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Chapter One
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Lord Zelroth watched the gathered men and women of the Camusch with morbid curiosity as they knelt before him in silent prayer to Aamon. Incredibly, Cleric Zayin’s predictions had proven correct, and more than seventy of the fanatical zealots had answered the call to sacrifice themselves for their God willingly. Why anyone would ever choose to do such a thing, Lord Zelroth couldn’t even begin to understand—but neither did he want to. The only thing that mattered to him at that moment was that he now had more lives to sacrifice to his Aznavor. He just hoped that they would be enough to appease Aamon’s increasingly incessant demands—at least for a while.


No matter how many sacrifices Lord Zelroth had made of late, it never seemed to be enough for Aamon. He had already exhausted his prison population weeks ago, and the entire town of Bruecia had been cleansed of anyone who had ever been convicted of a crime, along with anyone even suspected of committing one. Even their immediate families and known associates had been taken into custody. In fact, Aamon’s recent demands had been so incessant, that Lord Zelroth had tasked one of his Inquisitors to weed out any non-essential servants from within Azmarin itself.


Neither the soldiers he had sent to The Badlands to acquire more prisoners nor the soldiers he had sent after them had returned yet. Rumours of an uprising in the far south had been intercepted by his spies in several bars and taverns throughout the empire, but no hard evidence had yet come to light. Of course, if the rumours did indeed turn out to be accurate, he would crush whoever it was that dared to challenge him. But right now, he had more important things on his mind.


The very thought of ‘rumours’ caused him to stifle a grin. Rumours about an uprising in the far south were not the only ones doing the rounds at the moment. Several other rumours regarding the fate of the remaining Camusch members who had refused to heed Aamon’s call were also currently circulating around town. Several of their bodies had already been discovered in dark alleyways with their throats cut; no doubt executed by the Camusch themselves as punishment for their lack of faith. But it was the fate of the other thirty or so missing members that had caused most consternation amongst them.


His spies reported that the Camusch had been asking questions regarding their whereabouts all around town, but nobody seemed to know for sure where they had gone or what had happened to them. Some believed they were still in hiding somewhere in Bruecia, but most thought that they had already fled. There were no roads in or out of Bruecia. The town was nestled in a valley surrounded by high mountains on three sides. The only way in or out was via ship, and so that was the most commonly held belief as to how they had managed to escape.


“And they were right… at least in part,” he thought, finally allowing the grin to spread across his face. Truth be told, he had never expected so many of the Camusch to come forward and sacrifice themselves willingly. But regardless, he always knew there would be cowards amongst them looking for a way to escape. And he made sure that he supplied that means of escape—or at least the illusion of it.


He had known exactly when the request for sacrifices would be delivered to the Camusch leader, and he had made sure that only one ship had been docked that day. From the outside it appeared to be nothing more than a regular merchant vessel, unloading its goods onto the dockside and going about its business in the usual way. But inside the hold, it was a very different story. The oil in the lanterns below decks had been heavily infused with a magic-dampening herb, creating an environment that would render any magi impotent almost immediately. And, of course, the ship’s crew were really Empire soldiers in disguise, waiting to strike when the time was right.


As expected, shortly after the request to the Camusch was delivered and their members informed, a few of them found their way to the docks looking for a means to escape. Transport was arranged, and they were all told to return after dark, which they did willingly.


None of them suspected a thing as they descended into the bowels of the ship that night. But a few minutes later, when the soldiers were sure the herbs had taken effect, the hatch was opened and a flask of Nightmist was dropped inside. The men and women’s cries were brief as they inhaled the gas, as were the quiet thuds of their unconscious bodies impacting the hull of the ship.


The crates which had been unloaded from the ship earlier that day had been empty but were soon filled with the bodies of the drugged men and women and transported directly to the gates of Azmarin. The next time they awoke, they were all in chains, waiting to be fed to the Aznavor. Their pathetic screams and pleas for their lives were still fresh in his mind, and his grin slowly grew into a broad smile.


The first of the Camusch got to his feet and nodded that he was ready to one of the Darkseed Elite guards. The large doors of the room slowly opened, and the man stepped out into the hallway beyond. It was less than twenty paces to the Aznavor chamber, and Lord Zelroth watched the man intently every step of the way for any signs of fear or doubt—but he saw none. Even when the man arrived outside the door, he showed no outward signs of fear. He simply chanted a prayer over and over under his breath, ignoring all else around him. As the huge door swung open, the Inquisitor within the room immediately silenced him, preventing him from crying out in fear when he saw the awaiting Netherworld beast. It had been prearranged, so the other Camusch didn’t hear the screams of their brethren when they entered the room, but seeing the man’s calm demeanour, Lord Zelroth wasn’t sure it was even necessary.


He spoke a single word of power, and the door swung silently shut behind him. He was curious to see just how committed this man was. He chanted a few more words of power under his breath and activated an old enchantment within the walls to prevent any sound from escaping the room. He had added the enchantment shortly after securing the Aznavor there but soon realised that he didn’t actually care if anyone heard the screams from within the room, and had never used it since. He silently communicated with his Inquisitor to release his silence spell, and also not to take control of the man’s mind unless he attempted to escape. The man turned to look at Lord Zelroth and nodded, but never stopped chanting his prayer. Then without a moment’s hesitation, he turned and resumed his slow walk towards the Aznavor.


The creature strained violently at its bonds, hissing loudly at the man’s slow, methodical approach. Then it suddenly stopped and fell silent. It seemed to sense the man’s willingness to die and began to make a strange low rumbling sound. It was a sound that Lord Zelroth had never heard it make before. But the creature’s peculiar behaviour didn’t end there. When the man stepped within range of the Aznavor’s mind control, it didn’t react as it usually did. Instead of reaching out towards the man with its six long tentacles and becoming agitated at the prospect of its impending meal, it stayed perfectly still with its large cat-like eye firmly fixed on his approach. It didn’t attempt to take control of his mind or lunge towards him. Instead, it patiently waited until the man was standing no more than a few inches away from it, then turned in mid-air to lock its huge eye on Lord Zelroth. It hissed loudly and bared its razor-sharp teeth at him, before slowly turning back towards the waiting man. Still, the man showed no signs of fear, much to Lord Zelroth’s annoyance. Then as if to vex him still further, the Aznavor denied him the usual spectacle of swallowing its victim to the waist and eventually biting them in two. Instead, it closed its jaws slowly over one of the man’s hands that he’d been holding out in front of him, and from what he could see, bit down gently, barely breaking the skin.


