you.”

I rolled my eyes. “None of us are eating anyone.”

“Then,” said Derodohr, “do as you will, and make your commands. Lead.”

I should do that. “I accept,” I said. “On behalf of Ssarsdale and all who live in it.”

“Good.” Derodohr traced his finger along the map. “We should lure Contremulus’s armies into the underworld. That is your favoured territory, and for the dwarves, as well. Send out some scouting parties to harry his forces and draw them in. Their deaths will serve to fuel our enemy’s soldiers’ bloodlust, and they will become overconfident.”

I was not pleased about sending my warriors to die, but I remembered the humans I had fought in the tunnels. The patrollers. How drunk they seemed on their courage, so confident were they, right before I slaughtered them.

“I will do this,” I said. “I’ll send five hundred warriors in groups of ten.”

“Five hundred?” Derodohr narrowed his left eye. “That sounds like rakkat.”

I had no idea what he meant. I had never heard that word before; it was in the dwarven tongue. “What do you mean?”

The eidolon seemed confused. “Overkill”, he tried in Draconic, combining two words clumsily.

“Over…kill?”

“Yes. Overkill. A concept in dwarven. Too much killing. Excessive force.”

“I don’t understand.”

“Using a hammer to squash a bug.”

“We might call that excessive, yes, but efficient. If you have the means for complete success at your fingertips, you might as well use it.”

He laughed. “Of course. Dragons and their ilk have no concept of overkill. Typical.” He smiled at me in a way I found unsettling. “Send thirty. That should be sufficient to draw his soldiers in, if their discipline is weak.”

“What if it’s strong?”

“Then that will be insufficient. But nothing ventured, nothing gained.”

I grimaced. “I would prefer my legacy not be a failed gamble.”

“In the end,” said Derodohr, “all we are is dust and memories. Try to make those memories good ones.”

We? He was immortal. “Poetic talk for a demon.”

“Mortals underestimate me. They think that my size, my strength, that these are my greatest assets. Instead it is my mind, my patience, my skill with words.”

“I’ll keep that in mind,” I said, and I turned to the map. “I can add more detail here, if you like.”

“Please,” he said, handing me a brush that was tiny in his oversized hands.
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I worked for a time, adding whatever detail I could from my time on the surface. I made sure to scribble in the massive hole in the ground where once Atikala stood. This hurt me, acknowledging it on the map made it feel more real to me than seeing it destroyed for myself.

Sometimes I wanted to imagine all of this was some dream or test or vision of some sort, and that I would wake up warm on the stone floor of Atikala, surrounded by friends. Tzala. Khavi.

Where was Tzala, anyway? I hadn’t seen her since our argument.

I was mostly done with adding what I knew when the tent door parted, and the figure of Valen entered, silhouetted against the cloth door.

“Come in,” I said, unable to keep my smile away.

Quiet as a ghost, Valen slid into the tent room and closed the door. “You asked to see me, Supreme Leader Ren Humansbane?” His eyes flicked to the large eidolon. “In private?”

Derodohr excused himself with a quiet murmur, and the two of us were alone.

“Yes,” I said to him, brimming with pride. “I swear, you’ve grown half a foot since I last saw you.”

“Less than an inch,” admitted Valen, a wide smile breaking his formal posture. “But I am working on it. You, too, appear taller, and I have seen your helm in Kresselack’s workshop. It is mighty indeed, and picturing it on your head gives you a powerful bearing that will, I imagine, be useful in leading us to even greater victories.”

It was unlikely that my helm had endeared myself to the dwarves of Irondarrow. But there would be more opportunities to prove my diplomatic worth. “I haven’t led us to many victories yet,” I said, shaking my head. “But I will.”

Valen nodded politely. “You defeated the intruders at the spire. That is a victory. Granted, the damage was done, but none of the council were harmed. There’s a victory in that.” He folded his hands behind his back. “Supreme Leader, may I ask why I’ve been summoned?”

How quickly he could switch between Valen the Darkguard and the Valen I knew. “A whisper reached me,” I said. “That you have been officially selected for Darkguard training. I wanted to personally congratulate you on your new assignment.”

“I am an adult now,” he said, returning my smile. “I have come of age forged in flame and war. Your mighty friend Khavi, his blood flows through my veins. I hope to honour his legacy with everything I do.”

“You do,” I said, sincerely. Was it dusty in here or had my eyes just suddenly watered for no reason? “You do.”

I wanted to speak more to him, but instead, Kresselack appeared, bowing his head low. “I bring word from the lower tunnels to the east.”

“What news is that?” I took a breath to calm my rising temper. “I am busy.”

“The deep miners have found something interesting,” he said. “I know nothing else save that they asked for you by name.”

A distraction I could ill afford, but such was the life of a leader. “Who is the foreman there?” I asked.

“Miner Braxa,” said Kresselack.

I would have to commend this Braxa on her ability to delegate effectively. “I’ll be back,” I said to Valen, and then I made my way east, towards the lower levels.

A train of kobolds were carrying the newly dead into the grave site where my people were buried. I could not stomach seeing them again; the names of the dead would take too long to memorise…fortunately there were no shortages of entrances. Ssarsdale had dug outward, tunnels twice as high as a kobold with supporting beams and ventilation shafts scattered all around. There were hundreds of entrances at every corner of the city, and I took one I had not previously explored.

The tunnel narrowed as it went on, closing down on my head. It felt claustrophobic after months in the top of the spire and the open air of the dwarven city.

I pushed on regardless. I could not let my acquired pleasantries make me soft.

The air grew warmer as I descended, flowing gently in my face, a comforting feeling that reminded me of Khavi as we journeyed through the Underworld after the destruction of Atikala. Where did this tunnel lead exactly?

As many bad memories there were of those times, there were good times, too. These days I tried to focus on them and put the negative ones out of my mind, with limited success. I felt vaguely guilty about losing my temper back in the city, and I almost reversed my path and went back, asking Ilothika what she had meant when she approached me.

But I didn’t.

Before I could think on this some more, a figure emerged from the darkness at the end of the tunnel. Tyermumtican in kobold form.

“Well, well, well,” I said, putting my hand on my hip, unable to fight a wide smile that spread over my face, the stress of recent events slowly slipping out of my body. “Miner Braxa was right. There is something interesting down here.”

“I’ll take that as a compliment,” he said, sliding up to me and placing his hands over mine. “Although many terrible things can also be interesting.”

“Like me?” I asked, smiling and bumping my nose to his. “Miner Braxa should, however, probably be more specific about what she reports.”

Tyermumtican waved his tail dismissively. “No, no. I implanted the suggestion into her head. She didn’t know what she was seeing— her eyes saw me, but her brain saw something else entirely.”

I frowned. “You can do that?”

“I can do many things.”

Sometimes I had strange urges when I was with Tyermumtican. Like when I had kissed him. Many times. “Have…you ever done this to me?”

His horrified expression told me everything I needed to know.

“I’m sorry,” I said, and I meant it. “I didn’t mean…”

“It’s a legitimate question,” he said. “And the answer is clearly, unequivocally, no. I haven’t. You would know, because when the magic fades, the target is aware that their mind was magically altered.” He pursed his lips in thought. “Which is exactly what someone who had used that kind of magic would say…”

“You should have stopped talking after that first bit,” I said, giving him a comforting squeeze. “I know you. You wouldn’t do anything like that.”

“Good.”

We stood in silence for a moment. “Why did you ask me here?” I asked.

“Is it not enough that I miss you?”

I snorted playfully. “A mighty dragon misses Ren of Atikala?” I was so small, and despite my magic, just a kobold. “You’re making fun of me.”

“I am not,” he said, leaning his head in against my shoulder. “By the way, nice armour.”

“Thanks,” I said. “I made it myself.” Well, no, I should tell the truth. “I mean…the enchanting. The smiths did most of the work.”

“Anyone can use a hammer to shape metal. It’s the magic that is the key part.”

“Actually,” I said, “I shaped it myself, too. I just meant…the straps and things.”

He pulled his head back, blue eyes shining. “Really? You don’t give yourself enough credit for your accomplishments.”

“What about my mistakes?” I asked. “The central spire of Ssarsdale burned down.”

“It was burnt.” Tyermumtican fixed his eyes on me. “Not passively, as though by elemental forces, but actively. By Contremulus and his agents. It was no accident, no natural disaster. He did this.”

“And what should I do in return? Contremulus attacks Ssarsdale in ways I can’t even anticipate. His footsteps are slow, but I feel them drawing nearer. He has a move he hasn’t made yet…and I can’t see it for the life of me.”

Tyermumtican said nothing for a moment. We stood there, arm in arm, surrounded by stone and nothing.

“Fight him,” he said. “Strike where he is weak and avoid him where he is strong. Flee when overmatched, and play to the defender’s advantage. The authoritarian uses fear and power to control his enemies. Take away that fear, that power, and they are undone. Use this to your advantage.”

“I will.” I turned that over in my head.

“Are you okay?” Tyermumtican said, his words snapping me back to the moment.

“Yes,” I said, shaking my head. “Sorry. It was nothing. I was just…thinking of the battles ahead. I don’t know enough about humans.”

“You’ve met some,” he said. “Was that not helpful in educating you?”

“Very, and yet, I still feel inadequate. I learnt a lot about how they live but not how they fight.”

“Humans usually win wars,” said Tyermumtican. How comforting. “So you have set yourself against a mighty foe indeed. They might lose battles, but in the end they stand above all others. There is a reason they are the dominant force on the surface. Their methods are varied—numbers, equipment, subtlety. It matters not. There are so many humans not because they breed fast, or because they are smart, or strong, or wise, but because they are cunning. They are flexible. They adapt. That is what brings victory. A good trick you can only use once, but humans are constantly coming up with new ones.”

That wasn’t what I wanted to hear. “So…how do we beat them?”

Tyermumtican tilted his head. “I didn’t say I could tell you that. Simply how they win.”

“How have you beaten them, then, in the past?”

He smiled widely. “I didn’t say I had.”

Of course he hadn’t. I blew out air through my nose and settled my chin on Tyermumtican’s shoulder. “Maybe this was a mistake.”

“Asking me for my opinion?”

“No, I mean, this. This war in general.”

“Don’t worry about it,” he said.

“I somewhat feel that I should.”

He was quiet for a moment.

“Maybe,” he said. “Do you want to change your mind?”

I almost—almost—said yes. “I don’t know,” I admitted, and I cuddled up against him some more. “I want to stay here. I don’t want to go back to Ssarsdale.”

“I know,” he said, hugging me around the middle with his hands. “But you have your duty.”

“I do.” I sighed and pressed my lips to his. “I’ll… definitely see you later, okay?”

“Okay,” he said.

We stood there for some time. Just…standing. Enjoying the quiet.

“I should go,” I said.

“You should.”

“But I don’t want to.”

“But you should.”

“But…”

He kissed me between my eyes. “If you keep saying it, we’ll be here forever.”

I inhaled slowly, breathing in the scent of him. The smell of the tunnel. Its earthen clay floor and stone walls. I could live here forever. “Would that be so bad?”

“What would we eat?”

I smiled. “You’re asking silly questions. I’m sure you could conjure up something.”

“Maybe,” he said.

More silence. More hugging.

“I should go.” This time, I meant it. “The humans press us from all sides. I have to hit back at them.”

“Then do it,” he said, gently slipping into the darkness of the lower tunnels and away.


























CHAPTER XVI










DERODOHR AND I WORKED FOR many hours. We sharpened the detail on the map, we discussed matters of strategy and strength, and although many hours passed, I did not feel tired. The magical properties on my armour were truly amazing.

“Do you not rest?” He asked, curiosity dripping from every word. “It has been nearly a full day, and yet you are as attentive as you ever were.”

I was reluctant to reveal the truth to him. I needed to trust him, certainly, but what could be gained from telling him of my armour? “I am motivated by the suffering of my people and the desire to destroy my enemies.”

“Boldly stated,” he said, “but you should consider sleeping at some point. You should be fresh if your people have need of you and your magical talents.”

“What about you?” I was deflecting. “You’ve been awake as long as I have, or longer.”

I am bound to this plane as long as my mistress is awake, and she has preventative magics that remove the need for sleep… Yet you do not have this talent, and I can smell the frailty in your bones.” His large nostrils flared, taking in air. “But yet, I do sense something about you…some reason you do not tire.”

I glared at him, curling back my lips, exposing my teeth. “We will discuss this, at length, in time.”

“Of course,” said Derodohr. “When our task to slay Contremulus is complete, and the Worldcrown is parcelled up between us.”

“Then,” I said. “And only then.”

Derodohr went to speak, but glanced over my shoulder instead. The tent flap was open. I hadn’t even noticed. Ilothika stood in the threshold.

“Leader Ren,” she said. “Reporting to you. Mission complete.”

I blinked in surprise. “Mission?”

“Yes,” she said, “at human village.” Her eyes flicked to mine. Suspiciously.

“What were you doing there?” I asked, feeling a sudden surge of anger. “You made no mention of this to me.”

Ilothika dipped her head. “I informed you. Problem. You said handle it.” Her tone carried an ominousness that chilled my blood. “Mission was accomplished.”

“Wait here,” I said to both of them. I grabbed the amulet out of my belt pouch and stepped out of the tent, soaring into the air and past the gates of Ssarsdale, carried on wings of flame that beat with a growing panic.
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I knew what had happened.

I knew it in my heart as I climbed out of the city. Out of the tunnels. Out into the bright light of the surface and saw the column of flame rising towards the bright night sky, glowing red at the base.

I knew it, yet I still didn’t believe it until I saw it for myself.

The village was gone.

Kobolds were monsters.

It had taken me all of my short life to make this simple realisation. I had wondered, sometimes, if the gnomes saw us as twisted and evil as we saw them, but that question had been answered in a single scene. I stood in the face of evidence I could not refute.

My entire species were monsters.

I walked through the cindered remains of the human village, the bodies of its citizens lying here and there, kobold spear wounds marking their bodies. Fathers trying in vain to shield their children. Mothers, weapons in hand, cut down where they stood. As a kobold, I no longer recognised them; they were faceless corpses, able to be identified only by their dress, their skin tone, and the colour of their hair.

Berad the woodsmith, dead. I found his body hacked to pieces near the centre of town.

Aleria the tanner, dead. She rotted in a ditch, a half-dozen kobold spears poking out of her back.

Down the street, past the charred skeleton of The Witty Fox, Serren lay in front of the fireplace, badly burned, dead. The raiders had smashed down the door of his inn, held him down, then slit his throat. Kyrina and Reeve lay crumpled beside him, their guts cut out and splashed on the wooden floor, dead. Then they’d set fire to the place.

Varsen, the head of the watch lay face down further down the road, dead.

Alexi, Vaelys, Katria, Leran, dead.

Tyastra and Pree lay on the south side of the city surrounded by a circle of kobold bodies, their razor sharp elven weapons still in their hands, dead. They had clearly been caught unawares, without clothes or armour, and I could see that I had mistaken the genders of the two elves—they were males—but it didn’t matter. What set of reproductive organs they had possessed had done them absolutely no good, because Ssarsdale’s warriors had cut them both down.

The rancid stink of the dead mixed with the bitter smell of charcoal from the burned out houses and a savoury scent that made my nose tingle. Blood, and lots of it.

I found a long crimson trail that led to the barn near the outskirts of the city where I had been imprisoned during my first visit.

Within I found Ferland. Berad’s son. He had put up a mighty struggle—his body was a gory mess, opened in dozens of places by needlelike kobold spears, but not even that was enough to finish him. The kobolds had left him to bleed and crawl to this cold barn to die in a process that must have been agonising.

Very dead.

And it was all my fault.

Orcs don’t cry. Sharks don’t cry. Kobolds, they often said, don’t cry. 

I cried.

“This isn’t my fault,” I said to the empty nothingness. “None of this is my fault.”

“Isn’t it?” said Tzala, her voice coming from air.

I squinted. With a wave of her remaining hand, Tzala’s invisibility faded. Beside her, Dorydd too faded into existence. They had been here all along. Watching me.

Waiting for me.

My mother was angry. Still angry from our fight, possibly. I had expected as much the next time I saw her, and I was ready for that, but I was not prepared for Dorydd. Dorydd’s face was iron. It showed something I had never seen, a tightness around the eyes, a dyke holding back a wave of anger.

“You are Ren of Atikala,” Tzala said, reaching up and pulling the necklace off her throat. Her form shifted and blurred, then reappeared as a gnome. Her true self. “You forged your own destiny.”

Truer words were never said. I just stood there.

“It’s time I left,” said Dorydd. “The visit to my homeland has made many things clear to me. I should return.”

“Go? But we just returned.” I stared at her. “When will you be back?”

“I’m not sure when I can be by your side again,” she said, her tone carrying with it a sense of finality. “I may not come back for some time.” She paused, struggling with some internal conflict. “In fact, I mean not to.”

“But I need you,” I said. “The dwarves of Irondarrow. They speak in languages I cannot understand. You are part of them, one of them. You are the bond that—“

“I care not for the soldiers of my homeland, and I never did.” She folded her arms defensively. “I left that place because of the rot that dwells within it. Women and men obsessed with control. How ironic, is it, that I would spread that rot to another place…to you.” She narrowed her eyes at me. “You’re mad, Ren of Atikala.”

“No, I’m not.”

“Look around you!” Her voice carried in the quiet night air. “Look at the ruin you’ve brought on these people!”

“It wasn’t me!” My tail lashed behind me. “It was Ilothika! She acted without my order, sent the warriors to attack this place, it was my aim to—” 

“And yet the deed is done,” said Tzala, her quiet voice full of contempt. “Your actions led us to this.”

I couldn’t believe it. My closest friend and my own mother were turning against me.

Betraying me.

“Of course,” I roared, fire surging in my belly. “You seek to pin this on me regardless of my words, of what I tell you!” I jabbed a finger at my mother. “How do I know you did not orchestrate this yourself?”

Both of them said nothing. Behind me, I felt rather than saw, movement. So many quiet feet that to even the wide expanse of the surface could not hide their movement.

A hundred Darkguard, weapons in hand, kneeling quietly in the snow.

Impressive, said Magmellion in my mind, his voice crackling and sizzling. I could feel his admiration. His pride.

“Is this how it ends, Ren?” asked Dorydd, her voice even. “You set your assassins on us, now? You should know I will end more than my fare share of them before they are through.”

“No.” I would never, ever do that, but the accusation stung. My voice faltered. “Why? Why would I do that? You know me.”

“It seems,” said Tzala, “neither of us truly do.”

That was the last piece of it. “If that’s how you want to be, then begone! Out and away from here, backstabbers! False friends! If I catch either of you in my sight again, I’ll burn the skin from your bones!” My shouting echoed around the ruins of the village.

“As you wish,” said Dorydd, turning away from me and walking through the snow, her head high and her stride purposeful. She did not look back.

“There will come a time,” said Tzala, her face stained with tears, “when you, Ren of Atikala, Ren Humansbane, Ren the Leader, will chase away your last friend. Your empire shall come to dust, your body will fade and break, and you will be truly alone.”

“That day is not today,” I said, gesturing over my shoulder. As one, the assassins of the Darkguard stood, weapons raised. They walked around me, past me, a sea of kobold spears aimed at Tzala, advancing towards her, warding her away.

She, too, with one last despairing look, turned and walked away from me, leaving me surrounded by a legion of assassins and bodies.

“We did well,” said Valen, slipping out of the crowd to my side.

“Our warriors died in droves,” I said, the words bitter on my tongue. “And some of our best, too. Darkguard…Ilothika sent a hundred Darkguard, all to slaughter a bunch of human villagers.”

“The losses do not matter,” said Valen. “They will be replaced. The breeders will have their work cut out for them.”

Snow began to fall all around. “It’s time we sent a message to Contremulus,” I said, raising my voice. The only humans I cared about were dead. “Darkguard, fan out and find all similar settlements as this one. Burn them all. Do not give him a home to go to; do not give him supplies to eat and shelter from the cold. Burn everything from here to Northaven.”

The Darkguard did not waste time. They chattered and clicked amongst themselves, keeping their voices impossibly low, then they spread out. Groups of twenty. They knew where they were going.

“We should return to the underground,” I said, “and prepare for our next move.”

“We should,” said Valen, and together we turned our back on the ashes of Ivywood and made for the tunnel back to Ssarsdale.
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“Fewer losses this time,” I said, as I put foot in front of foot on the way back to Ssarsdale.

“Yes.” Valen smiled his agreement. “Progress.”

I wasn’t sure about that. I agreed, technically, but losing less than anticipated was not an ideal position for me to be in at this position in the war.

We chatted as we walked. Down and down and down, into Drathari’s soil, back the way we came. I could make the journey faster now, since I was so familiar with the path. The underworld was full of tunnels.

Sooner rather than later, I found myself outside Ssarsdale’s gates.

“I’ll have them open the doors,” I said to Valen, patting his snout.

He pushed my hand away. I think, for a moment, he resented being treated as a child. “Don’t bother,” he said, tail swaying behind him. “I can get myself in just fine.”

“You know a way into the city?” I glared at him. “You little beast.”

“I know lots of things,” he said, flashing his teeth. “Ilothika teaches me.” And then he slipped away, back the way we came.

I watched him go. He was growing almost by the day; I had barely noticed him in the crowd of Darkguard on the surface. He seemed to be one of them. Going out on missions.

Had he killed as part of the attack? That thought suddenly bubbled into my mind. I hoped not. What’s done was done, but…

It did not bear thinking about. I would ask him later.

I activated my wings, and I flew a few feet into the air.

“I am Ren of Atikala,” I called to the massive gates. “Open and let me pass.”

“You might want them to wait,” said a deep voice behind me.

Tyermumtican. Not as Pzar, the kobold, with white scales and a playful smile, but as a  massive wyrm copper dragon. And there was no smile on his scaled face at all.

“Dragon!” came the cry from the gates, words that echoed throughout the city. Alarm bells rang, and I heard, even from the great distance, shouts and cries as the warriors rallied. “A copper dragon appears!”

“What in the Hells are you doing?” I hissed, flying closer, trying to keep my voice low so that only he could hear me. “You think to show yourself? They’ll never understand!”

His expression held a mixture of repressed fury and a profound sadness. “Do you think I have not seen?” he said, his deep voice shaking the stones under his feet, louder than I had ever heard him. “Do you think I have not smelled the fire from above? Nor smelled—”

“Tyermumtican,” I said, desperately hoping that this issue would not cause me to lose my dear dragon friend as well. “Wait, you don’t understand—”

“Nor,” he said, simply raising his voice over mine, dwarfing it, “smelled the burning of the wood? Heard the screams of the dying as their assassins quietly speared them to death?” His huge eyes narrowed, and his maw opened, acidic drops splattering onto the stone. “You were meant to strike their weak points, not massacre farmers!”

My chest hurt. My face burned. “It was not—not like that—”

“Did you think I would not find out?” He stalked around on the ground, huge tail swinging like a whip in the air. “Could you possibly think I would not come to repay the deaths of so many innocents upon your city? Did you learn nothing from my tale of Silverdarrow?”

The dwarven settlement he had razed to the ground. We had passed it on our journey here. The memory seemed like a lifetime ago.

“I did,” I said, holding up my hands. “It was not my command that did this; Ilothika, she acted—”

“WAR—MON—GER!”

Tyermumtican’s thunderous roar reverberated around the cavern, shaking the ground and rocking the walls, throwing up stones. I clapped my hands over my ears and looked, instinctively, up towards the ceiling, full of fear. All eyes at the gates of the city followed mine, but no cave-in happened, aside from handfuls of dirt and rocks that rained down slowly, daintily, leaving thin trails of dust in their wake.

Tyermumtican’s expression changed. Softened. The rage melted away and was replaced by…something else. Compassion? Regret?

“I trusted you,” he said, voice cracking. “I believed in you.”

“Man the ballista!” came a shout from the wall. “Shoot its heart!”

“Halt!” I called over my shoulder, hoping it was loud enough. “Do not fire!” To make sure, I floated down, positioning myself between him and the gates.

“Tell me that you didn’t do it,” said Tyermumtican. “Look me in the eyes and tell me this wasn’t you.”

I locked eyes with him, wings of fire beating behind me, framing his face in golden light.

“It was not me,” I said, with all the truth and conviction I could muster.

I wasn’t sure it was enough. He studied me, with his draconic senses, massive face scrunched up like a wet rag as he tried to see if I was lying to him. He looked at my face, my fingers, my tail…everything.

“Leave all of this behind,” he said, exhaling slowly, the air blowing smoke away from my body. “You were right. It was a mistake to fight Contremulus. We have both made errors in our time; for both of us, there is nothing we can do for the dead. What matters is the future, and the future is not yet set in stone. You have the power to change it right now. The Goldscale has no quarrel with Ssarsdale. Only with you.” He rustled his wings and then folded them against his back. “Come away with me, instead. Travel with me across Drathari, south…south as far as south goes, across this continent, hop the islands to the Longspear territories. To the great sands. We will carve out a territory there…we can have lives, safe and far away from all of this. We will talk, listen, and share stories every day until there are no more days, until everything else is dust, and we are consigned to oblivion. All you have to do is say that you will come with me right now, unconditionally, and leave everything in this godsforsaken city behind you.”

I wavered, the doubt almost enough to cause me to lose concentration on my wings. The idea of us flying south as far as south went, to some mysterious place I had never even heard of, suddenly gripped me like a vice. Magmellion whispered in my ear, trying to dissuade me, but I couldn’t even hear his words. All I could see was Tyermumtican’s eyes, big and copper and full of hope and fear.

“Fly away with me,” he said, his tone quiet now, pained, aching. “Think no more of pain and death.”

How could I say no?

“I will,” I said, taking in a deep breath. “I’ll go south with you. South as far as south goes, together, and we’ll talk and share stories, and be together every day until there are no more days.”

“Swear it,” he said, the effort needed to speak the words cracking his smile like broken pottery. “I need to…I need to hear you swear it. On everything you own, on everything you hold dear, on everything you are—every piece of you. Swear.”

“I swear,” I said. “I swear, Tyermumtican, I will. I promise, we’re going to—”

A black blob tipped with silver dropped from the ceiling and hit Tyermumtican in the head.

Valen.

It happened so quickly I could barely process it. His strike was perfect; the dagger slipped between the scales of Tyermumtican’s neck, into the flesh, past the bones and deeper.

Tyermumtican’s head jerked up, as though he were scratching an itch, and then his whole body went limp. He slumped onto the ground, shaking it with the impact, and he lay still, eyes rolled back into his head.

“I got him,” said Valen, belief a ghost in his voice. Blood soaked his hands, arms, chest. “I got him!”

“What did you do?” I asked, my voice a scratchy whisper. Then louder. “Valen, what have you done?”

Valen walked along Tyermumtican’s head, along his snout, to the tip of his nose, bloodstained arms held wide. “I killed the dragon!” he shouted, his maw split in a wide, eager smile. “I did it! I killed him!”

Tyermumtican’s lifeless eyes saw nothing. His blood spread in a black stain on the stone.

The kobolds of Ssardale exalted as one, a massive shout breaking out amongst the defenders. They cheered joyously, celebrating, pouring out into the cavern that held the main gate, grabbing Valen and lifting him into the air. They extolled him, crying his name. Valen! Valen! Dragonsbane!

I cried, too, for entirely different reasons.


























ACT III










Like Father, Like Daughter




THE BLOOD IS STRONG IN all of us.

We inherit more from our parents than we realise. There is more to us than our appearance, our mannerisms, our values, behaviours so deeply ingrained within us we may not even know they are there, are passed along from parent to child. The process is imperfect. Some attributes disappear forever, some go into hiding for some generations, some are composites of others or made entirely from new cloth.

Khavi liked to kill. Apart from the gnome Marjaana, someone we knew as No-Kill, there wasn’t a time when he wasn’t happy ending something’s life. He seemed to care little about the reasons for it or the consequences for doing it; simply the act was enough for him. He had feelings, surely, and even complex thoughts on occasion, but more than he loved anything else in this world, he loved to kill.

Like father, like son.

Contremulus and I shared more than a direct lineage. Our thoughts, our goals, our ambitions were similar; so was the way we saw the world. Becoming a lich had permanently altered his perception of reality, and I was not subject to the same, but he knew what the transformation would do to him and willingly accepted these changes.

Becoming a lich did not turn Contremulus evil. The darkness was within him all along.

Just as it was within Valen.

Just as it was within me.

What did I have that my father did not? Why did I not, eventually, decide to lock away my soul in a tiny box and choose to live forever?

The answer was more clichéd, more humble than I ever imagined, but it was also true.

I had friends.

My friends stopped me from treading down my father’s dark road. I had Dorydd, whose growing horror at my actions showed me I was wrong to do as I had. I had Banehal, the paladin, whose unwavering commitment to justice told me more convincingly than his magic did that I was doing ill.

I had Tyermumtican. For a time.

How I regret his death every day. We could have been happy…his words regularly echo in my ears. South as far as south goes. Together every day, until there are no more days.

I do not think I have ever felt so terrible about anything I had ever been party to. Khavi’s death was a tragedy, unavoidable, but Tyermumtican…he was so wise and fragile and beautiful that he should have been above such a thing. To strike him was like striking a child. Ironic, then, that his killer was not yet an adult.

My heart hurt just thinking about it.

It was my fault. Valen’s arm guided the knife that killed Tyermumtican, but blood of Khavi or not, he had been with me in Ssarsdale, learning from what I’d done, absorbing my every word and deed and making them a part of himself.

Valen. The kobold I treated as my own child; he had Khavi and Faala’s blood in his veins, but I was his parent. I cradled him as an egg. I protected him as a hatchling, and I disciplined him as an adolescent. I made him what he is. He learnt all from me. And I, in turn, learnt from him as well.

For better and for worse.




— Ren of Atikala


























CHAPTER XVII










KOBOLDS CAME, AND THEY HAPPILY carried Valen away, borne on their shoulders like a hero. Derodohr approached, said some words, then left. Sirora asked me a meaningless question that I completely ignored. Pergru pestered me about the cavern being blocked by the body.

Dragons were strong, powerful, tough…it seemed impossible to me that a single kobold’s dagger, one made for a child, would be enough to end him. He was faking it. It was another one of his lessons. My friend was trying to scare me.

I stayed by Tyermumtican’s side as the last of his blood drained out onto the stone. His scaled body cooled. I waited with him as his claws became rigid, immobile, tightening up in death. I waited, and I waited, and I waited.

Eventually my nose showed me the truth of it. The smell of flesh just starting to rot, and just at the edge of my sight, Flesh-Cleaners skittered about, looking for a chance to scuttle in and feast.

He was gone.

It wasn’t fair. I’d done everything that was expected of me. I said I’d leave, and then—like some kind of cosmic karma—I had barely a moment to be in that state before it was taken from me. If I could trade myself for him, drain my blood into his, bring him back somehow, I would have. I wished I could.

 I didn’t know how long I was there for. Long enough that Sirora came back.

“Leader Ren?” she asked, her voice quiet. Even she could see I was not myself.

“Yes?” I said, the first words escaping my lips, which were dry and cracked. “What?”

“Obviously you are in pain,” she said, coaching her words carefully. “I did not know you were…acquaintances with a copper dragon. Such a thing is confusing to me, and I do not claim to understand—”

“You’re right,” I said. “You don’t understand.”

She folded her hands together in front of her. “Despite this setback, which I understand is substantial, Ssarsdale needs a leader. They still do.”

“That leader isn’t me.” I shook my head. “No. It’s not…it’s done. It’s over.” I touched Tyermumtican’s snout. “I could have gone south. Should have—should have just gotten away from here and never come to Ssarsdale. If I hadn’t, Valen wouldn’t have trained to become a Darkguard, and Tyermumtican wouldn’t have—”

“Could have been, would have been, should have been.” Sirora shook her head. “There are infinitely many possibilities that could have been, but there is only one is. We cannot deal with whatever potentials your mind conjures when there is but one simple immediate truth. And that truth needs leadership.”

“I’m not your leader,” I said, bearing my teeth. “I’m the cause of your misery. Contremulus only wants me. Tyermumtican was right. If I leave, his eye turns away from Ssarsdale and to whatever hole in the dirt I run to. We don’t have to fight this war.”

Sirora’s eyes glinted in the dark. “You assume that I am miserable.”

“Are you not?” My voice cracked. “How could you not be? Contremulus marches on us, and every battle we lose…”

“Every battle so far.” Sirora craned her head. “I do not wish your current misery upon you, Ren, this I swear, but…perhaps today’s events will give you some perspective.” She extended her thin hand. “Come, let us return inside.”

“I want to stay with him,” I said, not taking it.

“I will have the warriors move this dragon’s body inside the city. If it is your wish, and he was truly our ally, I can have his body taken to the eastern tunnels and placed with all the others.”

I would like that. I could still visit him sometimes. Could still…

“Do it,” I said, and finally, I took Sirora’s hand, and she pulled me up to my feet. She was a lot stronger than she seemed. “What should I do?”

“Just rest,” said Sirora. “I’ll take care of everything for now.”

I couldn’t leave Tyermumtican. I couldn’t. I also didn’t feel tired—how long had it been since I’d slept, anyway? Pergru had offered me the use of his quarters; I should take him up on that offer.

As much I wanted to stay here, I knew I couldn’t. It was time for me to go.

“Handle him carefully,” I said, and I walked into the city. I felt lightheaded, as though I were not truly me, but watching myself through a scrying lens.

Somehow, I recalled Pergru’s directions to memory, and even more amazingly, managed to follow them. South of the spire. Stalagmite. Red tip. It was right where he said it was, a squat, single story dwelling with a hexagonal door.

I pushed it open. The room was empty. Four walls and a stone floor, with glowbugs crawling on the ceiling. I moved over to one corner, reached up, and undid the strap to one of my pauldrons.

Tired. It hit me all at once. Suddenly I was so exhausted I could barely think. I felt as though I’d been awake for a week.

You have, said Magmellion in my head. Eight surface days since you last slept, to be precise.

“Why…” my mouth hurt. My teeth hurt. My eyes burned—an unfamiliar sensation and most unwelcome. “How can this happen? Why did you say nothing?”

You wear my body, you have some of my properties. Not all of them, but sleeplessness is one.

“Surely it…has not been eight days. Not…possible.”

There is no sun in the underworld. Time moves fast when you never get tired. You will become accustomed to it; you still need to eat, and grow hungry, so measure your days in your meals.

I would do that. “Why didn’t you say anything?”

You did not ask.

I wanted to complain to him about this, but for now, my whole body ached. I curled up on the floor, still dressed in my armour, and I—too tired to cry—just closed my eyes and let my utter exhaustion do the rest.
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I slept, and I had absolutely no idea for how long. When I woke up, surrounded by the bustle of Ssarsdale, I felt as though I could do so again for twice as long.

My body was sore all over. Armour was not meant to be slept in. Slowly, gingerly, I peeled it away, wiggled out of the chain underneath, and I slept some more.

Kobolds were tough, industrious, but even we had our limits. I had well surpassed mine in every way.

When I finally woke up, I stretched myself out, stood up, and stared at the pieces of metal that lay scattered on Pergru’s floor.

Everywhere I’d been, every moment of my life, I always had a goal. In Atikala I wanted to master my magic and be the best patroller I could be. Do my duty. In Contremulus’s dungeon all I wanted to do was survive. Escape. In Ssarsdale all I wanted to do was kill him.

Now, in this new stage of my life, I wanted nothing. I couldn’t even drag myself out of these borrowed quarters. Why? What would be the point? If I got everything I ever wanted, it wouldn’t include Tyermumtican. Or Khavi. Or Dorydd, probably, or Tzala, or…anyone.

My life was an empty husk.

“Good evening,” said a voice from the door.

A dwarven head poked itself around the corner. It was a man, tough and strong, with a big bushy beard that was the colour of rock, grey and rough.

“Who are you?” I asked, barely looking at him.

He stepped inside, closed the door, and his form melted away. He became a kobold—for a second I hoped that he might be Pzar—but this one was female. Blue scales. When I saw who it was, my hope faded.

Z.

“Saw your dead friend,” she said, settling on the ground and curling her tail around her backside. “Tough break.”

I glared at her. “I don’t want to talk about that. I just don’t…I just don’t want to talk about it.”

“You sure?” Z craned her head.

“Leave me alone.”

“Touchy,” she said, holding up her hands. “Tyermumtican was my friend too, you know.”

“And yet,” I snapped, “you don’t seem to be aggrieved at all at his passing.”

“Things live and die. My kind live a very long time indeed, and we get used to this kind of thing. Elves, too. Which is why we tend to cluster together. Long-lived races have a lot in common. We see the fire in the hearts of your kind as a sort of…”

She kept talking. I just stopped listening. I could not care less about another lesson—another piece of history or world politics or interesting factoid. I struggled to even understand what Z was doing here.

“Hey,” she said, snapping her fingers. “You listening?”

“No,” I said.

“Ouch. That hurt.”

I stared at my breastplate. “I don’t care that you’re in pain.”

She was quiet for a moment. “You know, I’ve been married a hundred and forty four times.”

I had heard of married. Tyermumtican had spoken of it. Some kind of ceremony. “Is that a lot of times?”

“Humans might say so. Elves who love them might say so. For me, though…I honestly kind of forget them after a while. A lover comes into your life, you have your fun, it’s good, but then time takes them, and you find another.” She smiled. “You’ll find another.”

“Not like him,” I said, and I felt the emotion rise up within me, a choking hand threatening to cut off my air. “Not like him…”

“And yet,” said Z, “I’m sure he’s not the first person you’ve been interested in and lost.”

The truth of it stung me. “T-there was Khavi,” I said, “a kobold, strong and vicious, but I…I cared for him greatly. Contremulus killed him.”

“And now you want to kill Contremulus,” said Z. “Because he took someone away from you. He hurt you.”

“Yes,” I said. “Put simply.”

Her blue face inclined, smiling curiously, but unnaturally. “Who killed Tyermumtican?”
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Valen.

Fury burned in my veins, white hot and unable to be contained. I strapped on my armour and shield, snatched up Incinerator, and I stormed out into the city. I made my way to the central bazaar.

“Where is Valen?” I shouted to the crowd, my tail spasming with rage. “Where is he?”

Nobody answered me. They seemed afraid of me. Given my bearing I could understand why. I swung my sword around like a lunatic, leaving a trail of ashes behind wherever it went. “I want to see Valen right now!”

“He’s not here,” said a voice from the crowd. Sirora. “He is being honoured by Yelora and Pergru for his service to the city.”

Service to the city…driving a dagger into Tyermumtican’s neck. Killing my dear friend. My hands shook at my sides.

“I want to see him,” I said, absolutely failing to keep my tone even. “I want to see him right now.”

“I don’t think—”

“Now.” Flame sparked between my fingers, and wisps of smoke trailed up from the embers. “Where is he?”

Sirora pointed to the charred ruin of the central spire. I summoned my wings, and leapt into the air, flying directly and with purpose. My wings beat and left ashes behind as I burned my way across Ssarsdale.