Lord Zelroth knew the creature was draining the man’s power because he could see it with his mage-sight, but its behaviour made no sense at all to him. He supposed the creature might have been fully satiated after being fed so much in such a short period—but he doubted it. Or maybe it had something to do with the man showing no fear, he mused, as the man’s death-pulse washed over him. Whatever it was, unless it changed soon, it stood to ruin a perfectly enjoyable day for him, he thought as the doors to the chamber swung open. As he stepped out into the hallway, he spoke a single word of power, and the Aznavor screamed in pain. Lord Zelroth smiled as he strode down the hall towards the remaining Camusch.


Chapter Two
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Lusam watched as the remains of the dead Netherworld creatures smouldered and smoked in the midday sun. There had been no change to The Rift since he and his father had attempted to seal it the previous day. Aamon, for the time being at least, seemed content to remain sealed inside the Netherworld. But for how long, none of them knew. One thing that he did know, however, was that time, yet again, was against them. He and his father needed to fly north to locate the dragons. He smiled as he realised that finding them would be the easy part. Convincing one of them to bond with him—well, if what his father had said about the distrust between dragons and humans was true, that could prove to be difficult, to say the least. Not to mention extremely dangerous.


Dangerous or not, he was keen to be underway as soon as possible. His father, on the other hand, had different ideas. He wasn’t content to simply leave the paladins alone to defend The Rift again while they flew north to seek out the dragons. Instead, he insisted on teaching the few magi there several key spells, including how to cure the poison that had killed Hershel and the others. And how to create the small clear globes which dispelled the darkness around The Rift, as well as a spell to prevent or slow the growth of The Rift, should it reopen while they were gone.


Imbuing them with the knowledge of how to counteract the poison, Lusam could understand. But he questioned the efficacy of the rest of his father’s plan. Especially given the fact that he and his father were unable to seal The Rift fully. What chance did a handful of weak magi have? In reply, his father had pointed out the distinct advantage of not having the inky blackness obscuring The Rift. If the paladins could see the Netherworld creatures emerging, it would make them far easier to kill. And as for the remaining spell, he had no intentions for the magi to attempt to close The Rift entirely, only to slow or reverse its growth. He admitted that even with the magi all working together, their combined efforts would only be a fraction of what they had achieved the previous day. But no matter how feeble their attempts were by comparison, Aamon would have to use more of his power reserves to counteract them. And given the fact that they didn’t know how long they would be gone, that could add up to a considerable amount, and quite possibly tip the balance in their favour by the time they finally returned. Lusam had to admit that it was hard to fault his father’s logic, but it did little to dull his eagerness to be underway.


Lusam heard Alexia’s voice carry on the early afternoon breeze and turned to see her issuing orders on the far side of the temple foundations. He marvelled at how effortlessly she had assumed command and gained the respect of the other paladins so soon after Hershel’s death. ‘Aysha has certainly chosen well’, he thought, smiling to himself. He was happy for her. But he couldn’t help that happiness being tainted by the loss of his friend, Hershel.


“She’s doing a fine job, lad. I’m proud of her,” Renn said by his side, startling him slightly.


Lusam nodded and kept his watery eyes firmly fixed on Alexia in the distance, but it didn’t fool Renn. He placed his hand on Lusam’s shoulder and squeezed it gently.


“He was a good man,” he said, pausing briefly. “I’ll miss him.”


“Me too,” Lusam replied.


Renn cleared his throat and nodded towards Alexia. “She’s got some big shoes to fill—but I think she’s going to do just fine. She’s taken to command like a horse to the meadow, and her new charges seem happy to follow wherever she leads. In fact, the only one questioning her leadership is Alexia herself. But that will pass with time, I’m sure.”


“Speaking of command, what is she doing over there?” Lusam asked, nodding towards the line of paladins swinging their swords.


“Oh, apparently one of the priests has discovered that the temple foundations are quite a bit larger than we first thought. We’d only uncovered about a third of it…”


“I know,” Lusam said, cutting him off mid-sentence. “I could have told you that. I can see the outline of it with my mage-sight from here. But what are they doing?”


“Alexia has ordered the entire foundations to be cleared of any undergrowth, so we will have more room to manoeuvre. During the last attack, it was difficult for everyone to seek shelter within the limited space and even harder to find enough room to swing a sword. Hopefully, it won’t happen again, but if we do find ourselves overrun by Netherworld creatures in the future, at least we’ll have enough space to fight back effectively.”


“Oh, I see,” Lusam replied, feeling a little guilty that he hadn’t thought of it himself earlier. “I could save them a lot of trouble and have it cleared in an instant,” he said, striding off towards the foundations.


“No… Wait, lad,” Renn called after him. Lusam stopped in his tracks and turned to face him. Renn took a deep breath and sighed it out as he slowly walked towards him. “Your father has already offered his help, but Alexia kindly refused it. You see, it’s not just about clearing the undergrowth, lad. It’s about giving those men and women something else to think about, other than their recent losses, and to help them bond with their new commander. She may or may not even realise what she’s doing, but it’s exactly what everyone needs right now. And we should leave them to it.”


Lusam nodded slowly but didn’t reply.


“Is there something else bothering you, lad?” Renn asked quietly when he saw Lusam’s shoulders sag a little.


Lusam sighed to himself. “No, not really. I just feel so… useless at the moment. Most of the paladins are working to clear the foundations; the others are out in the forest with Neala hunting for food. Gods know, even Ryuu is out hunting stray Netherworld creatures in the forest. And all I’m doing is standing around watching.”


Renn chuckled. “You can join me if you like, lad. I was just about to go and fetch the workers some fresh water. There’s a nice clear-running stream about a mile that way,” he said, nodding towards the western edge of the camp. “Besides… I could use the company.”