There. Pergru and Yelora standing at the entrance to the grand spire, Valen in front of them. They had him hoisted upon a hastily erected stone platform, waving enigmatically to the crowd, his face split in a wide smile.

I flew down in front of him and landed with a thud that shook the stone.

“Ren,” said Valen, his tail swaying behind him eagerly. “Have you come to honour me too?”

I slid Incinerator out of its sheath. “And why,” I said, stepping towards Valen, “would I do that?”

The beginnings of doubt flashed across his eyes. “I killed the dragon,” he said, taking a step away as I advanced.

“You killed your friend.” I swung Incinerator above me in a broad arc, sending a rain of embers all around him. “You killed Tyermumtican.”

“He was attacking the city! He was roaring, wings flapping, uncontrollable!”

I swung again, this time much lower, the tip of my blade whistling as it flew over his head. “He was talking! Talking to me, talking about things that you have no idea about, nor could ever comprehend!”

“Ren,” said Pergru, “you should calm down, yes. You’re excited. Angry, yes.”

“Yes, I’m angry.” I snarled, teeth bared. “Tyermumtican is dead. Not from age or misadventure, but from your hand! Valen did this!”

“He did as was taught to all Darkguard, yes,” said Pergru. “He was protecting you, yes. Be reasonable. If one of us had walked up to the gates of a gnome settlement, we would be slaughtered without hesitation, yes. We were merciful!”

I couldn’t think properly. I couldn’t formulate an answer to Pergru’s words. Instead, I dropped my rapier and lunged forward, hands closing around Valen’s throat.

The crowd watching grew silent. Pergru and Yelora watched as Valen squirmed in my hands, his windpipe closed. I pushed him down to the ground, pressing him against the stone.

I squeezed, and I squeezed, tight as iron, hands around his throat. He kicked at me, struggling for a moment, and then he sank down into my shadow, and like being swallowed by some dark beast, disappeared into it, leaving just his red eyes floating in the darkness, glaring at me. Then they, too, vanished.

I went to give chase, to fight, to argue some more, but alarm bells rang out throughout the city. All eyes turned towards the gates, still open, with Tyermumtican’s bloated body stuck between them. It had taken the city as long as I had been asleep to move him scarcely fifty yards.

“A patrol returns!” came the cry from the front. “Humans have been spotted in the nearby tunnels!”

I saw the problem immediately. Tyermumtican was blocking the door. If we were attacked, they would be able to come right through. I’d been so caught up with my own problems that I had forgotten about the war, but seeing the dead body of my friend, and the burned skeleton of the central spire, reminded me of that impending doom.

I glared at Pergru. “Find Valen,” I said, and then I looked to Yelora. “Bring me a thousand warriors, Sirora, and Vaarden, if you can find the damn elf. March out to meet me.”

“What are you going to do?” asked Yelora.

“Destroy our enemies,” I said, and I leapt into the air.


























CHAPTER XVIII










FINDING THE HUMANS WAS NOT hard. They marched with heavy feet, stomping on the stone without a care for where the reverberations would take them. I could hear them below me, their heavy footsteps echoing far.

These were the bootprints of a confident force, but it was smaller than I had expected. No more than a few hundred. Another probe, another strike at us.

Or perhaps, Contremulus really thought that this would be enough. In that case he’d delivered us a few hundred corpses.

They had approached from underneath, from the deep tunnels far under Drathari. Clever things. They must have been marching for a month, travelling low down to avoid detection. Now they were speeding up, dropping all pretence of stealth. Their heading would take them directly to Ssarsdale, and they would be there in just over a day.

But there was only one way to get there, through the tunnel underneath an underground lake—a lake so small it was barely on our maps. It was a single, long hole in soft limestone that stretched for almost four hundred yards. We would only need the last two hundred.

I flew back there, to the choke point, and my army joined me in a few hours. Yelora and Sirora marched in the lead. A body of Ssarsdale’s warriors, clad in leather and their backs burdened with bundles, followed behind. They marched with discipline, strength, and courage. From behind the lines of troops I could see Vaarden’s large, bulbous head. He didn’t look pleased.

This would do nicely.

“In just under a day,” I said, raising my voice so all could hear it, “humans—our enemies—will pass through this tunnel. This is the only way to Ssarsdale, through this corridor. Here we make our stand. Here we will destroy them. Victory at any cost.”

I took in a deep breath. I could feel Tyermumtican’s ghost watching me…judging me.

This was different, though. This was defending my home against an oncoming threat. Totally different.

“Leader Ren,” said Yelora, “what is your strategy?”

I considered, looking to Pergru. “What supplies do we have?”

“Spears and armour for all,” he said. “Yes. Sovereign glue to seal wounds. Spare weapons to replace breakages. Food and water rations, yes. Digging equipment. Oil for lighting and cooking.”

Sovereign glue. That was probably the most important thing. An alchemical substance that set instantly and irreversibly bound two objects together. Spare weapons, too…also useful. Water and food, not so much.

The digging equipment was interesting. And oil burned.

“Vaarden,” I said, “do you have any thoughts?”

He sneered unevenly, contemptuously. “Must the wizard do everything?”

“I’m asking for your opinion.”

He narrowed his eyes at me. “I have some ideas,” he said, turning his gaze to the tunnel behind me.

They shall all burn, whispered Magmellion in my head.

The hours ticked away. The human bootsteps grew louder. My soldiers scurried around, busily preparing everything for the arrival of the humans. We had a plan. It had to be perfect.

Travel through the underground could be fast, but these humans were slow. If one knew where they were going, one could get to where they were going very quickly. It had taken Khavi and I weeks to get from Atikala to Ssarsdale. The humans had come from Northaven, and it had taken them months. They had to carry light. They had to carry food. They were too big and couldn’t fit into the spaces kobolds could. No doubt they had trouble with scavengers. Predators. Incomplete maps.

Every little thing slowed their progress. We would take advantage of that.

“How go the preparations?” I asked, probably too often. I was worried. If the humans arrived too early, we would not be ready.

“Adequately,” said Vaarden, although the disgust on his face painted a different picture. “The glue is set. The weapons are arranged. Such primitive methods. I disapprove.”

My tail curled. “And you think you can do better? If you have any suggestions, now is the time to hear them.”

“I always have suggestions.” He put his large hands together. “I have found, in my experience, that no one listens. Because they are idiots.”

“Why would no one listen to an obviously powerful wizard?” I couldn’t help but be slightly sarcastic. “Maybe you should speak louder.”

The compliment seemed to please him. “I assure you, the volume of my voice is not the problem.”

“Then what is?”

“The efficacy of my methods. A wizard’s spell repertoire is broad and contains many elements. My speciality is a killing cloud. It’s something special, something that I use when faced with large armies. The gas is powerful and dangerous. It should fill most of this tunnel, although some will escape.” He put his fingers together steeply them before his face. “But you will find, I promise you, that its effect will help tilt the odds in your favour.”

I was actually familiar with this cloud. Firsthand. It had nearly killed me and had killed many of my fellow refugees from Atikala. “It was you,” I said, memories flooding back to me. “It was you. Back in the tunnel, the passage from the surface to Ssarsdale. The humans chased after Khavi and me. The killing cloud came for us, but I never saw the caster, and we never recovered a wizard amongst the bodies.”

He rolled his shoulders apathetically. “It is possible. I do not remember every single detail of everything I’ve ever done. Every battle with rodents is the same.”

My hands balled into fists. “If you worked for Contremulus—”

“I have worked for a lot of people. Yesterday I was there. Today I am here. Mighty Vaarden does whatever he likes and does not concern himself with the opinions of lesser creatures.”

I would have to investigate this at a later stage. “It’s hard for me to trust you,” I said. “Your killing cloud murdered many kobolds.”

“Then you would know firsthand the deadly power of the spell.” He slowly rubbed his hands together. “It’s been a long time since I’ve used it. It will be good to flex these muscles once again.”

I wasn’t sure why, but in that moment I felt a change of heart. “I am not comfortable with such methods.”

His round face scrunched up in confusion. “You are not comfortable with killing?”

“I am not comfortable with…that.”

“Is a spear better? Is the sword any less kind? When your warriors descend upon them and hack them to pieces, are their screams going to be less pained than from the gas? Dead is dead, kobold. What does the method matter?”

“It matters to me,” I said. “No killing cloud.”

He strained his back, and I felt for a moment that he was looking down on me, metaphorically as well as literally. “As you wish,” he spat. “So much for victory at any cost.”

I shoved that thought into the back corner of my mind and ignored it. “What other spells do you have?”

“I have many,” he said, as though speaking to a child. “My mind is a fortress with a thousand different bars and gates and traps for the unwary. Sometimes even I lose track of what’s inside it.”

Were all wizards like this? Overblown, arrogant, condescending? Or was it because I was a kobold? I thought about making a quip about his head being full of rock, but I decided against it. “I am not concerned with your mind, only the spells within that will destroy my enemies.”

“Then you will not be left wanting. I am a specialist conjurer; death is my forté. Not through violence, as an evoker would—I am not a blunt instrument—nor through manipulation of flesh like a necromancer, but through finesse. Through control. Manipulating the world is my art. Adding, taking away…I see the world as a rich tapestry ready for weaving and unweaving.”

“How does that help me?”

“The fact that you asked that question shows me that you truly do not understand.” He groaned, and with a loud squelch, passed gas. The smell hit my nose like the rancid stench of a dying thing. “I will show you, in time.”

I would have to be satisfied with that. I left him to his own devices. Not far away, Sirora and Yelora were discussing something in low tones, huddled over an unfurled scroll. Another was beside it, still sealed with wax.

“Sirora?” I asked, craning my head to look at the scroll. “What’s that?”

“Something I took from the gnomes,” she said, “before they were destroyed. I was saving it for a situation like this, but alas, I cannot decipher it.”

The moment I saw it, I knew what it was. A scroll of stone shaping. “Leave that to me,” I said, reaching down to pick it up. “I’ve used their type before.”

“As you wish, Leader,” said Sirora, eyeing me curiously. She slid the second one into a pouch on her belt. “Where in the Hells did you find a way to read one of their filthy scrolls?”

“It’s a long story. After we’re done here, I’ll tell it to you.”

“I look forward to hearing it.” She clicked her tongue. “I suppose you’re here to ask me what I can contribute to the coming battle?”

Astute as always. I nodded.

“Have you not learned?” She clambered to her feet. “There is a reason why sorcerers are given an extremely unusual amount of leeway in our society. Mages are different. Let us play to our strengths; we know our power better than anyone else. Each one of us is unique, and I don’t mean simply the difference between sorcerers and wizards.”

“And magi,” said Yelora, the scales around her eyes bunching together. “Everyone overlooks us. At least until the fighting starts.”

I held up my hands. “I…I understand.”

“We should rest,” said Yelora. “Our preparations are complete. The warriors will continue their work, but spellcasters…we should be fresh for the battle.”

It was true. How long had it been since I’d slept? I carefully peeled off a pauldron.

Tired, but not too tired. I could use some rest.

The three of us arranged our belongings, and then curled up on the stone floor, trying to sleep as warriors busied themselves all around us, moving and gluing and building.
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Someone was shaking me.

My hand went to my side, snatched Incinerator from its sheath, and then swung it in a wide arc. It connected with something.

Ashes rained all around me. I scrambled to my feet. My heart was beating a million times a second.

“Ren!” shouted Yelora, her voice high as she ran towards me. “Stop! Stop!”

Slowly, slowly, everything came back to me. I’d been sleeping. Waiting for the coming battle.

There was a half-charcoaled body at my feet. A kobold. As I watched, he crumbled into blackened dust.

I’d hit him. I’d killed him. It was an accident.

Sirora, Yelora—everyone—stared.

“I…” I wasn’t sure what to say. “It was an accident. I didn’t know—wasn’t sure what was happening.”

“I will make sure,” said Sirora, her words slow and clear, “that the next person who wakes you does so using their voice. At least you are awake.”

“Who was that?” I asked, glancing around. “What was his name?”

“Just one of the warriors,” said Yelora. “I do not know.”

“Find out,” I said, and I took a deep, slow breath, trying to steady myself. It had just been an accident. It wasn’t my fault.

It was just a warrior.

Sirora approached, eyeing my weapon with justified caution. “Are you feeling yourself?”

“Yes,” I said, trying to steady the beating of my heart. “Everything is fine.”

She studied me as one might a crazy person. “I trust you.”

Curious, because I did not think I trusted her. Not yet and possibly not ever. She had been kind to me since Tymumtican had died—or rather, been murdered by Valen. I was not sure if this was an act I had failed to see through, or a more genuine change of heart.

Still, there was something about her that I just didn’t like. She had always been suspicious of me, making fun of me, dangling information just outside of my reach…yet despite this, she had been loyal. Never actually working against me. Why was she being so nice? Perhaps I was imagining it.

“Thank you.” I sheathed Incinerator. It had no blood on it, but there was a smell to it, bitter, tainted with the acrid smoke of the nameless warrior’s annihilation. “I should have been more careful.”

“These things are not your fault.” Sirora smiled in a kindly way. I had never seen her do that before. “We all make mistakes.”

I wasn’t sure how I felt about that. We all make mistakes. I had made so many mistakes I didn’t know where to begin. All of a sudden I wasn’t sure about anything. What would Tyermumtican think about all of this?

I couldn’t think about that. He was gone. The thought made my heart hurt, far more than the corpse at my feet.

Business. I had to focus. “How far away are the humans?”

“I expect them to be here within the hour. Their pace has increased. I’m not sure why.”

I did not know either.

Lacking a better option, I got dressed, pulling on my armour. Several of my warriors assisted with the straps and buckles, their faces nervous masks, and their eyes regularly flicking to my weapon. I couldn’t blame them. I admired their loyalty.

I took one last look around to make sure that everything was ready. At the end of the corridor, dozens of spears had been glued to the floor at an angle pointing directly towards us. It felt like we were the attackers rather than the defenders, but I knew what they were for. Deep pits had been dug in the ground, three of them, each the height and a half of a human. The work was made easier by the soft earthen floor kept damp by water dripping in from above.

Everyone took off for their positions as we arranged, and then we waited.

We waited. We waited. And we waited. It felt like forever, as though time had stopped, and everything was frozen in this moment. The only sound was the dripping of water from above, seeping in through the cracks in the bottom of the lake, soaking the soil and coming down to us. It was odd to be so deep. Odder still to be fighting there.

Then, right at the very edges of my hearing, it came. Booted feet, marching together with purpose, growing louder and louder. They were coming from below. My heart quickened inside my chest. The glowbugs on the ceiling skittered away, one by one, frightened by the noise. The corridor was plunged into gloom. I drew Incinerator and let its light, red and hungry, shine in the long tunnel. It would be visible even to the humans, and it masked the entire area in crimson hues.

From around the corner came the first of the humans. Ten across, filling the length of the tunnel. They had so much light with them—little boxes that shone yellow, lit torches that burned without smoke, and the weapons of their foremost soldiers.

I stepped into the open, the spears of my army behind me, and I activated my wings. The light swallowed the red glare from Incinerator, replacing it with fiery yellows, a dawn at the tail end of a long corridor under a lake.

“I am Ren of Atikala,” I shouted to the horde, uncertain if they could truly understand me. I pointed the tip of my weapon at them, my shield tucked in close to my side. “Leader of Ssarsdale. Ren Humansbane, Scion of the Sunscale, She Who Defied Contremulus. I am your doom.”

Murmurs and shouts from the humans. I did not understand their tongue.

“You want me?” I flew off the ground, my wings beating evenly in the still tunnel air. “Come and get me.”


























CHAPTER IXX










WAR.

THE HUMANS BROUGHT FORTH their archers. Hundreds of them, all standing together, strung their bows and stood side by side. Together, as one, they drew a bead on me.

Yelora and I had expected this. I glanced over my shoulder to Vaarden; he was already spellcasting, waving his hands around in a series of intricate gestures.

A wall of howling wind leapt up between me and the human horde. The arrows they fired swung away, clinking off the stone and splashing into the muddy dirt, their flight destroyed. They fired again for the same result, although one bounced off my left boot, spinning wildly.

“Waste your arrows,” I shouted over the roar of the whirling air. “It amuses me.”

A third barrage. I wasn’t sure why they bothered. Perhaps out of spite. Then they drew their swords. The metal glinted in the orange glow of my wings, their backs illuminated by their various light sources. They advanced slowly—my warriors held their ground, spears ready.

I could see their hesitation on their human faces. We were unlike the other kobolds they had faced. In the face of their fear, as I knew it would, they advanced. A hundred of them. The first wave. They walked past the spikes we had set up, turning sideways to squeeze through. They were confused. They didn’t understand. As they advanced, the spears we had set were pointed to their backs. I had to admire them for being so brave.

So stupid.

We waited. The humans advanced. Two hundred yards. A hundred. They stepped around the pits we had dug, staring in bewilderment at the entirely ineffective traps, completely out in the open. Fifty yards. I reached inside myself, and I stole the light from their fires. Streams of flame drifted towards me, a hundred tentacles of glowing embers and flame, and I swallowed it down deep.

They seemed ready for this. Immediately, flares of light struck up as the army struck flint to steel and relit their torches. Their confidence renewed, the first line of them put their boots through the wall of air.

Each of them snagged on a trip wire, and they fell onto their chest, the glue fastening them to the stone almost immediately. They struggled and kicked, thrashing around, trying to free themselves, but the substance soaked into their clothes and armour. They weren’t going anywhere.

Those behind, however, marched over the top of their prone comrades, careful to avoid sticking themselves on stray residue. The trampled ones cried out in pain, but even though I did not understand their words, there was another undercurrent there. Another word of warning.

Face down, so close to the pits, they could see into them.

They see the oil, said Magmellion. Now is the time for the first of your tricks.

Focusing inward, I spellcast, shooting a ray of heat into each of the three pits. Instantly they became flaming pillars as the oil within ignited, air forced into the flames, turning the slow-burning oil into roaring columns of heat. The flames burned around the humans, the blinding flash of light and heat causing them to shield their faces with their hands, and scorching the closest ones.

My vanguard, a select group hand selected and led by Yelora, charged forward, spears in hand. The scaled tide met the organised line of blinded invaders with the clash of steel, their sharp spears attacking the legs and abdomens of the humans. The quiet, moist tunnel erupted into a sea of fire, steel, and the roar of combat.

Yelora’s spear, shorter than the others and held in one hand, crackled with electrical energy as it dug into the gut of one of the humans. The woman jerked, spasmed, and burned from the inside out. Without wasting a beat, Yelora flung her hand out wide and cast an arc of electrical energy over another group of them, scorching and shocking them.

She was right. When the fighting started, nobody forgot the magus.

But the humans rallied. One of them had a bow, double the size of any a kobold could wield, and was past the wall of air. Quickly—almost too quickly to see—he drew an arrow from a quiver at his hip and fired it, skewering the closest warrior through the throat. Black ichor sprayed from the wound, and the kobold, gasping and choking, fell to the ice. The projectile, not stopped by such a feeble barrier, blasted the soldier behind it, blowing her back against the frozen ground, dead before she even struck it.

The bowman had to die.

Too close for fireballs. Too far away for cones of flame. I focused my energies inward, bringing forth magical darts of force. They leapt unerringly towards the bowman, slamming into his body, but he was tough as the stone. He glared up at me, our eyes met, and I knew who his next target was.

My warriors, hissing and spitting, pressed in. Behind me, Sirora pressed her claws together and fired a dark green ray over the heads of her protective wall of soldiers, blasting a hole in the monster’s long cloak. The fabric crumbled to ash, but with a snap of his wrist, the human threw off the fabric before the creeping doom reached his flesh.

Another arrow was nocked and fired, the oversized projectile claiming two more kobolds before Yelora jammed her spear into his thigh. Once more it ignited in crackling energy, and his muscles tightened. Unable to move, his body was pierced with a dozen spears by my warriors.

A wall of blades hacked their way into my soldiers, human arms swinging their steel in wide arcs, each powerful blow catching the heads and arms of my soldiers, taking off whatever they found. Even outnumbered two to one, the sword-wielders cut through the kobolds like demons. Black blood sprayed from each wound, splattering on the floor, hissing as it fell into the flaming pit, and soaking the blades of our enemies. A blow clipped Yelora on the side, another shattering her spear. I cast, blasting away her attacker, but she fell onto the stone. A human man drove his sword into her thigh. She shrieked in pain.

My rage built within me, as loud as the clanging of steel on steel, and the screams of the wounded. We had taken our toll, but my vanguard were almost depleted for little effect. The humans had rallied. We were supposed to trade our first wave for theirs, but Yelora was out of the fight, and we had lost so many troops for nothing…

It was time I turned the tide. I flew down and landed, my wings stretching the width of the tunnel, a blinding light at my back.

Time for another trick.

The “feathers” on my wings became more than simple inert strands of flame and reached out for the line of humans, entangling them and turning flesh to ash. They died screaming, seared to the bone and into the marrow. Undulating tentacles squeezed the lifeless corpses until they popped and roasted into unrecognisable hunks of meat. I floated across the battlefield, a flaming horror snatching humans from their battle lines and destroying them.

They fled. I, alone, broke the human defenders; my presence was a spectre tearing through their forces. I hacked into any who got too close with Incinerator. A single touch turned them to charcoal, and the survivors quickly leaned to keep their distance. Their confident assault became a rout as the line of humans panicked and ran.

All save one. He looked me in the eyes, unafraid, clad in faded armour emblazoned with a dull silver symbol. One I recognised.

Banehal. He held his greatsword comfortably in both hands, posture relaxed, his face a mixture of anger, serenity, and pity. His strange red blood trickled out of a half-dozen spear wounds, but he still looked strong.

“Banehal,” I said, descending. My tentacles avoided him, seemingly unwilling to harm a paladin. “You do not belong here.”

“I belong wherever evil roams the land,” he said, his voice calm and collected.

“I do not want to hurt you,” I said.

“Interesting,” said Banehal, “for I do wish to harm you.” His dark eyes narrowed. “I saw the ashes of the town your people sacked. Burned to the ground, full of children. The elderly. None were spared the wrath of Ren the Warmonger.”

“So now you serve my father?” I spat on the ground, the white glob splattering against the black blood that coated the floor. “I thought you hated him. So much has changed since I saw you last.”

“A paladin serves no king. No master. I march with Contremulus’s men simply as a means to an end, because it puts me closer to you. Closer to ending your evil.” He adjusted his grip on his blade. “You disappoint me, Ren of Atikala. I expected better.”

“What are you talking about?” I hissed faintly, my tongue playing across my teeth. “You would side with these beasts?”

“These beasts are farmers doing their duty.” He shifted his posture, adopting an aggressive stance, as though he could strike me from the air. “Had they refused the call, their livestock would have been taken, their lands sacked, and their homes put to the torch.” The flames of the oil burned low, raising dancing shadows against the walls of the tunnel. “They fight you not because they want you to die, but because you have left them no choice.”

“Choice?” I could hardly keep the anger out of my words. “They sided with Contremulus! They gave aid to a monster!”

Banehal shook his head. “A choice between the monster at your door and the one lurking in the distance. Aiding him bought them one more day of life, not their loyalty. The villagers did not choose between wickedness and righteousness, they chose to survive. There is no evil in this.” He pointed the tip of his large sword at my face, holding it in one hand. “Only in forcing that choice on others.”

I landed, the blood around my feet hissing and spitting when my wings touched it. “You think I am evil?”

He affixed a dark stare on me. “Yes, I do. There are two parts to evil, thoughts and deeds. An evil thought is a warning to your hands. Cautioning you that, within your heart, lies the potential for wickedness. Yet even a man with the darkest mind may have a pure heart if they fight their nature and overcome the darkness within. Some say this is the purest struggle. It is easier, after all, for a good man to be good; it is harder for one who has tasted the ease of darkness and turned away.”

Anger burned within me. “You think I haven’t suffered? You have no idea what Contremulus—lord of these people—has done to me. To all of us. He murdered Khavi. He took so many other kobolds from us. He tortured me, cut my skin, carved away my scales—he kills without a care! Contremulus is a monster! He defiles the dead, he slays the innocent. He is a monster.”

“Only through deeds is a monster made. Opposing evil with evil is evil, not good. The righteous do not need to search for excuses.”

“I am not evil,” I said, full of confidence. “I am here to destroy evil.”

His eyes narrowed slightly, and a bright light shone within his pupils. I had felt this before. I accepted it, holding my hands out wide, basking in his judgement. The light cast a long shadow behind me, a perfect copy of my form. It started to move.

Dark tendrils grew from my shadow. They reached for my allies and flailed at them uselessly, trying to strangle them. Shadow claws tore at Banehal’s feet. The shadow of me had a jaw full of teeth, twisted, wicked, deformed. They snapped at all, trying frantically to chew at the corpses strewn around.

Then it saw me, and emitting a silent and terrible howl, jumped towards me. Yet it was two-dimensional and could not leave the stone.

The light faded. “Only through deeds is a monster made,” Banehal said. He gripped his blade tighter. “And I can have no mercy for monsters.”

Hearing my own words turned back against me so cruelly, in that moment surrounded by death and flame, was too much. Something broke within me. Something intangible but absolutely real. A darkness, an unspeakable wickedness, seized upon me and would not let me go.

There were too many humans. Way too many for us to beat with spears and spells that targeted them one at a time.

“Vaarden!” I shouted over my shoulder. “I changed my mind! Killing cloud—now!”

I leapt into the air, fully thirty feet away from Banehal. Seemingly untroubled by the distance, he swung his blade towards me, and a golden light shone from the tip. That light reached out towards me like a whip, and I barely had time to raise my shield before it struck with a loud snap.

It passed straight through the battered metal, into the flesh below, and it seared my arm with a golden light. I cried out.

The air wall disappeared. Vaarden wove his spell. A roiling cloud of gas sprayed out of nothing, churning as it came into being, a green-grey wall that descended towards Banehal.

It washed over him, enveloping him within its opaque walls. Then it washed over soldiers behind him. They shouted—cries of pain and panic that were suddenly, ominously, silenced. From within the gas another flash of golden light cut its way towards me. This time I didn’t block and used my wings to fly back, giving ground. Snap. It barely missed my nose.

Not even the killing cloud could stop a paladin. The stories of their power were true. “Sirora!” I shouted, summoning my magic within and hurling a golden ball into the gas, causing a flash of flame within. “Kill him!”

Abruptly, the golden light disappeared, and the gas passed over where Banehal had stood. There was no sign of his body. Had he fallen into a pit? It seemed unlikely; someone of his coordination and strength would not die in such a manner. “Keep an eye out,” I commanded, and I took a moment to survey the battlefield.

My gut twisted as I saw all the bodies. So many kobolds. I felt aghast at the devastation the humans’ giant arrows had wrought on the comparatively tiny forms of my people. My feet were slick with black blood. Their blood.

These kobolds were only defending their home, and these monsters—led by a paladin, no less!—had found reason to slay so many of my kind after trespassing without welcome. I floated above them, staring into the glassy, dead eyes of one of my warriors, her claw still clutching her spear. So determined was my dead comrade to protect her community that she had given her life to protect it. This was not the act of a creature worthy of death.

The cloud of gas drifted down towards the humans who, wisely, broke ranks to allow it to pass. They scrambled over each other, trying to get away, but if nimble kobolds could not possibly escape it, large humans had no hope.

They screamed. And then they didn’t scream.

Now the odds were more even, but it was time for the coup de grace. I pulled out the scroll from my belt pouch and unfurled it; the writing was particular and strange, and No-Kill flashed into my mind, an image so raw and vivid that I hesitated.

I had buried her using one of these. A good act. Was this—

What are you doing? asked Magmellion, his voice hissing like water on hot rocks. You hesitate. Why? Now is not the time for fear; now is not the time to reconsider. You are exposed. Kill them all.

I recited the painfully familiar words and shifted the stone above me, opening the ceiling.

A torrent of water rushed in, a wall of it pouring through the perfectly circular hole above us. It roared like a dragon, sweeping over the living and the dead alike, picking up the corpses and tossing them around like dolls. Some were swept into the pits, roasted and beaten against the walls as the water rushed in, and the blue-white cascade thundered in the distance as a lake’s worth of water disappeared down into the depths of Drathari, sweeping away all signs that a battle had even taken place here.

Except the humans glued to the ground. Trampled, gassed, burned, they were silent now.

“Finish them,” I ordered. “Make sure all the humans here are dead.”

“Allow me,” said Sirora, stepping forward eagerly as she cast, chanting in a dark tongue. A black hand, as big as I was, reached out for the nearly dead, and one by one, snuffed them out.

With each death, Sirora looked younger. Every human life she ended with the black hand fuelled her, rejuvenated her, and seemed to empower her body.

“What magic is that?” I asked, floating closer. “Healing? Impossible.”

She smiled a young smile full of teeth. “A temporary effect,” she said, and even as I watched, the cracks began appearing in her scales once more. “But a pleasant one.”

“I can imagine.”

She dropped down on one knee, black robes billowing as they settled. “What is your command now, Leader Ren? Should we pursue the remainder of their army?”

“No,” I said. “The Darkguard will finish them—hunt them slowly. Painfully.” Instead, I knew what had to be done. “Take the bodies of our fallen back to Ssarsdale and put them in the tunnels. Gather our supplies and return to Ssarsdale; you are in command of these soldiers now.”

That last part seemed to please her substantially. “It is a shame about Yelora,” she said, “but magi can never be true leaders.”

I was not sure how I felt about her insinuation—I used both blade and spell in equal measure, too—but I let it slide. “It is, but she will heal. The wound is deep, and she may limp…but life remains in her yet. Do not fail to remember that.”

“I will not,” said Sirora. “And what of the human dead?”

“Leave them for the scavangers,” I said, as though that were obvious. “Why do you ask?”

A wide smile crossed her face. “Not only information can be pried from the dead,” she said. “These corpses may be useful still.”

“Then bring them with us.” A thought occurred. “I’ll remain here and hunt the paladin. He escaped, and I want to know to where.”

“As you wish,” said Sirora.

My army cheered wildly as I strode down the corridor, ashes and glowing embers following my every footstep as I followed the retreating human force, ash-covered blade in hand.


























CHAPTER XX










I FOUND BANEHAL FURTHER DOWN the corridor, propped up against the stone wall, wheezing faintly, his blood covering his chest and trickling down to the soft earthen floor. His face was puffy, black and bruised, and the water had clearly done its work on him. His shoulder, in particular, had been wounded, and his arm hung limp and useless.

He was still breathing, his eyes open, and he regarded me with a tranquil grace that I found startling. For a moment—just a moment—I thought I saw something else in his bright green eyes. No anger, no hate, no rage. A kind of recognition, but more than that.

Forgiveness.

Banehal’s sword, larger than I could ever wield, laid by the barely conscious paladin’s side. He knew it was there, and that it was within easy reach. Yet he did not reach for it.

“Make it fast,” wheezed Banehal, the gas clearly having damaged his lungs. “You’ve bested me.” His black-skinned hand was resting over a smaller bloodstained lump of rags that I suddenly recognised as the unconscious form of one of our warriors. This one was clad in chain, a vanguard, and had skin the colour of tanned hide. His body, too, was caked with blood…although I could see that most of his wounds were not that severe.

“Is that what you want?” I rubbed my thumb along Incinerator’s hilt. “A quick death?”

“No death would be ideal,” he said, fixing his gaze on me. “But I’m guessing that isn’t an option.”

I had cut the hand off the last human I’d imprisoned. This one…this one I knew his name. I knew his face. He could have ended Valen and me out in the desert, and I would never have been able to resist him.

“A life for a life,” I said simply, and I sheathed my blade. “Let me tend to your wounds.”

He was sceptical. That much was obvious. Yet his injuries prevented him from doing anything to stop me, even if he wanted to. I tore strips of cloth from his tunic, and I wrapped them around the wounds that I could see. All the while, Banehal wheezed softly, punctuated by the occasional cough.

“Not sure I can do anything for your lungs. Vaarden’s killing cloud is not something most can survive.”

“And yet I did,” he said, coughing wetly.

“Does it hurt?”

“Right now, everything hurts. And I know you are doing all you can, but I think this is the death of me.”

I hoped that wasn’t the case. “You’re strong,” I said. “You’ll be fine.”

He said nothing and wouldn’t look at me any more. I finished bandaging him as well as I could, and then I turned to leave.

“Ren?” he asked.

“Yes?”

“I’m not wrong about you.” Banehal shook his head. “Don’t think that this cures my heart’s yearning for justice. Sooner or later, you and I will meet again, and when that time comes I imagine you will not have an army behind you.”

“You realise that the only way I can prevent that is to kill you now, yes?”

He smiled crookedly, and blood trickled out of the corner of his mouth. “If you were going to do that, you would have already.”

“True enough.” I wasn’t sure what else to say, so I nodded firmly. “Best of luck,” I said. Something I found myself saying to my enemies more and more.

He said nothing. I waited. He said nothing. So, with nothing else to do, I left.
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I caught up with the army after a few hours’ travel by foot. I could have flown, but I didn’t feel like it. I wasn’t sure why. I had plenty of magical reserve left, plenty of spells I could have cast, but I wanted to walk.

It gave me time to think. Not that there was much to think about. I just won a very important victory for my people. I should be celebrating, but strangely, I didn’t feel like doing that either. All they wanted to do was think about the next battle. The next time I would cross swords with Contremulus’s men. The next fight. The next war.

My warriors were carrying the bodies of their fallen, along with teams bearing the bodies of the humans they had killed. Yelora was carried by four of her warriors. Her leg reeked, although I was uncertain if it was that, or the bodies we carried. Either way, the smell made finding us easy, but I worried about attracting scavengers…or survivors.

“We should bury the human bodies,” I said to Sirora. “They’re slowing us down.”

“That they are,” she said, the youthful visage I had seen earlier almost completely faded. “But I promise you, the potential rewards will be worth it.” I got the feeling that she was referring to Yelora, too.

“Specifically?”

“Well,” said Sirora, her lips drawing tight on her face. “I’m not sure you want me to tell you. You might say no if they do.”

I ground my teeth together. “You realise this isn’t exactly a good way of convincing me that I should permit this, yes?”

“And yet,” she said, “here we are. Carrying the bodies of our fallen enemies back to our city.” Something in her rapidly aging eyes caught my attention, a flicker of darkness I had not seen before. “I think you want me to walk down this path with you. You want it a lot. You’re just unwilling to admit it to yourself.”

I wasn’t even sure what she was going on about. “Why don’t we talk about this when we’re back in Ssarsdale?”

“That,” said Sirora, “would be perfect.” She inclined her head forward. “You should check on Yelora.”

“I didn’t think you liked her,” I said, “nor were concerned with her welfare.”

“I ask not for her benefit, but for yours.”

That was entirely fair. I dipped my head and increased my pace until I was with her, but she was unconscious. Delirious. Feverish.

I was not certain she would survive.

Soon enough, but later than I’d like, the gates of Ssarsdale appeared before us, the burned bodies of the dead humans who had attacked the central spire arranged haphazardly around the entrance, forming a macabre honour guard of charred skeletons. Tyermumtican’s body was gone, but a dark black stain remained, where his blood had soaked into the stone. I doubted it would ever come out. The massive twin slabs of metal groaned and began to open as soon as they gate guards saw us.

I wondered what they saw. An army of kobolds, diminished but bloody, shrunken but triumphant, carrying as many of the dead as they could manage back with them. What would they say, seeing the dead and bloated faces of their friends? Of their comrades who had died in my name?

They cheered.

It was something that, even after everything, still surprised me. My people cheered. They swept up the soldiers and surrounded them, asking question after question, barely giving each of them a chance to answer. Helping hands unloaded the corpses, and after some discussion and direction from Sirora, went straight to work. The kobold dead were taken to the eastern tunnels. The human dead were taken to the south, Sirora with them.

And ten thousand cheering, crying kobolds chanted my name.

Ren! Ren! Ren!

I stayed, and I basked in their adoration for some time, but the occasional creaking of my armour and the thinning of the crowd reminded me that the energy I was feeling was an illusion. I didn’t feel tired now, but I would. Excusing myself, I made my way over to Pergru’s dwelling, fully intending to sleep.

The dwarves had set up another tent structure nearby. This one was new; its cloth door was wide open, and from within I could hear singing, raucous and loud, along with a strange but vaguely familiar smell. Curious—I knew I couldn’t spend too much time there, nor did I want to—I approached.

It was some kind of festival or feast hall, similar to the one I had seen in Irondarrow. A long, low table surrounded by dwarves in various states of drinking and eating. Some slept in the corner, some slept under the table, but most were awake. Kobolds ran around serving food and drink—I had no idea who had authorised that. Certainly not me.

What kind of soldiers had they sent me? The thought left a sour taste in my mouth. These dwarves would not be ready to fight any time soon…most could barely stand.

“Hello, Ren,” said one as he stood up and ambled towards me. I recognised him. Z.

“What are you doing here?” I asked, narrowing my eyes at him. “What is this place?”

“This place is fun,” said Z, clapping me on the shoulder. “You know what fun is, don’t you?”

I peeled off his large, dirty hand. “I know what fun is.”

“Bah,” he said, shaking his head as he turned his attention back to the hall. I wasn’t sure he was actually listening to me at all. “The wenches here have no tits.”

“Tits?”

Z blew out a long sigh. “Breasts, lizard. Mammaries. Comfort pillows. You know…tits.”

Well of course not. They were kobolds. At least, I think that’s who he was talking about. “I think it’s pronounced teets,” squinting slightly. “And kobolds lay eggs.”

“I meant the dwarven women.”

“I’m pretty sure they do, under their clothes.”

“Pah,” said Z. “Some of ’em. If you can call those flat little chakrams tits.” He gestured to his chest, and as I watched it expanded, swelling from beneath his clothes. “This is what I mean.”

I stuck out my tongue. “What in the Hells…”

Z groaned in displeasure, and as I watched, the…comfort pillows shrank away.

“I don’t know what your problems is.” I grabbed a passerby—a strong looking dwarven woman with a sharp looking axe at her belt—and I moved the cloth covering her chest. “See? They do have—”

“Hey!” The woman snarled and snatched up her axe. “Watch where your hands are going, blasted reptile!”

“She didn’t mean anything,” said Z, stepping between us and flashing what I presume he imagined to be a very charming smile. “It was just an accident.”

I tilted my head. “No, I meant to, I was just showing my friend that you have breasts.”

Her face turned an angry purple-red colour. “How about I introduce you to the business end of my axe, you iron-clad little beast?”

“What I meant,” said Z, shaking his head at me and trying to tell me something with his eyes, “is that our good friend and host—Ren of Atikala, this is—gravely misunderstood the nature of our people, and her curious lack of boundaries regarding humanoids meant she simply didn’t understand that what she was doing was wrong.”

They’re insulting you, whispered Magmellion. In your own city. Mere yards away from your own house.

I forced his voice out of my mind. “I am sorry,” I said, holding up my hands.

The woman’s eyes widened, and she lowered them immediately. “My apologies, Lady Ren, I was not aware of who you were.” Her axe returned to her belt.

“It’s completely fine,” I said, taking a step away. “Really.”

She bowed low and left.