“Sure. It’s better than standing around here doing nothing,” Lusam replied, kicking at the dirt.


“But only just, eh?” Renn replied with a grin.


“What? Err… No, I didn’t mean…”


Renn chuckled loudly. “It’s okay, lad. I know what you meant. Come on, let’s go and collect some of their water-skins to take with us. We might have to make a couple of trips, but together it shouldn’t take us too long.”


Lusam nodded and followed in his wake as he headed towards the toiling paladins. Renn wasted no time in collecting their water-skins, but Lusam’s attention was elsewhere. He had already spotted two large wooden barrels at the far edge of the temple foundations, and he decided to go and inspect them. He lifted off the lids and found that both were empty. It looked like they’d been used to store root vegetables, or possibly potatoes. The bottom of the barrels contained a small amount of soil, but it was nothing that couldn’t be washed away quickly in the stream.


The wood of the barrels was dry and had shrunk to allow narrow slits of light to enter between their planks. There was no question; they wouldn’t hold water in their current condition. He knew the wood might swell again and make them watertight if he left them to soak for a while in the stream—but he still doubted it would be enough. The easiest way, he decided, was to use his magic instead.


There were six iron rings on each barrel, and after a quick enchantment of the wood to strengthen it, he began to shrink each of the rings at the same rate. The barrels creaked as the rings tightened their grip on the planks, but a moment later the narrow slits of light inside the barrels were gone. A quick inspection using his magic convinced him that both barrels would now hold water, and with a satisfied grin, he levitated them into the air. He turned just in time to see an extremely over-encumbered Renn staggering towards him with dozens of empty water-skins. He had them tied around his neck, shoulders and arms. And those that had no leather straps, he carried in his outstretched arms. When Renn noticed the two floating barrels hovering behind him, he stopped dead in his tracks. Lusam could see the look of indignation forming on his face and was forced to bite down on his lip to stifle a grin.


“What?” Lusam asked innocently, shrugging. Renn stared at him for a moment, then dropped the waterskins on the ground by his feet. He gave Lusam one last look and muttered something under his breath.


“Let’s go,” he said, striding off towards the western edge of the camp. Lusam smiled and followed his lead.


* * *


Renn didn’t speak very much during their journey to the stream, but by the time they had arrived and filled the barrels with water, he seemed to have mellowed a little. Lusam eventually plucked up the courage to ask him about what had happened at The Rift after he and Neala had left for the Pearl Isles. He knew some of what had taken place, but he’d had very little opportunity to ask about any of the details since returning. Renn gave him a concise report about everything that had occurred while they’d been gone, but he found it understandably difficult to talk about the death of his old friend and mentor.


They were only a few hundred yards away from their camp when they heard the explosion. Lusam was already running before the barrels of water touched the ground, and Renn wasn’t far behind him. They emerged through the trees and into the clearing a moment later. Somehow, Renn had managed to overtake Lusam, and skidded to a halt just in front of him, sword and shield at the ready. In a heartbeat, Lusam determined that the threat was not from The Rift, nor was there any sign of Netherworld creatures in the immediate vicinity. Renn’s blessed sword, along with all of the others around the perimeter of the camp remained dormant. A quick glance in Renn’s direction confirmed that he too was just as confused about what was going on. But a moment later, Lusam noticed a small plume of black smoke rising from within the confines of the temple foundations and a general commotion around the same area.


A quick jog across the clearing revealed the situation for what it truly was: a magic-related accident. A very pale-faced mage was sitting on the ground holding out a rather blackened hand in front of him. His father was already tending to his wounds, but even from where he was, Lusam could tell that the man had lost at least a couple of his fingers.


“What happened, lass?” Renn asked Neala as she approached.


“I’m not sure, but I think Arlo was trying to teach them how to create one of those magical balls that he used to remove the black mist from around The Rift. I didn’t see it happen, I was speaking with Pippa at the time. All I heard was a loud explosion, then a moment later the man was screaming in pain. I ran over to see what had happened, but Arlo was already tending to him. There was blood everywhere. Not to mention several bits of his fingers on the ground.”


Lusam winced and shook his head. “I told him that something like this would happen, but he wouldn’t listen. Those magi aren’t even trained yet. Seven Hells, they were all still fishermen, or fishermen’s wives little more than a month ago. How can he expect them to be able to do what he asks?”


“It doesn’t seem too long ago that a certain street kid I know learned his magic,” Neala replied with a grin.


“That’s different, and you know it!”


“Besides,” Neala continued, ignoring his protests, “it wasn’t one of the coastal refugees that injured himself. It was one of the priests from the High Temple.” Lusam took a breath to argue that even they weren’t up to the task when he saw his father striding towards them muttering something to himself.


“That damned fool!” Arlo spat as he arrived. “If he’d listened instead of trying to outdo the others, he’d still have all of his fingers. The man is intolerable! He thinks just because he’s received a modicum of training from the High Temple; he already knows everything. If I hadn’t been there watching him closely, he could have killed most of the men and women in the camp. Luckily, I was able to contain most of the explosion. I have a good mind to seal off his magic for good. At least then he wouldn’t be a danger to anyone else.”


Lusam couldn’t help resist the opportunity to vent his frustration at what he had always perceived to be a pointless exercise anyway. “I said you were wasting your time. None of those priests are powerful enough to do what you’re asking of them, and the others have had very little magical training at all.”


Arlo shook his head. “No, you’re wrong, Lusam. Several of those magi that you claim to be ‘untrained’ have already shown good potential, and they learn quickly. All but one can now summon a Power-sphere, and they’ve all mastered the spells to cure various poisons. In fact, one of them was a healer in his village and has actually taught me something. Their understanding of magic is… different from ours, but no less relevant. Most of the magic that they have learned has been self-taught, and sometimes may seem a little crude—but it works, nonetheless. More importantly, they listen to what I’m trying to teach them, which is more than I can say for that imbecile of a priest over there. He’s lucky that I didn’t have more time to think about my actions when I created the shield around his Power-sphere, or I might have decided to enclose him inside it and save everyone a lot of potential trouble in the future.”


Renn chuckled loudly. “If you like, I can have a quiet word with Alexia about him later. I’m sure that she could come up with a suitable reason for him to have to visit The Sanctum of Light, or even return to Lamuria, for that matter.”