Z shook his head and leaned in to me. “Seven stones, lizard!” he hissed. “You’ll get us thrown out faster than I will at this rate.”

Just in front of us, two male dwarves bumped into each other, clearly poisoned by the mead they had consumed. One punched the other. The second punched back. Everyone started cheering. Strangely, they both had weapons, but neither of them seemed interested in drawing them, nor did anyone else.

They swung fists at each other for a few moments, and then, immediately started laughing and walked away, arm in arm, to acquire more drinks.

I did not understand dwarves at all.

“Wanna get out of here?” asked Z, casually sliding his arm around my shoulder.

Wise. Probably the wisest thing he’d said so far. “Actually,” I said, “I should go to bed.”

“Sounds like fun,” he said. “Did you want me to be a kobold, or—”

“Alone,” I said, glaring at him again.

Reluctantly, Z took his hand away. “Fine, fine,” he said, “I’ll stay here and drink some more.”

“You do that,” I said, and I left the loud, strange smelling place behind. Instinctively, I wanted to head to the eastern tunnels to see if I could meet Tyermumtican there, but the pleasant idea was cut off by remembering. He was dead. So, instead, I headed for the quarters I was borrowing. I should sleep. If I couldn’t do that, I should go and mourn the dead and learn their names. I had a lot of catching up to do.

Instead of sleeping or visiting the burial chamber that, by now, must be quite overstuffed, I ended up wandering Ssarsdale for hours.

It was the first time—properly, since Tyermumtican’s death—that I actually thought about him. In hindsight, it was entirely reasonable that I didn’t feel like sleeping, eating, or…anything except war. I no longer had a goal. Tyermumtican had suggested one, leaving to the south, but he was gone. Dorydd had left. Tzala had left. Valen…who knew where he was. All that was left behind was me.

I was ready to mourn. I was ready to say that I loved Tyermumtican, and that I was lessened by his passing—broken in some strange way that I had not experienced since Khavi’s death.

I needed to say it. I needed to say I loved him. There were moments where the words threatened to bubble up to my lips, but they died as soon as they passed my throat, unsaid. There was nobody to hear—the whole of Ssarsdale surrounded me as I walked, wading through them like water, but I had no connection to any of them. They were just kobolds. Just people.

And, in some way, for some unreasonable, illogical reason, I…hated them. The realisation came slow, but when it hit, it hit hard.

I hated my own people.

Where this anger was coming from I had no idea. Nobody had said a bad word about Tyermumtican or my apparent friendship—or whatever it was—with him, and even Sirora, the last kobold I expected, had been supportive. Only Valen had not understood.

Valen. That little rat. He was hiding somewhere in the city, I knew, and we had unfinished business…when I found him I would—

Would what, exactly? Magmellion’s crackling voice teased at the edge of my mind. Would you slay him for harming you? Promote him for his obvious skill? You can hardly afford to kill any more of your own warriors. You have a war to fight, after all.

“Why don’t you just leave me alone?” I snarled angrily and tore off my helm, and as I did so, I realised I had wandered into the grand bazaar of Ssarsdale, surrounded by thousands of my kin. They stared, concern on their faces.

I said nothing, and finally feeling tired and worn to the bone now that Magmellion was not sustaining me, I stomped my way to Pergru’s dwelling.

The door swung open with ease, and I, angrily, threw my helmet inside. It landed with a clank, rattling around on the ground, slowly coming to a stop in a corner of the room. I stared at it loathsomely. Binding Magmellion had been a mistake.

As I watched the helmet, smoke began to pour out of the floor all around it. It was green, translucent, and clearly magical in nature…as I stared, transfixed, it solidified into the ghostly image of a human, green and pale and translucent. I recognised the image instantly.

Contremulus the Sunscale.

My father.

My enemy.

“Hello, Ren,” he said, his tone similar to one discussing the allocation of food resources to the city’s underlings, and a joyless smile on his lips. “I was wondering when you and I might speak again.”


























CHAPTER XXI










WORDS DIDN’T COME TO MY throat. I stared at the image of my father mutely. I could see through him, the far wall of my borrowed quarters visible through his transparent body.

“I understand,” Contremulus said, touching a ghostly finger to his chin. “You must be confused. What am I doing here? Why am I in your room?” His eyes turned to my wall, as though looking out to the city beyond. “But it is not your room, is it. A minion’s. Someone you trusted enough to stay in their home, alone.”

“What are you doing here?” I asked, taking in a deep breath, trying to fight through the exhaustion and work my mind into finding a solution. What could I do against a ghost?

“You must have known I had some way of communicating with my minions in this city.”

Honestly I had not considered this. I doubted very much that Pergru, with his steadfast dedication to his duty, was working for my father. Was it something else? Some hidden scrying device?

I would have to worry about that later. For now, I was in no danger. This image wasn’t a ghost. Just an echo of him, a projection sent to talk.

 “It’s my city,” I said, speaking finally, with strength that surprised even me. “You don’t own this place. You never did. And you won’t, either, you monster.”

“Monster?” Contremulus stepped forward, ghostly feet passing through the floor. “Is that what you think I am?”

“What else could you be? You walk in darkness. You reanimated yourself as the living dead, a dracolich, a perversion of the natural order. You kill innocent people.” My hands balled at my sides. “And you cut me. Tortured me, for days, months. You tied me to a pyre and tried to burn me. All for nothing.”

“Not for nothing.” Passion sprung up in his voice in a way I had not heard before. “Everything I do has a purpose, Ren of Atikala. Everything I do has a reason.”

“Then tell me the reason!” I spat the words. “Tell me why! Why do you do this?”

“I will answer your question with a question.” Contremulus’s eyes drifted to the sword at my belt. He walked over to it, gliding across the floor. “How are swords made?”

The process was long and complicated. I said nothing.

“Raw iron is dug from the deep earth,” said Contremulus, extending a hand to stroke, incorporeally, at the weapon, passing through the sheath harmlessly. His actions were performed with a reverence I did not understand. “Then it is refined. Processed. Hardened. Charcoal is rubbed in to do this…but when you harden metal so it cannot bend, you risk it breaking. It is a delicate balancing act, strength versus flexibility.”

I would never fight for him. Strangely he had never asked that of me. “Am I your sword?” I asked, baring my teeth. “A weapon, half created?”

His face lit up. “More than you know.”

Rage flared in my heart. So many words, cryptic dung that he spun over and over. I’d heard the same when I was in his “care,” and the inflection he used brought it all back.

We must take in pain and burn it as fuel for our journey, he had said.

Fuel. Fuel for a forge. A forge for steel and blades.

“Tell me!” I roared, and magic surged within me. Flames shot from my fingers in a wide cone, scorching the stone of the room, passing through his empty body. “Tell me what you mean! No more games! No more lies and misdirections! Speak plainly and be done with it!”

Contremulus seemed amused. With a slight incline of his head, folded his arms behind his back. “As you wish,” he said. I waited, seething, and then he spoke. “What do you know of we liches?”

Tyermumtican had told me both a lot, and simultaneously, not much at all. Acts of great evil had preserved Contremulus’s body, and some dark magic kept his soul from passing on to…wherever souls went now that the gods were dead. Instead it was kept in a phylactery, a magical vessel of great power. He had used some fragment of my essence to power it.

“I know you became one to bring your mate back to life.” I remembered the image of her I had seen in Northaven, a beautiful gold dragon swimming in a lake. Of Contremulus, smiling so genuinely. “To buy yourself time enough to perform the ritual on her. The process had to be tested.”

My answer did not please him. A dark cloud came over his face. “Speak not of her,” he cautioned.

His discomfort emboldened me. “Her name was Ophiliana,” I said, taking a step towards Contremulus. Ssarsdale’s spies had done their research, poured through ancient tomes, searching for his name. They had found much. “Ophiliana the Goldheart. I know of her, Contremulus. Whispers of her kindness echo throughout the world, reaching even my ears. Of how she laid barren egg after barren egg—“

“Stop,” cautioned Contremulus, his words weighted with anger, but he was just a projected image.

Do not taunt dragons was a common saying amongst kobolds—Yeznen said it fairly frequently—but I ignored my people’s wisdom. “I know how she died in the wastes of Northaven,” I said. “Cut down by the church of Tyranus, by humans worshipping a dead God, struggling and kicking against inevitable fate. High Priest Praxis drove a dragonbane blade through her body.”

“You anger me, Ren of Atikala,” said Contremulus, dark smoke writhing around his ghostly form.

I was pleased. “Excellent,” I said. “Anger is the first emotion you will feel now that we are at war, Contremulus. Contremulus, the dead dragon pretending to be alive. Soon you will come to know fear, and then pain. Then nothing. You will feel my blade soon enough.”

My comment drew a dark glare. “What threat is a sword to a dragon?”

“Tyermumtican feared men and their weapons.”

Contempt splashed across his human face. “A dragon fearful of fleshlings. Pathetic. Unworthy of the name. This Tyermumtican…I know of him. Small. Pitiful.”

I realised, perhaps, that I should not have mentioned my friend by name. Nor used the past tense. Dragons feared little, but other dragons were on that list. “Did fleshlings not slay your beloved Ophiliana?” I asked, trying to distract him.

“They did,” he said. “But such things are in the past. You will prove to be the vessel that is her rebirth.”

I squinted at him. “How so?”

“Your soul is strong,” he said. “And you carry my blood. A phylactery is a soul-container; the only thing that can hold a soul is another soul. Yours…serves my love now, bound to her. You will allow her to live again.”

 “So,” I said, “our fates are intertwined. Your mate and I. If I die…”

He snorted, a laugh threatening to escape. “If your mortal flesh expires, a little more of your soul essence filters back into her growing phylactery. Normally it would take a great deal of death, of killing, for such things to be effective, but since you can come back to life…since it has a particular strength to it…well. Your soul is special.” He leaned forward, shadows falling over his face. “But first, like iron becomes steel, you must be hardened. Tested. Strengthened. I will send challenge after challenge to you, as I have done already.”

“I’ve beaten your challenges,” I hissed. “Your undead wizards. Your human minions, attacking both the outside and from within. I’ve met every force you’ve thrown at me. My Darkguard have burned the lands around Ssarsdale—your army cannot survive without food, and now all your soldiers can fill their bellies with is ash.”

“Indeed you have,” said Contremulus. “My spies confirm it. Not a single grain of wheat remains. You’ve outdone yourself.”

“I have,” I said. “And when we meet in the field, only one of us will see the next day.”

He only smiled wider.

“You aren’t testing me,” I said, fighting to deny him this victory. “What I do, I do for myself. I forge my own destiny. I am fighting you, not playing into your hand. I am beating you.”

He regarded me with dispassionate eyes. “Tell yourself whatever you wish. Continue to fight me. I desire it. My love’s soul-container must be unbreakable. I cannot risk losing her again. I will not.”

“And what,” I said, “if whatever property that allows me to come back to life foils all your attempts to bind me? What if your mad scheme fails?”

He said nothing, the dark cloud returning, intensified by passions I did not understand. He glared at me. I glared back at him.

“You are not hard enough yet,” he said, finally. “You are softened by concerns. Worries. Doubts. These should be burned away.”

Now it was my turn to suppress a laugh. “Exactly how do you propose to do that?”

“Do you know what a city on fire looks like?” he asked, golden eyes shining in the dark, his body wreathed in mist.

I didn’t understand. I shook my head. “No.”

Contremulus smiled a wicked smile. “Neither do I.” His ghostly visage faded away, leaving just a wide, white smile glowing in the last tendrils of smoke. “Let’s find out, shall we?”
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Contremulus’s words echoed in my mind long after his image had faded. 

If he was coming for Ssarsdale, he would have his work cut out for him. To attack Ssarsdale he would have to come underground. We had shown that was impossible. No matter how many humans he sent down into the deep, we would beat him. He would have to come himself, and in doing so would lose many of his advantages—flight, most notably—and his great size, which would normally grant him the ability to crush a kobold with a gesture, would prove to be a significant hindrance.

My father coming here would grant me considerable advantage, so it was with little surprise that the days ticked away without any word. I kept Ssarsdale on high alert. Scouts were sent out daily, patrolling further than we ever had, but they all returned with news of nothing. No humans. No assassins. Nothing.

I kept my guard up. I kept sending patrols. I kept training.

My father was not the kind of dragon to make idle threats.

Day after day. No word from outside, but there was welcome news from within Ssarsdale’s walls.

Although he was still missing, Valen had been formally been promoted to the rank of a junior Darkguard.

There was no ceremony. No large celebration. Simply a footnote in one of the many reports Pergru sent. It was both an acknowledgement of the completion of his expedited training, his obvious and growing skill with the blade, and his courage in slaying a mighty dragon in front of the whole city.

Slaying my friend.

Objectively I had expected no less, but Valen had killed Tyermumtican. A part of me wanted to reach out and slay him for that. Still did.

So it was with some surprise, and with no small amount of conflicting opinion, that when I retired to sleep one night, Valen stepped out of a shadow like he was born there, his head bowed low.

“Give me one reason why I shouldn’t kill you where you stand,” I spat, spittle flying from my lips as I spoke. Ten thousand ways I could kill him flew through my mind. Burning. The sword. Public starvation.

“I cannot give you one,” he said, his voice quiet. “I made a mistake.”

Fury bubbled within me. “Forgetting to sharpen your sword is a mistake,” I said. “Murdering a friend—my friend—is something different.”

“Am I not your friend too?” asked Valen.

“I don’t know what you are. You are the child of a friend, someone I trusted. I was with you when you hatched. I saved you from Northaven, brought you here, tried to teach you…” My voice cracked, weakened. “I tried to teach you good.”

“And I learnt,” said Valen. “I learnt to be a Darkguard. To defend our people. I learnt to follow you unquestioningly, which is why I’m here, submitting to your judgement.” He turned around, so I could see. “I am unarmed. If you wish to execute me for what has happened, I will not resist.”

I should.

I should have killed him. I had a chance. A chance to cleave him in half with Incinerator and burn him to ashes. I felt like the ghost of Tyermumtican was crying out to me, imploring me to stay my hand. And for reasons that I did not understand, I listened.

“I don’t want to kill you,” I said. “Nothing can bring back Tyermumtican. All we can do…is learn from this and try to move forward.”

He stepped forward, and he hugged me. I hugged him back. We stood there in silence, enjoying the quiet.

Then he put his right hand on my backside.

“What are you doing?” I asked, my tail flicking his hand away.

“You’re standing the wrong way,” said Valen, inclining his head as he looked up to me, his face scrunched in confusion. “You need to turn around. Mating is traditionally performed with the female’s back to—”

I gave Valen a firm shove away and glared at him, anger rising within me. “No.”

“But—”

Fire roiled in my gut, threatening to spill out, a dangerous prospect in a cloth tent surrounded by paper. Smoke poured from my hands and nose. “Valen, shit of the dead Gods, I thought you came here to apologise!” Anger. Anger so hot I nearly, very nearly, let the magic spill out and burn him to embers. I calmed myself with a deep breath. “You overstep your boundaries, little one. So very far.”

“I apologise,” he said, crouching onto the stone and kneeling, dipping his head low. “I…misunderstood your intentions.”

His genuine confusion, in turn, confused me. “How could I possibly give you the impression that I—that impression?”

“I am an adult now,” he said, keeping his head low. “I had assumed that, since you spoke so fondly of my father, and you had not picked a mate, you were waiting until I was old enough.”

“You are a child.” I ran my hands over my face. “Old enough to work, yes, but…but not anything else. Not with me at any rate.”

“Technically I am. Technically—”

“You are my child.” I sucked in air between my teeth. “As much flesh and blood one could ever be. Valen, I will never mate with you based on a technicality. Nor, can I imagine, any other reason in the foreseeable future.”

He nodded humbly. “Again, my apologies. I will not raise the matter again.” He hesitated. “Mother.”

“Good.” I tried to smile, but I could not. I could only look at him with cold impartiality. “Stand.”

He stood, waiting my next command.

So robotic. So…practised and formal. He had been trained well. How much of the Valen I had known on the surface remained there?

What was he, anymore?

“Cut off your right hand,” I said.

Silence. He stared at me, eyes wide. “You cannot be serious.”

“I have never been more serious in my life.” I drew Kurdax, my dagger, and turned it in my hand, passing it to him hilt first. “You laid this hand upon me without my permission. You shed the blood of my friend. As punishment for your actions I, Ren of Atikala, Supreme Leader of Ssarsdale, order you to remove your hand, and then give it to me. The same punishment, or worse, is given to any who harm me or my subjects.”

“How will I be your assassin then?” Valen cupped his right hand in his left, protectively. “I am not a sorcerer. A warrior needs both hands.”

“I have plenty of assassins,” I said. “I need a skilled blade a lot less than I need my child to understand a very important, very painful, lesson.”

Valen turned Kurdax over in his left hand, staring down at his right. I could not imagine what was going through his mind. Perhaps he considered the notion that this was a test. A test of loyalty. Some kind of joke or punishment, as though the fear of being maimed were enough to make up for driving his blade into the spine of my dragon friend.

His eyes met mine. I didn’t waver or hesitate.

So, with hands that shook so much they almost could not complete the task, he cut. Dragging the weapon across his wrist, cutting in deep, sawing back and forth, the blade quickly bloodying. Four quick slices, back and forth, and the limb went limp, hanging by a flap of skin.

He cried. Sobbing, wailing, his hand shaking as he did the deed. Loud enough to be heard, loud enough that I almost, as the fifth stroke was made, relented. But I didn’t. I needed this done. Tyermumtican’s blood had to be repaid with blood.

Valen’s right hand flopped onto the ground. He pressed his stump under his left arm, squeezing tightly. His chest, the stone floor of Pergru’s quarters, soaked through with blood.

“Pick it up,” I said. “Give it to me.”

Wheezing, whimpering, Valen crouched, picked up his own severed limb with two fingers. He could scarcely bare to touch it. He held it out for me, and I, slowly and deliberately, accepted it. The fingers curled in my grip, as though some fragment of his spirit were trapped within, trying to claw at me, destroy me for severing it from its owner. Blood dripped onto the floor, black and coppery.

He said nothing, crying pitifully, staring down at the ruined length of his arm.

“This is the price of your misdeed,” I said, tossing the hand into the corner of the room and pointing a finger at it. Searing heat roasted the limb, blackening it, shrivelling it away into ashes.

Valen looked away, unable to meet my gaze. “What am I going to do now?” He asked, his tone wavering as he spoke. “How can I serve my community without a hand?”

“Talk to Pergru. See what task he has for someone of your…limited capabilities.”

His whole face distorted, scrunching up like a dried fruit. “Why don’t you just kill me?”

“Because…” I didn’t have a good answer, so I simply told the truth. “Because you’re my son.”

The pain of the admission, in the context of what I had just done, wounded me in my deepest core. I took a piece of cloth from Valen’s armour and used it to bandage his stump.

“See Pergru,” I said, “and I’ll make sure he’s kind to you.”

Cradling his severed hand, still crying, Valen left, leaving me alone.

No sooner had he gone, however, the door to my quarters burst open. I twirled around, drawing my rapier with one smooth motion.

Ilothika stumbled inside, her feet without their typical grace. She practically fell at the door, gasping for air. Her body was caked in dirt, her feet swollen and bruised. Even from across my quarters I could smell her, dirty and unwashed. I could smell rot, too. Death, uncleaned.

“What news, assassin?” I asked, lowering my weapon. “I’m surprised you would show your face here after what you did to Ivywood.”

“Northaven,” she gasped, her voice scratchy and raw. “Burns.”

It took me a moment to process what she was telling me in the abridged version of Draconic she spoke. “Northaven? The human city?”

“Yes,” she said, swallowing with a dry throat. “Flame consumes it. Came quickly as I could…” her voice drained away, her eyes averted.