Arlo nodded. “That might not be a bad idea. Thank you. I wouldn’t feel at all comfortable leaving that man here alone once we leave. He could be a bigger threat to you all than The Rift.”


Renn chuckled again. “I’ll see what I can do. I take it the other priests are behaving themselves?”


Arlo raised his eyebrows and sighed. “By comparison, yes. But Lusam was right about one thing. They’re all woefully weak magi considering their station—even if they seem to believe otherwise. Lusam informed me of Afaraon’s plight regarding the dwindling numbers of magic users, but I had no idea it was so bad. In my day, I wouldn’t have been surprised to see more magical ability in my local baker or tailor. Only the most powerful magi were ever considered to be trained as priests, and only the best of those were offered a position at the High Temple.”


“Believe it or not, that’s still the case today,” Renn replied.


Arlo shook his head. “Then I believe everyone in Afaraon owes you a debt of gratitude for recognising the potential of those coastal refugees. Because if those priests over there used to represent the best of what Afaraon had to offer… well, let’s just say that I’d be very concerned about the future of magic here.”


“Actually, I’m surprised that you know about the refugees,” Renn replied, glancing over at Lusam.


A wide grin spread across Arlo’s face. “Oh, Lusam and I have had a lot of time to discuss a great many things while he was under my tutelage. Did he ever tell you how long it took him to fix a simple floor?” Arlo teased.


“No, I didn’t,” Lusam snapped. “And it wasn’t simple, either. Don’t think that I don’t know what you’re trying to do here.”


“Oh… and what’s that?” Arlo asked innocently.


Lusam took a deep breath to bite back but stopped himself. He’d had many conversations like this with his father in the hidden realm, but he refused to play his game this time. Instead, he calmly replied, “You’re suggesting that I should give them more time to learn, just as you did with me. But this is different. I was capable of completing the task in the first place.”


Arlo smiled. “That, my boy, was only evident after you had achieved your task.”


Lusam threw his hands up in the air and hissed in frustration—much to Arlo’s obvious amusement. “Just tell me this,” Lusam said through clenched teeth. “How long will it take?”


Arlo shrugged and looked back over his shoulder towards the temple foundations. “Providing that we no longer have to worry about our problematic priest over there taking things into his own hands and killing everyone around him, I would suggest that enough of the others already know how to create a Power-sphere, as well as cure most poisons. All I have left to teach them is how to work together to collapse The Rift. It’s not a difficult spell to learn. I think even you managed to master it in a day,” he replied winking at Neala, who was obviously enjoying the conversation far more than she ought to have been.


“One day then,” Lusam replied, trying his best to keep the irritation out of his voice as he turned towards the temple foundations.


“Two at the most,” Arlo called back over his shoulder. Lusam spun around to argue, but when he saw that both Neala and Renn had not moved to follow him, he paused.


“Aren’t you coming?” he asked Neala irritably.


“Actually, I thought I’d stay here and ask Arlo about that floor he mentioned. Plus, I’m sure he’ll have a few other interesting tales to share about your time together,” Neala replied with a grin.


“Oh, I do,” Arlo said, wearing a mischievous grin. “Which reminds me, you must let me tell you about the time when I watched Lusam inhale a lightning bolt…”


“You too?” Lusam asked Renn, cutting his father off mid-flow. Renn simply raised his eyebrows and shrugged, then watched as Lusam spun on his heels and stalked off towards the temple foundations while muttering something under his breath and flailing his arms around in the air.


Chapter Three
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The following day the weather turned truly miserable. Icy rain fell continuously from the heavy leaden sky above, and the relentless gusts of freezing wind chilled them all to the bone. His father had spent the afternoon of the previous day, as well as most of that morning instructing the magi on how to work together to limit the growth of The Rift. No one was under any illusions that the magi could defeat Aamon’s attempts to expand the tear again if he chose to do so. But whatever efforts they could make to control its growth would ultimately force Aamon to use more of his limited power reserves to counteract them—and that could only be a good thing.


The paladins had finished removing all of the undergrowth that had hidden most of the temple foundations. They had uncovered several remnants of once-grand mosaics, along with a prayer to Aysha that had been carved into one of the large foundation stones, but little more than that. If nothing else, at least it would now provide a much larger area in which to take refuge should the paladins find themselves overrun by Netherworld creatures again, Lusam thought. Another benefit of the extra space was that it provided the paladins with enough room to pitch their tents, which Lusam had no doubt they would be very grateful for in the coming days if the weather didn’t improve.


Even though the temple foundations had now been cleared, Alexia didn’t allow her paladins any time to dwell on the past. Instead, she sent out an almost constant stream of patrols into the forest to hunt down any lingering Netherworld creatures. Lusam doubted that they would find many, especially considering that Ryuu had spent most of the previous day hunting them himself. But, of course, he knew that wasn’t the real reason why Alexia had sent them into the forest anyway.


Lusam caught a sudden glint of light out of the corner of his eye, and when he turned to see what it was, he noticed Ryuu standing on the far side of the clearing. The icy rain ran freely over his dark iridescent scales, making them sparkle with any slight movement that he made. His slow and steady breathing rippled the light back and forth across his massive body in an almost hypnotic rhythm. Lusam looked on in complete awe at the majestic creature he had become. Ryuu had always been a sight to behold, but since emerging through the hidden realm’s portal and growing as he had, he was now truly magnificent in every sense of the word.


Lusam watched curiously as Ryuu slowly lowered his massive head towards the ground, only to stop a few feet short. At first, he thought that Ryuu might have spotted something through the trees or even scented some prey, but when he continued to remain motionless for the next several minutes, Lusam couldn’t help wonder if there was something wrong. He had never seen Ryuu behave like that before. If he wasn’t soaring through the sky or lumbering ungainly through his father’s house destroying his pristine floors, he was usually curled up asleep somewhere like a giant, scaled cat. Lusam had never seen him simply stand around, and certainly not with his head hung low like that.


A trickle of icy water suddenly broke free from Lusam’s drenched hair and ran down the back of his neck. He shivered and pulled the collar of his shirt a little tighter. It wasn’t the first time that morning that he had considered enclosing himself inside a magical barrier to keep himself warm and dry, but he just couldn’t bring himself to do it. All of the others, including his father, were enduring the conditions without complaint, so he would too. Besides, after everything that the paladins had been through recently, it just didn’t seem right for him to flaunt his magic that way.


Lusam turned his gaze back towards Ryuu and found him in the same position as before, only now he appeared to have his eyes closed. As another icy tendril of water made its way down his back, Lusam suddenly realised that he had never seen Ryuu in the rain before, either. Maybe his strange posture was a way for him to shed the water from his scales faster, he mused to himself. He was so caught up in his thoughts that he didn’t even hear his father’s approach.


“I think they’re almost there,” Arlo said, startling him a little.


Lusam turned towards the voice and saw his father striding towards him, wearing a broad smile. “What?” Lusam asked numbly.


“The magi,” his father replied, nodding back over his shoulder. “I think they’re almost ready. Another hour or two and I think we’ll be done.”


“Oh… That’s good,” Lusam replied absent-mindedly, still staring at Ryuu. After a moment, he asked, “What’s Ryuu doing?”


Arlo studied Ryuu for a moment then shrugged. “I don’t know. It looks like he’s fallen asleep standing up,” he replied chuckling to himself.


“Can’t you tell? I mean, can’t you ask him if he’s alright?”


Arlo shook his head. “Not from here, I can’t. The temple foundations prevent us from communicating with one another, just as it prevents anyone outside from eavesdropping on our conversations within.”


“Do you think he could be ill?” Lusam asked, sounding a little concerned.


Arlo sighed heavily and slowly shook his head. “No. But neither is he the same Ryuu that we both knew little more than a day ago. The considerable number years that he’s taken on himself are not without their cost. Even during our flight here, I felt the fatigue gnawing at his bones, although he tried his best to hide it from me. He is old now, Lusam. Very old, indeed. Even amongst his own kind, he would have been considered an Elder, centuries ago. He needs time to adjust. We both do. I warned him yesterday when he insisted on hunting down more of the Netherworld creatures in the forest that he was not as young as he used to be, and that he would pay for his actions later. I won’t repeat what he said to that, but I’m sure you can guess,” Arlo said, grinning.


“Yes, unfortunately, I think I can,” Lusam replied chuckling to himself. His mirth, however, was short-lived when he looked back towards Ryuu with fresh eyes. For the first time, he realised just how much they had both given up to come and help him close The Rift. Of course, he had thought about it when his father had first explained how it was possible, but then his only real concern had been that his father and Ryuu would survive the transition between the two realms. Now it shamed him greatly to realise that he never once stopped to think about the consequences it might have for them both if they did survive the transition. And now they were left to live with those consequences because of him—whatever they turned out to be.


“I’m sorry,” Lusam whispered.


“Sorry for what?”


“For making you both sacrifice so much to come here.”


His father stepped up behind him and placed a hand softly on his shoulder. “Son, you didn’t make us do anything. We chose freely to come here because it was our sacred duty. All you did was remind me of that, and I thank you for it. As I’m sure Ryuu would, too,” he said, giving his shoulder a gentle squeeze. “Besides, unless the overgrown lizard falls asleep while he’s flying, he’s still likely to outlive the both of us, anyway,” his father said, chuckling to himself. Before Lusam could reply, a call came for his father from the group of practising magi.


“Ah, well… back to it, I guess,” his father said, heading off towards the waiting magi.


“Wait…” Lusam called out, suddenly remembering what his father had said when he’d first arrived. “What did you mean by, ‘you think they’re almost there’?”


Arlo grinned broadly at him. “I mean, my boy, that tomorrow we fly north to find the dragons…”


* * *


Ryuu felt the wave of golden light wash over him as his God, Driden, suddenly appeared before him. Instinctively, he lowered his head towards the ground and averted his eyes from the glowing figure. Driden stood almost seven feet tall and was clad in a full suit of plate armour made up of tiny overlapping golden scales. The mighty sword strapped to his back glowed like the sun, and his piercing icy blue eyes were as deep as any ocean. The air all around positively hummed with the power of his presence.


“Blood recognises blood,” Ryuu greeted him silently and respectfully.


“Does it really, Ryuu?” Driden’s voice echoed loudly in his mind. “Then why did you attempt to hide your presence from me when you first returned to this world from wherever you have been hiding? It has been many centuries since I have felt your presence, Ryuu. How is it that you have managed to evade my sight for so long, I wonder?”


Before Ryuu was able to answer, a soft blue light flared into existence and Aysha appeared within it. Her long silver hair cascaded down over her shoulders, fluttering in an ethereal breeze that did not reach the world beyond her light.


“It is good to see you again, Brother. And you too, Ryuu,” Aysha said, smiling and inclining her head towards Driden. Ryuu kept his own head lowered towards the ground and remained silent.


“Do not interfere in matters that do not concern you, Sister,” Driden said menacingly.


“But it does concern me, Brother,” Aysha replied, moving slowly towards him. She stopped at the very edge of Driden’s golden light and squarely met his gaze. “We are at a crossroads in time, Brother. From this moment forward, I can only see two diverging paths. One of those paths leads to the successful closure of The Rift, but the other ends with the total destruction of this world and everything in it.”


Driden’s golden light flared with anger, and his eyes blazed with fury. He raised his hand towards Ryuu.


“Brother… No!” Aysha called out. Ryuu’s eyes closed and his head slumped even lower towards the ground.


“YOU DARE TO INTERFERE WITH MY CREATIONS? RYUU IS MINE! I WILL DO AS I WISH WITH HIM,” Driden bellowed, shaking the earth beneath their feet.


Aysha lowered her gaze and slowly shook her head. “No, Brother, he is not. Ryuu belongs to both of us. Or have you forgotten our agreement?”


“HE IS A DRAGON!”


“He is a bonded dragon. Just as Arlo is a bonded human. They belong to us both, Brother. They are our creations.”


Driden stepped towards her “Yes, Sister, I suppose that would explain his abhorrent actions of the past, but it does not excuse them. Being bonded to one of your vile creatures may have corrupted his mind, but he must still die for his crime. Honour would dictate nothing less.”