Contremulus. It had to have been. But why? Northaven was his home; why would he raze his primary base of support?

I wanted to question her, but that could come later. “Wait here,” I said, and then I stepped over to the doorway of Pergru’s quarters. With barely a thought, I activated my wings.

The faces of Ssarsdale’s denizens looked up to me as the golden light of my flame burned over the city, painting the charcoaled ruin of the central spire with orange light. I flew out over the crowd, wings of flame beating in the dark, illuminating the city with light. A trail of embers was left behind me, thousands of falling red stars twinkling as they descended towards the ground, beautiful and majestic.

Raw, primal fire. It beat in my veins. It boiled in my blood. I was heat. I was flame. I was death.

Ren! Ren! Ren! came the chant from below. More frenzied than usual. More passionate. They liked my armour. So did I.

But I had a mission.

I turned and flew out of the city gates. My people opened the doors for me, just in time, as I darted between them, twisting to fit. Down the winding tunnels I flew, leaving smoke and ashes in my wake.

Much less time than walking, but as quickly as my body tore through the underworld tunnels, my mind was faster. What could cause Northaven to burn? What effect would this have on me?

Upward, upward, upward. Around, down, straight on. I followed the now familiar tunnels up to the surface, my armour weighing almost nothing as I flew. I blew past the site of the great battle, pained again that I had not yet found time to bury the dead. I followed the scent of fresh air towards the surface.

Then the night sky revealed its brilliance, a cloak of light punctuated by bright flickering. I shielded my eyes from the moon—it seemed particularly large tonight—and I flew up into the air.

I could see the fires from here. Northaven was many days’ journey away, but in the distance I could see another sunrise, a bright orange-red glow that turned half the sky into day to my sensitive kobold eyes. Showers of sparks, like distant swarms of fireflies, drifted over the landscape, nothing more than a dim red cloud. A column of smoke rose up to the heavens, burning a vicious red at its base and fading to a grey-black at the top, billowing out like a mushroom at its highest point.

It looked like a dragon’s head, complete with glowing red eyes, looking right at me.

The whole city must be alight. A raging inferno, fuelled by the collective material of tens of thousands of souls, the wood of their houses, the flesh of their bodies. All around Northaven secondary fires had sprung up. As I climbed, I could see the wood I had escaped into was, too, burning. The banks of the river I had drunk from, burning. Every scrap of grass. Every fallen timber. Every scrap of burnable material was alight or ashes. Even the stones themselves seemed to keep their heat, adding to the terrible glow.

There was only one thing that could burn a city so. Only one thing that could have caused such devastation.

Dragonfire.

Contremulus.

From the city, I could see a column of inky black, creeping across the icy landscape as though it were alive. A dark snake winding out from the city, towards the caves that lead under the ground, towards Ssarsdale.

I watched as it grew longer. Curious, I flew closer. Flight allowed me to cover a day’s journey in hours. The closer I got, the larger it grew, and the more I saw.

It was people. A stream of people fleeing the city. Their bodies were blackened with soot, almost unrecognisable as humans. Male and female, young and old. They took nothing with them, walking on bare feet, their hands empty.

Many were missing limbs. Some were scorched to the bone and deeper. Yet, still they walked. A cloud of ashes and dust rose from them, as their skin flaked and broke away, rising to join the smoke of the ruined city.

Slowly, terribly, I realised that they were not refugees.

They were the living dead. A city of the slain dragged back to unlife, mindless and hungry, shambling on, sustained by dark energy.

An army.

And it was coming for me.


























CHAPTER XXII










I FLEW BACK TO SSARSDALE as fast as I could, trying to process what I had seen.

There must have been ten thousand of them. The citizens of Northaven, their bodies reanimated and retooled for war. I had anticipated an army of flesh…soldiers. Elves. Men. Contremulus himself, of course, a dragon.

But not this.

The first time I had seen an undead creature was beneath Northaven. Most kobolds I knew had not seen one in their lives; Sirora, possibly, being a notable exception. Now there was a whole city of them slowly, inexorably, marching towards my home.

It was madness. Madness to even concieve of. Who would burn their willing allies? Who would do such a thing?

A second thought drifted into my head. It was not possible.

Creating the undead took time, and it took precision. If a spellcaster was not powerful enough to contain them, their bodies would break down into dust. Contremulus was mighty and powered by dark energy, I had no illusions about that, but this…this seemed beyond all reason.

Do not taunt dragons echoed in my mind.

How far had I gone? Too far?

Or not far enough?

I would need might to oppose this threat. The horde were vast. I could throw all my magic at them, and there would still be too many for my sword to defeat.

First, though, I had to make sure.

Maybe I hadn’t seen what I’d seen. Maybe I hadn’t…

I flew back into Ssarsdale, soared over the main cavern, and turned towards Pergru’s quarters.

Ilothika was there, waiting where I had left her. Her head down. Her hands by her side. Of Valen there was no sign, save for all the blood. I had not shown Cheselth any mercy, and she had done nothing wrong, save a moment’s excusable error. Ilothika, however…

First, words. Violence could come later. “Were you seen?” I asked.

“No, Supreme Leader. Not by the living.”

Was that enough? I needed to be sure. “What do you mean?” I asked, leading her to the conclusion I didn’t want her to say. “Do the dead have eyes now?”

Finally she looked at me, and her expression beheld a strange fear I had not expected to see in one so hardened.

“They see,” she said. “The flaming dead, burned to cinders by dragon’s breath…a dark energy. They stood once more, Supreme Leader. Madness. Cannot believe. But I saw.”

Madness. The word that echoed in my mind now given voice. I had seen the living dead below Contremulus’s manor in Northaven. I knew he experimented with more than me. “The whole city?” I asked, cautiously.

“Know not,” said Ilothika. “But I saw corpses walk. Impossible. But I saw.”

“How many?”

She shrugged helplessly. “How big is city?”

All of them. “Did you see anything else?” I asked. “Any other forces?”

“No,” she said, then shook her head as though to argue against her own words. “One thing. Odd. Humans—some fought dragon. Beheaded by claws. Remained dead. Resisted reanimation.”

That was a mercy at least. Not every corpse could be returned as an undead horror. The heads were some kind of key component; their removal allowed the corpse to reject the call of Contremulus’s necromancy. I would have to ask Sirora about this. 

For now, though, I had a more pressing problem. What to do with her? I should kill Ilothika for this. I knew. Anger flowed back into me, fierce as the fire in my belly. This was all her fault. Ilothika had, in some way, triggered this. I knew it.

“You should have been here sooner,” I spat. “Then it would be your body next lying as a pile of ashes on my floor!”

Ilothika did not look up. “You want me suicide? Willing. Should have punishment. Only request, remove head. Must insist. Must.”

The conviction in her voice swayed me. I would need loyal soldiers.

“What has been done cannot be changed,” I said, drawing in a deep breath that helped calm my fury. “Your punishment will come when I return. Do not think that this is the end of it.”

She bowed her snout down to the stone.

“But there is,” I said, my hand drifting towards Incinerator, “the matter of the human village. I ordered you to handle the problem, not to—”

“And I handled,” she said, pulling herself up to her knees, lowering her head. The frustration in her voice seemed genuine. “I follow orders. Humans rise against us. Humans put down. I do what I feel, right.”

“I didn’t order it!” I swung my blade above my head, letting ash rain down all around me.

“No,” said a voice behind me. Sirora. “It was I. I ordered the soldiers to attack the village.”

Slowly, I turned to face her. Had she been there the whole time? “Why in the Hells would you do that?”

“We had the information you provided. All that was left was the raid. Since you were travelling, I did not think to bother you with it.”

“You did not think at all!”

Sirora, too, dropped down to her knees. “I apologise. I did not anticipate such an…emotional reaction from you regarding this. In hindsight, I should have seen the symmetry in your actions.”

Both of them should lose a hand for this, but while Valen could be replaced, my head assassin was an invaluable post. And as for the head of my spellcasters…no. I could not sacrifice these pawns.

“Get out of my sight,” I breathed, Incinerator hissing angrily in my hand.

They both stood, but I held out my hand. “Not you,” I said to Sirora.

Ilothika and Sirora exchanged a look, and after bowing to me once more, Ilothika scurried out of my chambers.

Had I done the right thing? Maybe. I considered, reaching up to idly scratch my chin.

“What is it, Supreme Leader?” said Sirora. “Do you have more words for me?”

“You heard what we said. About Northaven.”

She didn’t seem entirely surprised. “I had expected this development for some time. Contremulus is a lich. An undead creature. He and his kind typically view the living as inconveniences. The living annoy them so, with their prattling, their biological needs, their desires for power, so I…anticipated this move. Not specifically, but something like it.”

Contremulus could stand no other voices in his domain.

“I cannot defeat an army of the dead,” I said, biting the inside of my mouth. “There are too many. Not a human city’s worth. Not with the forces I have.”

“But such forces can be grown,” said Sirora. “Expanded.”

“How do you mean?” I asked, frustration building again within me. “Speak plainly.”

She considered, pursing her lips, and then she gestured to the building’s exit. “Come with me.”
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Sirora walked with a purpose and strength I had never seen in her. Her withered body was so alive, so much more than it had been even when she, with her strange and dark power, had appeared so youthful in the tunnel.

This was something more. A rejuvenation of the spirit. A dropping of the veil, she appeared weak but was strong, and I resolved as we walked to not forget that.

We headed towards the eastern tunnels, the smell of death growing as we drew near. As we got closer, I could see why. The small chamber we had filled full of our dead had overflowed. There must have been nearly five hundred warriors entombed there in the cavern, in the tunnels leading to it, and beyond.

Sirora seemed unconcerned. She walked along the narrow pathway in between partially decomposing bodies, passing through the dead as though they were shallow water.

“What are we doing here?” I asked, holding my nose to keep away the smell. “Where are you taking me?”

“There are things you must see. Truths in magic you are not privy to in your current state of mind.” She stepped over a body as though it were not there. “I am not unsympathetic. You have lost those dear to you, you have learnt so much about leadership in so short a time; travelled far, seen things, and conversed with powerful beings. Yet you feel helpless. Hopeless. You feel there is no way out of your current predicament and no way you can win. But fortunately, there are options available to you. Options which may turn the tide. Options you may consider unpalatable, but they exist nonetheless.”

I was not a fool. I knew what to what she was hinting. Necromantic powers were her speciality. It had something to do with these bodies. Sirora did nothing without purpose.

“Where is Tyermumtican?” Suddenly, I did not like where this train of thought was going.

“Fear not,” said Sirora, “his body was far too large. It was placed in an adjoining tunnel. He will not be of assistance to us. Your friend deserves to rest.”

For that I was thankful. I did not want Tyermumtican’s eyes to be upon us as we walked amongst the dead. “What are these options you speak of?” I asked. “I will have victory over Contremulus. I need to, to avenge…” my voice trailed away. “To avenge the fallen.”

Sirora stopped in the original chamber. It was full of bodies stacked three deep; the rotting flesh and exposed yellow bones were as new walls to a narrow tunnel.

“Tell me their names,” she said. “The ones you memorised. The first ones to fall.”

They came easily to me. “Chali. Shilke. Geefa…”

Sirora echoed me, repeating their names. A faint blue light came from her body, from some place deep inside. It was her bones. It illuminated her body from within, making her appear almost skeletal.

A hand broke free of the bodies, the flesh falling away from it as I watched. Its bones shone with the same blue light, spreading from the marrow outward. The hand flailed silently, clawing, climbing, yearning for freedom. It pushed the others out of its way, struggling to the top, and in its wake came a body.

Chali. Rotting, a corpse barely held together by strands of skin and decaying tendons. A faint blue light shone in hollow eyes, and she looked at me, looked through me, with an emptiness I found entirely unsettling.

“Shit of the dead Gods,” I said, my breath catching in my throat. “Sirora, what have you done?”

The whole room erupted into movement. The bodies thrashed and writhed; I thought they fought one another, clawing and bashing, but instead they were merely scrambling to stand.

Soon they did. I saw them all. Shilke. Greefa…hundreds of the dead, jammed into the tiny cavern, standing silently, waiting for a command. I scanned them all. Their rotting, dead faces, trying to find…something. Anything. Some indication that they were more than simply bones given form.

“Do not stare,” said Sirora, although her tongue clicked, and she smiled. “Actually, stare as much as you like. There is nothing there. The reanimation process…it subtly, imperceptibly alters a body’s composition. They are liquid, believe it or not. The magic of revivifying the dead transmutes them into a paste of sorts; the variety differs depending on the type. Zombies are ash. Skeletons are ashes, vampires are honey, if you can believe that, and liches are dust.” 

The light faded from Sirora’s body.

“Where is Friela?” I asked, words finding my tongue once more. “The survivor?”

“Missing its head,” said Sirora. “Useless. Without a head, even an unliving creature cannot function. There are limits to any power.”

Looking around I could see only a sea of bodies and bones; the dead had, in a sense, been returned to us, although they were not the same. There was no life in Friela’s glowing eyes. Her body moved on its own accord, but it did not breathe; it was a lifeless husk reanimated by dark power.

“As you can see,” said Sirora, “now you have the ability to match Contremulus. He reannimates his dead, you reanimate your dead. His advantage is gone.”

“We can fight him now?” I asked, looking at the walking dead gathered before me.

Sirora’s eyes glowed blue in the dark, matching those of her reanimated minions. “No,” she said, her voice empowered with dark magic. “We can beat him.”


























CHAPTER XXIII










I LEFT SIRORA TO HER dark work. She moved from corpse to corpse, and every one she touched glowed with the same blue light, then sprang to life. Or unlife. Or…whatever it was.

I had work to do.

Derodohr was waiting for me by his cloth tent. He smiled in a very genuine way as I approached, his massive horns freshly polished. “Lady Ren, I heard about your great victory in the recent battle.”

“Thank you,” I said, “but I don’t feel like it was a great victory. The day was ours, yes, but we lost many warriors in the battle, and one of my magi was seriously injured.”

“Yet you were not injured. And your enemies broke and fled the battlefield, by all accounts. I saw their bodies themselves.” His smile widened, showing a maw full of razor sharp teeth. “No doubt Contremulus has a newfound respect for your abilities.”

It was true. Contremulus had burned Northaven because his assault had been cut down. That should have been a comfort to me, but all I could think about was the army of the dead inexorably marching towards us. They had been absent from my thoughts since the battle but now came flooding back.

“We were lucky today,” I said. “That was all.”

“Luck is not good enough.” Derodohr narrowed his red eyes. “You cannot gamble the fates of your people on luck. Luck is worthless. Luck is the recourse of the pathetic. You can fight battle after battle, and you can dodge an arrow a thousand times, avoiding it every time thanks to luck. The archer will never be sad or envious of you, because he knows he only needs enough to hit you once. Time and change are on his side.”

The metaphor was obvious. “So what do you do?”

“You find that archer when he sleeps and slit his throat.”

I couldn’t help but laugh. I had driven a dagger deep into Contremulus’s gut. Not only had the wound healed almost instantly, it had not even visibly pained him. “I doubt that will kill my father.”

“Everything dies,” said Derodohr. “If his throat cannot be slit, then hack his head off. If his head will not be separated, then find a bigger sword. If blades cannot harm him, crush him under a mountain. Finesse is for the weak. The crippled. Brute force is the ultimate weapon if you use enough.”

How much force could we bring to bear against such a creature? Incinerator could turn a kobold to ash, what would it do against my father?

Contremulus can control all of them, whispered Magmellion. Dark deeds indeed. Who do you face, Ren of Atikala, who can both set a city to flame, and then drag its inhabitants back to serve him?

Acknowledging my father’s power was not something I wanted to do.

“I don’t know how to do that,” I said.

“The answer,” said Derodohr, “is simple. Use what you have, and don’t let your enemies know it, until you’re ready. Like so.” He raised his head to the ceiling, and as though he were taking something off a shelf, reached up, and grabbed hold of something I could not see.

It squeaked and kicked, and Derodohr squeezed it until black-purple blood dripped down from the ceiling, and the broken body of a creature appeared, four legged, the size of a man with the centre of its body a massive maw. It was a horrible spider-man abomination.

“One of Sirora’s assistants,” said Derodohr, tossing the body into the corner. “It has been watching you for some time.”

“Since when?” I asked, narrowing my eyes.

“Since the attack on the spire.”

That would make sense. Sirora didn’t want me to be killed. She needed me.

“I’ll keep that in mind,” I said, taking a deep breath and trying not to look at the dead creature bleeding onto the floor of the canvas structure. “But…if you have something specific for me to do against my father, I’d like to hear that, too.”

“Take your forces out to meet Contremulus. Challenge him in the open field. Throw your forces at his; he is not interested in watching minions slaughter each other. He will seek you out, and when he does, lure him down under Drathari and to his death.” Derodohr tilted his head until it cracked. “How quickly can you mobilise your armies?”

“Quickly,” I said. “We have received…reinforcements.”

Right on cue, from the southern tunnels, Sirora came, and behind her, a column of reanimated kobolds. Hundreds of them, the majority of the bodies, stood up and walked. Behind them were the humans we had killed, those who had assaulted the central spire and those whom we had fought in the tunnels. A hundred of them, too, marching in step with the shorter undead kobolds.

Silent, save for the shuffle of their feet.

“You are not wrong,” said Derodohr as he stared appreciatively at the seemingly endless column of bodies that marched from the eastern tunnels. “I had wondered when you were going to employ the services of that necromancer you keep around, apart from the joy of discovering her ethereal filchers had been spying on you.”

“I had hoped not ever,” I said, taking a breath to keep my tone even. “But circumstances forced my hand.”

“As they do to all of us,” said Derodohr. “Such is the refrain of those of us with power and principles, very rarely do both of these things survive when placed in contest.”

I smiled whimsically. “Is it wrong that power seems to be winning?”

“It is natural,” said Derodohr. “In the wild the weak are prey to the strong. Civilisation circumvents this mechanism, but civilisation is really just a shared delusion. It is the lie we tell ourselves when we fear that we are weak.” He locked eyes with me. “Are you weak, Ren of Atikala?”

I watched Sirora lead the undead through city of Ssarsdale. Kobolds parted to let them through, bewildered.

“Let’s go find out.”

“We’ll need more warriors than that,” said Derodohr, his teeth showing. “We’ll need everyone.”

I put my hands on my hips, considering the crowd of watchers.

“Then let’s get everyone.”
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I emptied the city. 

Every bug farmer, every stonemason, every blacksmith and tailor and miner and leather worker and scout. Every hand had a spear put in it. Every scrap of food, water, supplies stacked onto sleds, dragged by teams of living dead. They did not tire. They did not complain or want for anything, nor require any organisation save being ordered to their task. The perfect servants. I now understood why Contremulus admired them so.

When the last foot stepped out of Ssarsdale, not even a single watchman was left in the city. It was a ghost town, quiet as a tomb.

The underworld shook with the pounding of twenty thousand kobold feet, hundreds of dwarves, and as many undead. My army, climbed up towards the fresh air of the surface and poured out onto like water from an overflowing river. For almost all of my people, this was the first time they had lived without a ceiling overhead. Their heads craned skywards, shielding their eyes from the harsh glare of the moon and the stars.

From atop the mountain, in the distance I could see the hole where the fallen star had landed and destroyed Atikala. What capriciousness of the dead Gods it was…destroying my home for no reason.

Beyond that, though, I could see Contremulus’s army. The dark stain spreading out from Northaven towards my mountain. Towards Ssarsdale. They would get closer. They would march near and around the hole that was Atikala. They would approach the base of the mountain that led down into Drathari, and there they would be defeated.

It was that, or every kobold in Ssarsdale would die and be turned into zombies.