“To what crime are you referring, Brother?” Aysha asked calmly.


Driden’s scowl deepened. “The very same crime which you, yourself are guilty of, Sister. The theft of a sacred dragon heart! It is no wonder that the human part of Ryuu has made him so weak and has corrupted his integrity. Now it is time to cleanse that weakness once and for all,” Driden replied, raising his hand once more towards Ryuu.


“No… Stop!” Aysha called out, encasing Ryuu in a protective barrier of her own. Driden spun towards her with murderous intent, but before he could speak or act, Aysha continued. “I give my life freely to you, Brother, in exchange for that of Ryuu’s,” she said, looking directly at the slumbering dragon.


“What trickery is this?” Driden hissed.


“It is no trickery, Brother. I willingly offer my life in exchange for that of Ryuu’s, along with your word that he, Arlo and Lusam will be left in peace to fulfil their destinies and seal The Rift.”


Driden studied her face carefully for any signs of deception. “You lie,” he accused her scathingly.


Aysha slowly shook her head. “No, Brother. I have never lied to you, nor shall I start now,” she replied, meeting his eyes.


“Then step into my light, Sister,” Driden replied, knowing that such an act would render Aysha utterly defenceless against him.


Aysha smiled and gave him a slight nod, then stepped forward into his golden light. Her soft blue light vanished instantly, and her long flowing hair came to a gentle rest on her shoulders as the ethereal breeze dissipated. Without pause, Driden reached for his mighty sword and swung it in a wide arc towards Aysha exposed neck. She closed her eyes, but she did not move or even flinch. The blade arced towards her throat with incredible power and speed, but it stopped dead in mid-air a hair’s breadth away from her pale skin. Aysha slowly opened her eyes to see a strange look of confusion etched on Driden’s face.


“Why? Why would you expose yourself to me like that?” he asked, stepping back from her, but keeping his sword at the ready just in case it was still a trick of some kind.


Aysha smiled at him. “Love, Brother. I did it for love. Just as Ryuu once did when he took his mate’s heart. I have seen the future, Brother, and I know if you kill Ryuu today, that future will lead to the destruction of this world and everything in it, including you and me. If sacrificing myself means that you will live and this world will survive, then I will gladly do so. You see, love is not always a weakness, Brother. It can also be a source of great strength.”


Driden watched her face closely as he slowly re-sheathed his sword. “Let’s say that I believe you for now about the two possible futures that we face. It still doesn’t explain how Ryuu and your human have managed to remain hidden from me for so long. Nor how your human has survived all this time without your intervention.”


Saddened, Aysha slowly shook her head. “I hope that one day, Brother, I can earn your trust again,” she said sadly. “Brother, I give you my word that I had no part in what happened to Ryuu and Arlo, nor did I have any prior knowledge of where they were. The last time that I saw either of them was almost two millennia ago when I sent them with their Guardian book to Lohlaen, on The Pearl Isles. And I understand that you will still question my version of events, but the evidence to back up my claim is right there,” she said, pointing at Ryuu.


Driden glanced over at the sleeping dragon, then looked back at Aysha as if still expecting some kind of trickery from her. Aysha sighed. “If what you discover in Ryuu’s mind does not satisfy you of my innocence, you may also have access to Arlo’s mind, as well as my own. I have nothing to hide from you, Brother. As for your other doubts regarding my visions of the future, I would be willing to grant you access to my mind for that, too. But I’m afraid that you may be disappointed, as you have already seen most of it. If you recall the last time that you entered my mind, you saw three possible futures. One of them was clouded and had large gaps in the details, but it still resulted in the closure of The Rift. Well, those gaps have recently been filled by the presence of Ryuu and Arlo, and it is now the only path available to us if we are to achieve victory and save this world.”


“Then let us see if your words are as true as you say,” Driden replied, striding towards Ryuu. He placed a hand on Ryuu’s massive head and entered his mind. It took but a fraction of a second for him to gain the knowledge that he sought, but he remained there motionless for far longer.


“Erebi?” Driden half-whispered as he turned back to face his sister.


Aysha smiled. “Yes, it seems that our younger brother was never as apathetic about contributing to this world as he led us to believe. He was quite ingenious really, creating an entire realm of his own to experiment with his creations before choosing to release them into this world. And all hidden away from our view.”


“Indeed,” Driden replied, still deep in thought.


Aysha paused a moment to let her brother absorb the information, then delivered her final blow with the precision of a striking viper. “Erebi was the best of us, Brother. He was so gentle and kind. Never once did I find myself having to argue with him, nor did I ever see him doing so with anyone else. As you know, he was the one who often mediated peace between our siblings when we could not agree on something. I must admit, I miss him dearly.” Aysha watched patiently as Driden nodded to her words, then she finally added, “It is a shame that Aamon killed him for no good reason. I would have liked to have seen what he has created for myself.”


Aysha saw Driden stiffen at her words. It was apparent that he knew the game she was playing, but he couldn’t deny the truth of her words. And she knew that reminding him of Aamon’s savage and unpredictable nature could never be a bad thing.


Driden held her in his gaze for a moment longer, then turned silently towards the slumbering dragon once more. He placed his gauntleted hand on Ryuu’s head, and a brief flash of golden light glinted off his dark scales. As he turned back to face Aysha, his golden light retreated away from her, leaving her bathed in her own, soft blue light. The gesture was not lost on Aysha; he was satisfied that she had not been involved in Arlo and Ryuu’s sudden reappearance.


“Ryuu will not remember our meeting when he awakes,” Driden said, meeting her gaze. “I have seen your plans in Ryuu’s mind, Sister. It is ambitious of you to attempt the creation of another Guardian—perhaps a little too ambitious, I think. It will not be an easy task to convince any of my dragons to bond with your human, especially considering their recent history together. But before you even attempt it, you should know this, Sister: although I will not stand in your way, neither will I allow you to interfere with my dragons in any way. If I discover that you have tried to influence the outcome of their decisions, I will rain down my vengeance on both you and your humans.”


“Thank you, Brother. Together, we may still save this world yet.”