The potential risk would inspire my soldiers.

The Darkguard met us on the surface, their grim work complete. It had been for some time. Not that I needed their report; I could see from the mountaintop the faint columns of smoke still drifting into the sky, joining up with those from Northaven. The small fires of farms and villages paled in comparison to the black smoke that hung over the blackened scar that was Northaven.

The one face I did not expect to see, however, was Yelora. Her leg was bandaged, swathed in thick cloths that were even now stained through with blood, but she could walk, albeit with a limp.

“You’re recovering nicely,” I said, eyeing the spear in her hand. “I hope you’re not planning to use that.”

“Whatever else I am,” she said, her voice lacking strength but making up for her injury with determination I found admirable, “I am a warrior. My life is yours, but it has not yet been given fully.”

I appreciated the sentiment. “If there’s anything I can do for you, to aid you, let me know.”

“Yes,” said Yelora, grip on her spear tightening. “There is one thing. Let me set camp. It is the least I can do to earn my meal tonight.”

That was agreeable to me. Yelora set up camp in the shadow of the mountain, then dispatched scouts to look for food and evaluate the terrain. I was nervous about sending the Darkguard so far away from me, but that was how they best operated, in the shadows, striking at the vulnerable. They were adequate fighters, but to throw them into the field was a waste.

I kept only one with me, with orders to slay anyone who laid a finger on me.

Valen.

He stared at the ground as I made preparations around camp, occasionally adjusting the straps on his new prosthetic, a thin blade on a leather cap, attached to the stump of his arm. Such things were rare in Ssarsdale; cripples were usually executed, but a fully trained Darkguard—even one who was barely out of adulthood—was a resource too valuable to squander.

You do not need him, whispered Magmellion, seeming to my mind’s ear to be…almost jealous. He is a nuisance. And he surely harbours hate in his heart for how you maimed him.

“Just as you harbour hate in yours for imprisoning you?” I whispered to myself, hoping nobody would hear.

An excellent point.

Derodohr appeared at the edge of my vision. I shut Magmellion out, focusing my thoughts outward. I couldn’t be chattering away to my imprisoned fire elemental during the battle.

“We should discuss our strategy,” Derodohr said, his voice seeming weirdly distorted in the outside air. “We should send our undead out first, let the dead fight the dead. Their losses will not be mourned.”

True. “How many?”

“All of them. They are easier to move as a unit; give them a command, and they will follow it mindlessly. The living dead do not think like us. They cannot be given complex instructions and expect success.”

I nibbled on my lower lip. “That’s…a risk. I went to a lot of effort to acquire these, and I’m not sure what the effect might be on Sirora if they are all destroyed. She invests part of herself in the creation of those things; to lose them all at once might affect her abilities.”

Derodohr craned his head, the edges of his demonic mouth turning upward. “What are you, a kobold or a kochicken?”

I had no idea what a chicken was, but I could understand what he was getting at. “It’s not a matter of cowardice.”

“Victory requires sacrifices. You cannot expect to win without loss, Lady Ren.”

Again, true. “Very well,” I said. “I shall dispatch our undead as the first wave.”

Derodohr nodded approvingly, casting his eyes out to the encroaching army of blackened corpses as they slowly, inexorably, drew closer and closer to the base of the mountain.
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Twin seas of the dead met just before dawn.

There was no strategy in this battle. No tactics. No finesse that could improve our odds. The bodies Sirora had reanimated, kobolds and humans alike, ran down the hill, silent except the fall of their feet. They rushed headlong into the massive wave of scorched corpses Contremulus had raised. Semi-skeletal armies of the unliving met in a smash of dead flesh, both sides weaponless and unarmoured, bashing and biting and flailing at each other, unthinking bodies brawling in the open snow.

Within moments I lost track of which undead were ours and which were his. Who was winning or losing? I could no longer tell. The fighting was chaos, the armies indistinguishable.

But the macabre scene was secondary to my primary concern. Where was Contremulus? I could not see him. My eyes searched, trying to find either a disguised human amongst the dead, or a dragon lurking somewhere, watching the battle and waiting to intervene.

“He is here,” said Derodohr, seeming to sense what I was thinking. “I promise you.”

“I know,” I said, watching as the undead hordes churned together. “I wish he would come. I want to face him. I want this to be over with.”

“Patience,” said Derodohr, “he will come when he feels the time is right. He is happy to spend his minions in the meantime. Speaking of the same, when our line breaks, send in the dwarves.”

Straight into the remains of Contremulus’s undead? “Are you mad? Treat the dwarves as a vanguard? They will be slaughtered.”

“They will deploy their pikes and shields, and they will hold back the tide. While they are occupied, send your spellcasters—including you—to attack their flank. Use your flame. Press them between iron and the flame.”

“Many dwarves will die,” I said, cautiously.

“Many dwarves will die,” echoed Derodohr.

As I watched, the tide of the dead began to shift. It was less a melee and more a movement, a tide creeping up the mountain base. There was no more fighting. Sirora’s living dead were spent. The reanimated citizens of Northaven were coming for us. 

With a thought, I activated my wings, and I leapt into the air. The cold wind buffeted me but I flew higher, beating my flaming wings.

At Derodohr’s command, the dwarven warriors formed a phalanx, a line of swords and shields ready to face the onslaught.

“For Irondarrow!” roared the dwarves as one, while the undead horde charged towards them, scorched and burned fingers extended, saying not a word.

With a gesture I raised a wall of fire between the living and the dead. The obvious peril did nothing to dissuade the mindless zombies; they charged through, the intense heat seeming to catch to the dead, dry flesh easily. Each creature became a flaming body, fully engulfed in it as they crashed into the dwarves shields, impaled themselves on their spears, and mindlessly crumbled to ash. The dwarves held their ground as the burning tide broke upon their shields and steel.

Summoning my inner fire, I conjured a tiny golden orb into my hand and hurled it into the mass of undead. It exploded in a flash, turning a score of walking corpses to dust. I threw another one. And another. And another. Their numbers seemed endless, but with every blast they thinned.

Send in the rest of your army, said Magmellion, spitting like bubbling water. Maintain pressure.

Not a bad idea; now was the time. I sent up a cone of flame into the air, the signal the Darkguard were waiting for. They crawled out of concealed cracks in the stone, flanking from one side, as the main body of my army—almost the entire population of Ssarsdale—charged the zombie army from the other.

Pinned between three armies, and with fire pouring down on them from above, the tide was far from stemmed, still stretching out for nearly a mile, but the dwarves held their ground as I fired. Sirora shot green rays and bolts of lightning into the mass of bone and flesh, taking her fair share as well. I dared to hope, for just a moment, that we could actually win.

“Above you!” roared Derodohr, his demonic voice somehow reaching my ears despite the height, and the clash of metal and flesh below. “Ren!”

I looked up, squinting at the bright light of the moon. Nothing but sky, dark and dotted with millions of tiny lights. There was no sign of anything but starlight.

Then I remembered, as the wind shifted, and the smell of the dead came not from below, but from above.

Derodohr could see invisible creatures.

I pointed my finger in roughly the direction the rush of air was coming from, and I fired rays of heat wildly. Two flew off into the sky, bright lines of fire that flickered out in the distance, but one struck home. It hit something, something close, something huge.

Then massive claws grasped my body, clenched around my armour and squeezed.

Magmellion shouted in my mind, crying out in pain. The steel warped and clenched, and although it felt tight around my midsection, it held. I drew Incinerator and stabbed wildly, driving into unseen flesh.

The claw appeared, fading into reality, and attached to it was a golden dragon. Huger than I remembered, scales shimmering in the predawn starlight, wings creating a powerful downward thrust of air with every beat. The flesh between its scales was withered and dead, and its eyes glowed with an inner blue light.

It was an undead gold dragon, flame and shadow and death.

But it wasn’t Contremulus. This dragon was female.

“Ophiliana?” I asked, helpless in her massive claws.

“Help me, Ren of Atikala,” she said, her voice wavering and full of pain. “Please.”


























CHAPTER XXIV










OF ALL THE THINGS THAT could possibly have attacked me, this was the last thing I was expecting.

I stared up at Ophiliana’s eyes. She looked back at me, holding me hundreds of feet above the ground.

“What do you want me to do?” I asked, the wind whipping the flames of my wings. “How can I help you?”

“You are my tether to this world,” she said, her voice echoing faintly. The shadows around her eyes were deep; she looked more of a corpse than a dragon, in contrast to Contremulus who seemed so alive and only let his nature be known if he wished it. “Contremulus is only fighting you to strengthen you. You must sever the link. I can show you how.”

Burn her now, said Magmellion in my mind. Do not fall for her tricks. Her lies. She is the mate of Contremulus!

Both sounded sincere, but Tzala’s words echoed back to me. Magmellion only wanted me to die. That way…he could be free.

“How?” I asked. “How can I break the link between us?”

She traced a claw over my steel breastplate. “Come with me, back to where it started. Where all this began…where you began. Come.”

Where I began? That made no sense. “What in the Hells are you talking about?”

“I will take you. Do not resist.”

What choice did I have? Struggle in a dragon’s grasp? “As you wish.”

Fool, spat Magmellion in my mind. You are at her mercy!

She carried me high into the air, to the northwest, to the hole in the ground that marked where Atikala once stood. Time had started to erode the edges of the vertical tunnel; it was more akin to a funnel than a hole now, the edge dangerously steep.

Ophiliana was not bothered by such things. She put a wing over, turning and plunging into the ground. She flew straight down, me in her grip, my wings leaving long trails of flame to mark our presence. We plunged through the darkness, glowbugs scurrying out of our way as we descended.

We passed by a giant web. I wondered if she was taking me there to see Six-Legs, the fiendish spider who lived in the hole, but she flashed by it in a second, and I saw no sign of him. Down and down and down. Soon a faint, warm glow at the bottom of the hole became visible, yellow and red, a tiny dot, but glowing.

Ophiliana carried me down to the bottom, flaring her wings and breaking her descent, hovering twenty feet from the rubble below. It was wet and mould grew everywhere, but below the thick layer of black slime, I could see a golden object, about ten feet long and five wide, oval shaped, pulsing with a heat even I could feel.

“Behold the fallen star,” she said, alighting near the ground in a hiss of steam. “Approach it, Ren of Atikala, and see for yourself.”

A gold dragon could not be burned by fire, neither could I with my golden scales, but the heat here…it burned in a way that was both terrible and incredible. It made me grimace, my eyes water.

Do not touch it! She is baiting you!

“Is it safe?” I asked, stepping closer. 

“Is anything in this world?” Ophiliana’s claws brushed aside the mould, and I could see it was an egg. An egg big enough for a person to fit inside. Covered in slime and pulsing faintly, it hissed as faint drops of water hit it.

There was an indentation within it. The shape of a human, lying curled up, hands around their knees.

“Someone was here,” I said, unable to keep the volume of my voice under control. I suddenly realised, all at once, what I was looking at. The vehicle for the destruction of Atikala. My home. “A falling star did not destroy Atikala…it was a man.”

“Not quite a man,” said Ophiliana, running her claw along the indentation. “A woman. A very special woman.” It did indeed look like a person. A human female. “The fallen star was…the end of something fantastic. And it took six years to get from where it was launched to where it arrived. Six years of travelling through the great dark between worlds, seeking a new vessel…a new host.”

“A new host?” I couldn’t help but feel a deep stab of worry. “What kind of host?”

“A corpse,” said Ophiliana, matter-of-factly. “A dead thing that could contain the beacon that would draw it in. Powers beyond my understanding reached out, calling the stone toward the host, journeying through the dark void, hoping to be rejoined…Heading straight toward it. Heedless of the barriers. Six years between the infusion of divine energy and the eggs arrival…” Her face twisted. “But even I do not understand the truth of what is happening here. The gap in the egg does not resemble you at all.”

There was undeniable truth in this. It was far too big, shaped like a human…

A human.

I took the amulet out of my belt pouch, and cautiously, slipped it over my head.

The world shifted and shrank once more. My armour slipped away from me, straps unbuckling and loosening on their own accord, and I felt Magmellion’s palpable disgust as his mind separated from my own. Red hair once again tumbled down my shoulders, and the world went black.

Light. It sprung from my fingertips as I completed the spell, bathing the area in yellow illumination. Ophiliana’s dead pupils expanded until they almost consumed her eyes.

“Reina Firehair,” she said, the reverence and awe in her voice as thick as the mould on the ground. “I would not possibly believe it if I had not seen you with my own eyes.”

“Who?” That was the same name the humans had called me. Because of the hair, they had said. “Who is that?”

“The dead Goddess of fire,” said Ophiliana, her voice barely a whisper. “She was the last of the Gods to fall silent. In life she appeared as a human woman, wreathed in flames, for fire is the great destroyer, but also the great healer…fire burns the skin but seals infection. Such is the duality of her nature. Your nature. It is no wonder you could not die.”

A Goddess? There was no way I was such a thing. “You’re tricking me,” I said. “Lying to me.”

“To an avatar of the Gods, not even I would be so bold.”

It wasn’t me. It wasn’t possible. Slowly, I turned my eyes towards the hole in the egg. Naked, and suddenly freezing cold, I stepped over towards it, awkward in my human body. I slid into the hole in the egg, the indentation in the shape of a woman, and turned sideways, wiggling around until I fit.

And I did.

Perfectly.

I felt strange, sitting there in the perfect outline of my human form. As though I were pretending to be a person I was not. Strange.

And vulnerable.

“I am sorry,” said Ophiliana, voice tinged with sincerity as her head turning upward, the corners of her huge mouth sagging. “I brought her here, as you requested, my lord.”

Contremulus. He appeared smile first in the silhouette of the night sky above, a winged golden shimmer that became a dragon.

“You didn’t bring me here to help you,” I said, clambering out of the hole, my human fists balling at my sides. “You betrayed me!”

“I was forced,” said Ophiliana, as she looked away from me. “His thoughts are in my mind, slaving me to him. I am not fully formed, yet. The bond is incomplete. My mate thought I would destroy myself when I saw what horrible creature he had made me into…”

From all around me, a faint scrabbling noise grew. From the stone rubble, well hidden from view, climbed a dozen or more tiny dragons—hatchlings all, the size of a kobold. Withered. Dead. All had the same blue light in their eyes their parents had.

“…and my children.”

I had no armour. No sword. Nothing. I was helpless at the bottom of a massive pit. “How could you do this?” I asked Contremulus. “You loved her, I saw it in the way you kept her memory alive in your room. Now look at what she is! What you’ve done to her!”

“I’ve freed her,” he said, his deep voice echoing from all the walls of the giant hole. “We can be together again.” He looked at her, tail lashing. “Say we can be together again now, my love.”

“We—” Ophiliana forced the words out, “can be together again.”

“See?” Contremulus craned his neck, smiling eagerly to me. “What death has done I have undone.”

Madness. Utter madness. And I was a fool to trust him. “So go ahead,” I spat. “Kill me already.”

He laughed, the noise booming and shaking the rock walls. “You think I had my mate bring you here to kill you? Silly kobold, you simply do not understand anything at all, do you?”

“You want to harden me, test me, use me to bring Ophiliana back into this world.”

“And how can I do that if you are dead?”

That was a good point. “So,” I said again, taking a deep breath of the cold, musty air, “why am I here?”

He examined me with those eyes, blue and dark and terrible. “I need you to suffer.”

“Hearing your voice is suffering enough,” I spat. “And seeing what you did to the body of the one you claimed to love. To your own children. I’ve felt your knives. I’ve lived in the darkness. I know suffering.” My voice cracked. I had hurt Valen, too. “Nothing can hurt me more than the ones I’ve lost.”

Contremulus silently gestured with a claw. The dracoliches that were his children surged forward, grabbing me with their claws. I kicked and struggled and spat flame, but I had no weapons, and fire could not hurt them. They held me down, on my back, sharp claws digging into my human flesh.

Contremulus loomed over me, his giant dragon face inches away from mine. “I have been planning this for so long I barely know where to start,” he said, his foul, dead breath washing over me. “Dismemberment. Slashing. Cutting. These are primitive forms of suffering; the most exquisite ways are, as you said yourself, the matters of the heart.” His gaze met mine. “Do you wonder why I always knew your movements? Why you simultaneously won and lost every battle?”

I said nothing, just glared at him.

Contremulus’s eyes rolled back in his head. “My pet,” he said, “I have her now. It is time.”

I could barely keep in a furious hiss. “You are lying,” I said. “Trying to make me paranoid, thinking all my allies are against me. Filling my head with lies about fire gods.”

“Then let us see,” said Contremulus, his wings unfurling. He spoke to those around him. “Bring her to the surface, let her see for herself. Ophiliana, take her armour with you.”

She picked up the plates, as commanded, and her dragon hatchlings lifted me up. Carried me out of the hole in Drathari. Ophiliana and Contremulus followed, circling as they climbed, and soon we were back under the moonlight of the surface world.

A glance to the battlefield told me everything I needed to know. It was overrun with the dead. Kobold bodies lay strewn everywhere, and my forces had been backed up to the cave entrance that led towards the underworld. There was no fighting. No more battles. As we drew closer, I could see why—the dead had stopped, turned away from the battle, and as though completely disinterested, began to march back to the ruins of Northaven.

We landed near the cave entrance. The dragon hatchlings threw me unceremoniously on the ground, the plates of my armour thrown down beside me. Incinerator clattered on the stones as it landed by my side.

All eyes were upon me. I barely recognised the kobolds surrounding me; they all looked like stunted monsters, full of teeth and claws and spears, with identical wicked expressionless faces.

They chittered in their strange language—my language that I no longer spoke—and I glared up at Contremulus.

“They see you as a human now,” he said. “They see you are not one of them.”

From the crowd, I saw one kobold with dark blue light glowing in their eyes. It had to be Sirora. She was the traitor, of course. Of course it had to have been her. Of course…

Yet, despite my face-blindness, I could she was fearful. Reserved. Her posture did not strike me as one who was revelling in their triumph, more one who was terrified at the prospect of a sudden, imminent death. In fact, the only kobold who was anything other than terrified was…

Kresselack as he sank down onto his knees before Contremulus, bowing low and reverently.

“What did they promise you?” I hissed, smoke rising from my hands. “Power? A meaningless title? You were already head of the blacksmiths, you miserable little worm, what possible thing could they have…” The words died on my lips. He couldn’t understand me, but the way he was looking at me, through me as though I were an object, told me everything.

Me.

They’d promised him me. 

I raised my hand, and I sent a searing hot wave of flame at him, intent on burning him to the bone, but my armour sprung to life and—moving of its own accord—formed itself into a kobold and flew in front of the heat. Then, marching forward, it enveloped me.

Steel flew on my shoulders. On my arms. The helm jammed itself onto my head. It stretched to accommodate my human size—twisted and uncomfortable, and it held me fast. I struggled inside my metal prison. I couldn’t move.

Contremulus inclined his head. “You did well,” he said, “Grand-Ember Magmellion, Lord of Ashes.”

“Free me,” came a hissing from the armour. It wasn’t Draconic; I didn’t realise Magmellion spoke the common tongue. “I did as you asked, now destroy Ren of Atikala, let me be free.”

“In time,” Contremulus said, “Kresselack can unwork the binding. You will be free, proud prince. She is not to die yet.” He turned to me, ominous light glowing in his eyes. “Leaving only the matter of completing the bond. Of tying Ophiliana’s life to this world forever, completing the binding, and strengthening her phylactery, so that it can never be destroyed.”

“I will help you,” said Derodohr, stepping out of the crowd, his voice sounding so different in the common tongue.

“Bastard eidolon,” I said, the beginnings of a snarl coming from my mouth. “You promised to help me. Your mistress promised. We had a deal!”