Driden nodded once as he and his golden light faded away, leaving Aysha alone in the forest clearing. She turned towards her temple foundations to see Lusam and Arlo standing side by side, looking at Ryuu. She smiled but felt no real joy knowing that she had withheld the full truth of what she had seen in her visions of the future. She was just thankful that Driden hadn’t chosen to reread her mind.


Chapter Four
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When Aamon sensed the presence of Driden and Aysha on the other side of The Rift, it concerned him greatly. He had no idea what they were doing, but he knew the mere fact that they were there together couldn’t possibly bode well for him. If Aysha managed to convince Driden to side with her again, he would likely be trapped inside the Netherworld forever, and he simply couldn’t allow that to happen.


Currently, Aamon was far more powerful than he had been in centuries, but he understood that his newfound strength would count for nought if he found himself facing the combined might of his brother and sister when he did finally escape.


The sudden and unexpected appearance of a Guardian had caught him completely by surprise, and at first, he’d feared that his brother and sister had already colluded against him in secret to create a new line of Guardians. But when it became apparent that the Guardian was working alone and only had the boy-mage to assist him, his apprehension lessened considerably. With the absence of any other Guardians, he decided to change his tactics and temporarily seal The Rift from within, rather than waste any more of his limited power reserves holding it open. His plan was simple; wait until the Guardian and the boy-mage left, then resume expanding the tear while Lord Zelroth continued to feed him more power through his captured Aznavor. And he was sure that his plan would have eventually worked, too, until he began feeling an entirely new magical presence pushing against The Rift.


It didn’t take Aamon long to discover that the Guardian had taught several magi how to combine their pitifully weak abilities to apply pressure against The Rift. Of course, it wasn’t anything that he couldn’t easily overcome, but even staving off their puny efforts would use up some of his precious reserves. He soon realised that what he needed to do was amass enough power to tear open The Rift and escape in one fell swoop. But more importantly, he needed to do it before Aysha could convince Driden to join her cause again. The problem was, there was no longer enough Netherworld creatures left alive in the world outside to achieve that goal, which left him only one option; Lord Zelroth.


For the past several weeks there had been an almost constant supply of power coming from Lord Zelroth’s Aznavor, but over more recent days, the amount had dwindled considerably. Aamon suspected that Lord Zelroth had exhausted all of the resources that he wished to sacrifice willingly, and therefore was now struggling to provide him with the power that he so desperately needed. It was apparent that he needed to make the man reconsider exactly which resources he deemed worthy of sacrifice. He was well aware that doing so would likely cost him a significant amount of his current power reserves. But if he was ever going to escape the confines of the Netherworld, and survive once he did, he knew that he didn’t have a choice.


Although Aamon had been able to sense certain occurrences in the outside world for a very long time, his ability to influence them had been strictly limited. Even since the partial reopening of The Rift, little had changed in that regard. It was the fundamental nature of the Netherworld which prevented it. That, and his two siblings waiting for him on the other side. Even for him to directly affect something close to The Rift’s opening would take an immense amount of power, and any thoughts of reaching out as far as Lord Zelroth was just not feasible. The reason was simple; the Netherworld itself absorbed a massive proportion of any power that he used. So much so, that the same amount of power it would take for him to cause a single leaf to fall from a tree in the world outside, would have once allowed him to move an entire mountain range. And emerging from within the Netherworld at anything less than full strength to face his sister, was simply not an option either. But there was another way to reach Lord Zelroth, and that was through the link to the Aznavor.


The Aznavor’s link to the outside world was tenuous at best, and it wouldn’t have existed at all if the creature hadn’t frequently been sending power back to the Netherworld over the past several centuries. It was only because it had been incarcerated in the same place during that time, that it had forged a semi-permanent connection between the two worlds. A connection that Aamon could use to his advantage, even if it would cost him a great deal of power to do so.


Aamon knew that he couldn’t escape the confines of the Netherworld entirely by using the link. But he was confident that he could not only manifest a convincing image of himself but also influence his nearby surroundings, too. And because his power would be contained within his temple at Azmarin, neither of his siblings would become aware of his presence. It was far from ideal, but all he had to do was convince Lord Zelroth that it was in his own best interest not to disappoint him again—and he relished the thought of doing just that.


As Aamon slowly forced his consciousness along the tenuous link, he could sense the Aznavor’s pain echoing through the connection. It howled and screamed as he ripped power from it to drag himself along. As he drew nearer to his destination, he could also sense others in the room, no doubt watching the strange behaviour of the distressed Netherworld creature as it howled and strained against its bonds to escape the agony it was suffering. Aamon feared that if he drained the Aznavor much more, he might kill it, but also knew that he had little choice but to continue. He was already much closer to Azmarin than he was the Netherworld. Turning back now simply wasn’t an option.


Aamon soon discovered that the further he was from the Netherworld, the greater the amount of power it took for him to push his consciousness onward. Fortunately, he found that it was far easier for him to use the creature as an anchor and pull himself along the link instead. He just hoped that the extra stress wouldn’t inadvertently kill the creature. If it did, the link would be severed forever, and his chance of escaping the Netherworld would die along with it.


It would have been easier if he had waited until the Aznavor was feeding before attempting to traverse between the two realms. That way, he could have used the surge in power to pull himself through with far greater ease. But it would also have allowed Lord Zelroth to falsely believe that an active conduit was necessary for him to appear in person, and that wasn’t the message that he intended to portray.


As Aamon drew closer to Azmarin, he was able to sense the room in far greater detail. Three magi stood guard, warily watching the creature’s strange behaviour. He reached out towards the closest man and seized his mind. Terror flooded his thoughts at the sudden loss of control, but he was unable to move or even make a sound. Aamon quickly orientated himself using the man’s own eyes, then issued the silent command for him to move towards the Aznavor.


Aamon watched impassively as the one-eyed creature reared up and attempted to take control of the approaching man’s mind, but he remained firmly in control of his actions. The Aznavor lunged towards the man like a striking viper, its jaws wide, ready to clamp down on him with its deadly six-inch, razor-sharp fangs. The man’s vision suddenly flared red with pain, then a moment later only darkness and an overwhelming sense of helplessness remained.