“I never promised that my soldiers would join your side,” said Derodohr. “Nor that any dwarves would. You inferred from my words that we were here to help you. In reality, all we said was, simply put, that they would fight and die in the coming battle. Which we did. Meanwhile, we infiltrated your ranks, guided you subtly towards the surface, and…” he shrugged helplessly. “Here we are.”

“You can’t seriously believe you’d get away with this,” I said.

“Of course I do,” said Derodohr. “That’s why I’m doing it.”

Fury burned inside me. “When your mistress hears about this—”

“Are you really that blind?” Derodohr, seemingly amused, glanced to his dwarven soldiers. Those that remained. “She commanded me to betray you. Sorry you had to find out this way, but…there’s an old dwarven saying, kick someone when they’re down—it’s the only time you can really kick anyone.”

I ground my human teeth together. “I should have known the demon summoners were liars.”

“Never have we lied to you. Not once. We have found, over the years, that the best way to avoid magical detection of lies is to simply tell none.”

“But that’s not fair,” I said, struggling once again inside my own suit of armour. My own prison.

“Nothing in this life is.” He smiled with plenty of teeth. “If it helps, Ren, we would have genuinely helped you had you won. My mistress is old enough to know how the game is played—she was not on your side, she was on both sides. Had you beaten your father, slim possibility as it was, we would have genuinely allied ourselves with you. As things stand, well…” He nodded to Contremulus. “The queen serves you, Lord Dragon.”

“Of course, she does,” said Contremulus.

“I’ll get you for this,” I said to Derodohr.

“No, you won’t,” he said.

I glared at Derodohr, at Kresselack, and then finally at my father. “An impressive show,” I said. “You won. Go ahead. Torture me. Do whatever it is you want—I am sick of talking.”

“Then let us begin,” said Contremulus, striding over to me, his wings settling over his back. “But first, let me look at you with your own eyes.” He reached out for the amulet I wore, grabbed hold of the jewel and snapped the chain.

My body shrank. I reached up and took the necklace off, and the world began to return to its rightful size—larger, full of light, and the detail on my allies faces returned.

 As I changed, my armour changed with me, keeping me immobile. Contremulus picked up my blade and inspected it in the growing light. Above him, his reanimated hatchlings circled, their dead wings beating silently in the night.

“Impressive,” said Contremulus, running his eyes along the edge. “Quite the masterful weapon. I sense powerful magic to it.”

“Its touch can turn the living into ash,” I said, squirming inside the metal to no avail. “I wonder what it would do to you?”

“You want me to die?” Contremulus narrowed his eyes, an amused smile dancing over his lips. “How wonderful.”

Contremulus had fought so hard, done so much, that it was impossible to conceive of him wanting to end it all. There must have been something I was missing. “I have no idea what that means.”

Ophiliana looked at me with a strange eagerness in her eyes. Gone was the innocence, the injury. Was it all an act? No. I sensed something else. “We will need her blood,” she said, the barest quiver in her words. “How best should we extract it?”

“This,” said Contremulus, his eyes turning to me, “is something we are both intimately familiar with.” His body began to shift and melt away. Shrank. Became a human man with blond hair, Incinerator in his hand. The weapon grew to fit his palm.

My gut churned. I knew what was coming. Once he had ripped out my heart. The pain was fresh in my mind. Agony. My whole body ached just remembering. “Just do it,” I spat. “Do it!”

Contremulus walked over to me, my own blade in hand, and carefully slipped it between the metal plates and into my gut.

There was no way I could prepare for it. The raw, searing agony of steel piercing flesh, tearing past my scales, and into the tender organs below. It burned in a way I’d hoped I’d never feel again, raw and visceral and primal.

And my screaming. Screaming like I was back in Northaven, having my flesh cut into, my scales pried back, my spines pulled out. I felt like I was back there, back in that dark place.

Blood. Pain. Contremulus yanked the blade out of me, slick with my golden blood.

Everything got fuzzy. Light. I could barely focus. I knew this feeling, and I’d prayed with all my strength to all the dead Gods that I’d never feel it again.

“So curious,” said Contremulus, marvel in his voice as he regarded the blood-slicked blade. “You did not burn.”

I gurgled wordlessly, my blood splattering out onto the snow in front of me, staining it piss-yellow. It would have been better if I had; better to be consumed and turned to ash than to slowly die of a gut wound.

“Are you ready?” he asked Ophiliana.

“Yes,” she said, her wings settled in against her sides. Whatever reluctance she had displayed before was completely gone.

Contremulus reached into an invisible bag—his hand disappeared, and then returned—and when it did, it held a familiar flower, blood red, suspended in a glass of water.

I knew this thing. A treasure of his that he kept so very close to him.

Of course. Of course he’d chosen that as the container for his soul.

He tilted the blade, letting my blood run down it, thick drops hissing slightly as they fell into the water, tainting the fluid faintly with gold.

“My love,” said Contremulus, smiling genuinely as he held it out to Ophiliana, his human hand dwarfed by her draconic form. “It is done. Drink, and we’ll be together forever.”

“I love you,” said Ophiliana, and with an equally genuine smile, she reached out and cupped the vial in her claw.

With one swift motion, crushed it.

Glass fell on the ground, tiny shards breaking as they hit the stones. The water splashed and dissolved into rainbow light.

Contremulus howled in a voice that reverberated with magic. Bright blue light shone from his eyes, lighting up the night, but it faded quickly.

The hurt, the betrayal in his eyes was so real that whatever sense of savage satisfaction I could draw from it was muted and double edged.

His soul had been forced back into his body.

He was vulnerable.

Ophiliana swung her claw at him. Contremulus leapt backward, golden wings springing from his back. He grew, becoming a dragon once more. The two clashed, claws slashing and teeth biting.

“I will not be your slave!” roared Ophiliana. Her claws found purchase on his body, squeezing, puncturing his dead flesh. Her voice reverberated with ghostly power. “I died long ago!”

Contremulus raked at her exposed belly, drawing thick lines across her scales, sparks flying from his claws as they sliced her open.

Neither wound seemed to affect the other. They bit and slashed and clawed like crazed beasts, but almost as soon as their wounds had been inflicted, they closed.

Bite. Claw. Rend. Roar. Slash.

The two dragons locked in close, tumbling across the snow, rolling over a handful of the Ironguard who failed to get out of the way in time and were crushed. Their wings slammed into trees and people alike, smashing whatever they found into chunks of gore and timber.

I caught Derodohr’s eye, and for the first time, I could see only confusion on his face. He didn’t know what to do.

Neither did I.

My body ached from my wound. But Magmellion had been able to stave away exhaustion…what other maladies could his strength prevent?

“We must help her,” I said to Magmellion. “Release me. Let me fight. I can tip the scales and together, save us both.”

He laughed into my head. You must be joking. I have you completely at my mercy, and at the mercy of my master.

“If Contremulus wins, he might honour his deal,” I said, as the brawling dragons moved out of view. I couldn’t turn my head to look. “Or he might not. But if you let me go, keep me standing, and if Ophiliana wins, I have no need for you. I swear I’ll release you from your bonds.”

And if she does not? Your suggestion hinges on many ifs.

“Then I’ll die, and you’ll be free. Either way, you win.”

I could sense him mulling over this. Roars and the snapping of jaws surrounded us, lending urgency to the decision.

“Hurry up,” I hissed, feeling my blood drain away. “Or there won’t be a fight to intervene in!”

Suddenly, I felt the armour shift, and its hold on me eased. My strength returned, and in earnest. The pain from my wound faded.

Betray me and I will never, ever believe a word you say, said Magmellion into my head. I will bring the pain back and you will beg for death.

That was fine. I would be doing that anyway. At least now I could tilt my head.

Ophiliana had Contremulus pinned to the ground, tearing at his throat, but I could see that her advantage was tenuous at best. I ran to where Incinerator had fallen, snatching up the weapon, the blade still slick with my blood.

I charged in, wings of flame bursting from my back, lifting me off the ground. I led with Incinerator’s tip, the weapon slicing through Contremulus’s wing and through the bone. He snapped at me with his jaws as I passed, but I flew up, above him.

“Keep him pinned!” I shouted, risking a glance upward. The dragon hatchlings descended towards me, claws extended.

She tried. Ophiliana slammed her claws into his wings, holding him against the snow-covered ground, jamming him down. The first of the undead hatchlings flew past, its sharp claws digging into my shoulder, sparking off my armour. Then another. I needed to attack, but Contremulus needed to be disabled. He needed to be immobile.

Ophiliana dug her claws in, using her superior size to keep him pinned. I readied my blade for the strike; I would fly straight down and stab him as far as I could. Straight to the heart. No mistakes.

Contremulus locked eyes on his mate, and there was a silent, almost imperceptible wave of magic. A battle of wills as Contremulus attempted to assert his dominance over his creation.

She released him.

Ophiliana’s gaze turned up at me, full of pity and apology. She spoke a word of magic, and a snake of ice leapt out from her tongue to me, snapping itself around my body. It latched hold of my breastplate, pulling me down to her waiting maw.

My wings flapped frantically, but they were no match for her great strength. The dragon hatchlings bit and scratched, their small claws sneaking past the gaps in my plate, scraping along the chain, the tips nicking past my scales and opening small wounds on my flesh. Contremulus stood up, his wounds closing as I watched. His cold, emotionless face twisted slightly in a vicious, victorious sneer. He knew I could not fight both of them, especially not with his children fighting against me, too. Not even on my best day.

You lose, said Magmellion in my head as Ophiliana’s spell pulled me closer and closer, and her teeth opened wide to swallow me whole.

I heard spellcasting nearby. The ground beneath Contremulus reached up, stone fingers that grasped hold of his legs, feet, wings, solidifying themselves around his body. A spell of stone shaping. But who?

Sirora threw down the spent scroll of stone shaping in her hands, her face as white as a ghost. “Kill him now!” she shouted.

I couldn’t, not while Ophiliana still held my armour with her spell. I was still trapped. We were a hundred feet above the ground. It might as well be a hundred miles.

“Let me out,” I said to Magmellion. “Let go of me.”

But you’ll fall.

“And then,” I said, “I’ll die. And you’ll be free.”

Blessedly that seemed enough. My armour animated once more, moving itself away from me. The boots slipped off my feet. Shoulder plates fell away. The breastplate unlatched itself and broke in half, and I fell.

Down, down, down. Blade leading the way.

Pain returned. Deep and searing. Magmellion couldn’t shield me from its effects anymore; it was all I could do to keep my sword arm strong.

Wind howled around my earholes. My blade’s edge gleamed in the dim light. Contremulus looked up at me, and I saw for the very first time something I had never, ever seen nor even expected to see.

Fear.

He exhaled, flame washing over me, but I didn’t feel anything more than the air. I followed the fire down, blinded by the white light, holding Incinerator out.

I fell into Contremulus’s mouth, my blade stabbed into the back of his throat and into his brain.

Contremulus’s body twitched and jerked, the inside of his maw aging around me. His scales shrank and withered, the skin beneath whitening and then turning to dust. The flesh of his muscles turned to blackened ash, revealing the ancient yellow bone of his skull beneath. This, too, turned to a fine black mist, forming a pile of glowing ashes on the ground, snow melting around them.

His anger faded, quenched by the impossible heat of my blade. Of my last scrap of energy channelled into a single strike. The roaring ceased, and everything was quiet.

His body aged, rotted and fell apart. And all the while, around me, he smiled the most genuine and happy smile I’d ever seen.

I fell out of the ashes onto the snow, clutching my abdomen. I was covered in black ash, bleeding, and the wound was deep, but I felt something strange take over me. A warmth from within that was both pleasant and revitalizing.

There was a glow, in the distance, a bright light that outshone the coming dawn.

The fallen star was alive.

It flew out of the hole above Atikala, standing upright and full of light. It lit up the whole mountainside, turning night into day. It drifted into the sky, and I felt myself being pulled off the ground. Floating on my back, a similar light shining from me. Drops of my blood fell onto the snow.

“Apothesis,” said Ophiliana, her eyes wide. “Reina, Goddess of Flame and Healing…returning to us!” She looked at me with a sudden life to her voice. “Could it be?”

I had no idea. I felt some a presence being torn out of me, like an unseen limb being removed.

For the briefest moment, I saw thirteen faces in the sky, looking down at me, my own amongst them.

But then it faded. Whatever magical event I’d started stopped as soon as it began. The vision disappeared. I fell to the ground, landing hard.

Something broke as I hit. I felt, rather than heard, the wet snap of bone. Air was blasted from my lungs.

The fallen star drifted into the sky until it got too high to see, and then it vanished.

Pain. Laboured gasping for air that only came in tiny puffs. A creeping numbness spread over my legs, over my arms, one I’d felt before.

I was dying.

This time, though, it was different. In some indeterminate way I was different. Changed. I’d lost something irreplaceable.

I felt very small.

“Ren,” said Sirora, crouching beside me. “Can you move?”

Wheezing gasps were all I could manage.

Valen appeared at the edge of my vision. “She is badly hurt,” he said. “Can you do anything for her?”

Sirora shook her head. “The wounds are mortal. If she does not bleed herself dry, shock and infection will do the rest.”

“That’s okay, though,” said Valen, “isn’t it?” He sat down beside me, folding his legs. “Ren once told me that Contremulus ripped out her heart. How could this be worse? If she dies, will she not simply come back as before?”

I tried. I tried to say things. Say that I was stronger than this, that I could pull through, but it was all I could do to get air through my throat.

Ophiliana’s head drifted over them all, blue eyes shining as the dawn light struck them. “The light,” she said, “it left her body. The fallen star went back to the sky…Reina Fireheart’s divine essence is gone. To where, I cannot say, but…whatever power she had is no more.”

“How could you know?” asked Sirora.

Ophiliana said nothing, but she did not need to.

I knew. I knew it in my broken bones. A primal truth that I had no evidence for, but I could feel on some level.

There was no coming back from this.

A strange peace came over me. Maybe it was my time. Tyermumtican was gone. The threat to Ssarsdale was ended. Tzala and Dorydd were somewhere far from here, away from all of this. Safe. Valen might have lost a hand, but he would do okay. I had no causes left to fight for.

In pain, suffering, and at peace with it all, I waited for death to come.

Ophiliana gathered her hatchlings. They were confused, lost without Contremulus to guide them, but she spoke kindly, and they, perhaps sensing some kindred with their undead mother, obeyed her. They took wing together as the dawn grew into day.

Derodohr and his dwarven wizard opened a portal back to their homeland and departed without saying a word.

Kresselack stared at me mournfully, and then, using a hammer and chisel, scraped off the metal markings I’d made on my armour. The metal liquefied and burned to ash. He disappeared, joining the rest of the army. If Magmellion had anything to say to me, he had no way of doing so. But at least he was free. His service was ended.

Sirora rallied the surviving kobolds, their eyes burning from the light, and they marched underground. I had no illusions about what might happen next. Sirora would take command of the city, of that I had no doubts, but perhaps she deserved it. She had come through for me in the end and now every kobold in Ssarsdale was behind her without question. 

Everyone went except one.

Valen.

He stayed, even as the daylight burned his eyes, and the cold wind battered his body. He stayed with me, too afraid to finish me off, too attached to me to leave. He just watched as my breath slowed, the blood ebbed to a trickle, and the daylight began to melt the fallen snow.

Hours passed. Then, finally, my body reached the foregone conclusion everyone else had seen, and the world went grey, fogged over, then faded away entirely. My eyes closed. The only thing I heard were Valen’s footsteps as he walked over the last of the snow, picked up Incinerator, and headed for the tunnel back to the underworld. To Ssarsdale.

Everyone I knew left me for dead on the mountaintop, a bloodstained, broken body from which all semblance of life had fled.

Hours passed.

When I finally opened my eyes, it was night once more.

The bleeding had stopped. Everything hurt, and the pain reassured me that this was no dream; no hallucination. I was alive.

Somehow.

If there was a divine hand in my survival, it came not from mystical energies that rejuvenated my body. It hurt too much for that. Instead, I had simply been so close to slipping from life to death that all the world had mistaken the former for the latter.

I couldn’t stay there forever. I tried sitting up. I failed. I tried again. Failed.

Finally I did it. Pushing myself up into a sitting position took time. I had broken ribs. My abdomen burned, but the wound did not seem fatal. I had lost a lot of blood. One of my legs was warped, wrenched, twisted. I pushed myself into a standing position, crying in pain from the effort. I tested my leg. It could take weight. I could walk. Barely.

Ssarsdale only welcomed me because I had power. I reached inside, trying to find the flames. Trying to spellcast, to summon my wings of flame and soar once more.

I found nothing. Only a cold, empty interior, devoid of magic.

Not even a spark.

I tried again, through teeth that chattered, the cold stinging my wounds. Nothing.

Again. Nothing.

Again. Nothing.

A sorcerer with no magic was no better than a common worker, and that’s how I would be treated. If I went back to Ssarsdale, I would be mining in the tunnels or farming bugs until I died.

Assuming they didn’t just kill me for being a cripple.

So where?

Northaven was gone, and even if there were survivors, and even if they rebuilt, there was nothing for me there but bad memories. Ophiliana was still out there, and although we had fought together, I sensed there was no friendship between us. She was still a lich. And I had killed her mate.

There was no promise she would not try to finish what Contremulus had started.

Irondarrow was closed to me too. Derodohr and his mistress would impale me on their doorway before I could say a word.

Vaarden despised me, despised everyone really, and I wasn’t even sure where he was anymore.

Ivywood was destroyed.

Tyermumtican was dead. What he’d offered me, and what I’d agreed to, was meaningless now. There was no point in it.

But a promise was a promise. With no other ideas, wounded, powerless, and alone, I headed south. I put one foot in front of the other, with no goal, no provisions, no armour, and no weapons.

South as far as south went.


























EPILOGUE










What I Have Done




SO NOW THE WORLD KNOWS the truth. The truth as best I can tell it.

It is easy to curry sympathy when I am the storyteller. All that is known of these events is recorded by me, since everyone else who has a voice to dissent is either uninterested in what others think of them or dead.

I wish it were not so. I wish there was someone who could carefully explain to those I wronged that my intentions were noble; even if my actions were in error, they were committed with noble purpose.

But there is none. So I offer this. To judge me you need to see the world through the eyes of those who are not me.

Take, for example, the human villagers of Ivywood. Before their deaths they were almost entirely ignorant of the machinations, scheming, struggles and sacrifices happening far beneath their soil. All they know is a strange woman arrived at their village without introduction, left almost as rapidly, and a short while thereafter, a legion of kobold assassins struck out and massacred their town down to the last man, woman, and child.

How would those from neighbouring Sharrowton see these events? Certainly as pure, unprompted aggression from monsters doing as they always do: raiding, attacking, murdering. In their eyes the villagers of Ivywood were innocent victims of random chance. They have pity, emphay, but not rage. Nobody is angry when a storm destroys a town.

But I was no elemental force. No hurricane or tsunami. I made choices, I had options, and as much as I would like to dismiss all of it on an addiction I was powerless to prevent, I am accountable for everything I’ve done.

To myself, if no one else.

For many who suffer as I do, no matter our addictions, the truth is that we never really conquer our demons. We simply subdue them for long enough that we die before falling prey to their vices. This is a victory of a sort, but in my mind, it rings hollow.

I am flawed. I am broken. I can never be good, as others are. I can never be just. I can never be one of the common people. Our brains are simply too different. I am an alien. An outsider, and I always will be. The truth dawned on me, as terrible and horrible as anything I’d ever known, made all the more terrifying because of the singular, wicked truth I knew it held.

I am Ren of Atikala.

And I am a monster.




— Ren of Atikala
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