Aamon retreated from his mind and left him to his fate.


The sudden influx of power was all Aamon needed to drag himself completely into the world. The form which appeared wasn’t his true body, of course, but it would be indistinguishable to anyone, other than another god. He placed a hand on top of the feeding Aznavor, as if he was petting a large dog, then tapped directly into its link to the Netherworld. Instead of the power travelling back to the Netherworld, it now nourished him directly—and it felt incredible. It had been such a long time since he had tasted any power unsullied by contact with the Netherworld.


The two remaining magi were scrambling for the door even before Aamon had appeared in the room. No doubt they thought the Aznavor had somehow managed to influence the other man’s mind by itself, and they didn’t want to become its next victim. Unfortunately for them though, Aamon needed their power. He reached out and instantly seized control of their minds. One of them wore a red robe and was particularly powerful for a human, but his valiant struggle did little to impress Aamon.


The Aznavor had just finished consuming its first meal when it noticed the two new men approaching. It hissed loudly with excitement and strained hard against its magical bonds. Aamon could feel its hunger through his touch. Suddenly, it seemed to notice Aamon standing by its side and lunged towards him. It screamed in agony as it made contact with his glowing crimson light, then cowered away from his touch.


Over the previous two millennia, Aamon had made some progress in communicating with the creatures of the Netherworld. Not to the point of having any meaningful conversation with them, but he could portray simple concepts to some of them, such as friend or food, or pain. Many were simply not intelligent enough to understand, and of those that did, most had often ignored what he had to say anyway. There were a few, however, that he had managed to convince to become allies with him. And it was because of those few that he had managed to survive for as long as he had within the harsh environment of the Netherworld. With Aznavors, he’d had mixed results. They were certainly intelligent enough, but like most apex predators, they didn’t like to be tamed in any way. He sensed that this one, however, was different. It had been incarcerated in Azmarin for countless centuries, and it wanted little more than for the pain to stop and the opportunity to return home to the Netherworld. Aamon promised it all three things, as well as a bountiful supply of food in the coming days. Almost without hesitation, it hissed submissively, lowered its six blind-eyed tentacles towards the ground and tentatively came over to hover by his side.


Aamon replaced his hand on its head and smiled.


The floor of the chamber glistened red with the spilt blood of the three men. Aamon had seen the creature feed many times while he had been communicating with Lord Zelroth over the years, but he had never seen it mutilate the bodies of its victims to such a degree before. For a moment, he wondered if it might be because the creature was hungrier than usual after he had taken so much power from it. Or maybe it recognised the three men as being—at least in part—responsible for its suffering and continued imprisonment. Either way, he decided that he didn’t care.


As he was looking down at the dismembered corpses strewn across the floor and wondering if he should have kept one of them alive to fetch Lord Zelroth, the door of the chamber slowly opened. A man in black-edged, grey robes entered the room carrying a tray of food and drink. He was three paces into the room before he looked up and saw the devastation caused by the Aznavor. Strangely, the man didn’t seem too bothered by the grisly scene before him. Instead, his head snapped in the direction of Aamon and the Aznavor. Aamon could see the slow realisation begin to dawn on his face as to who he was. The man’s mouth began to work wordlessly, and he dropped the tray of food onto the floor, causing a loud clattering sound to echo through the chamber.


Aamon smiled at him. But it wasn’t a friendly smile.


“You know who I am, yes?” Aamon said in a godly voice that belied his current size. The man fell to his knees and bowed his head, nodding vigorously to his question.


“Good,” Aamon replied. “Then I have a job for you.”


* * *


The two massive doors swung open into the Throne Room, and a terrified-looking servant in grey robes entered. He nervously glanced around at his surroundings for a moment, then suddenly began rushing towards Lord Zelroth in the centre of the room. Two Darkseed Elite guards quickly moved to intercept him, but the man continued to advance.


“My Lord, please forgive me, but I must speak with you urgently,” he called out, just before one of the guards knocked him to the ground.


Lord Zelroth noticed that the man’s grey robes were edged in black. This marked him as a senior servant within Azmarin, but more specifically, an Aznavor warden. A warden’s job was to dispose of any bodies after the creature had fed, as well as clean the floors of blood and offal at the end of each day. Only slaves with the weakest auras were ever chosen to become a warden, and most of those usually came from Afaraon. Their distinct lack of magical ability made it possible for them to get much closer to the Aznavor without it becoming agitated, especially after it had been well-fed.


For a moment, Lord Zelroth contemplated killing the man for his insolent intrusion. Only Inquisitors, Darkseed Elite guards, and a select few of the senior servants were ever permitted to enter the Throne Room unannounced. For everyone else, it meant certain death. But of course, the man already knew that, and yet he had still chosen to deliver his message.


“Let him approach,” Lord Zelroth said. The man scrambled to his feet and rushed over to kneel before him. He bowed his head and droplets of fresh blood from his damaged nose began to pool on the floor in front of him.


“My Lord,” the man said without looking up, “Aamon requests your immediate presence in the Aznavor chamber.”


Lord Zelroth’s manic laugh echoed through the large chamber.


“And I suppose before he informed you of this request, you first managed to find someone willing to sacrifice themselves to the Aznavor, then summoned the communication disc and made contact with Aamon all by yourself?” Lord Zelroth said, sneering down at the man.


The man ignored the obvious jibe. “No, My Lord. When I entered the Aznavor chamber, Aamon was already there, and the three guards that I had taken food for were all dead.”


Lord Zelroth felt his pulse quicken. As incredulous as the man’s claims were, the mere thought of it chilled his blood. Silently, he quested out towards the minds of the three guards—but found only emptiness. Small beads of cold sweat began to form on his brow and upper lip. Was it even possible? Had Aamon found a way to escape the Netherworld? He didn’t know, but the man’s next words turned his blood to ice.


“My Lord, you must attend him right away. He told me to tell you that if you didn’t, he would come and fetch you himself and… and…”


“And what?” he snapped.


The man gingerly looked up. “And slowly skin you alive, before feeding you to the Aznavor,” the man replied.


Chapter Five
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The short walk to the Aznavor chamber was quite possibly the longest and hardest of Lord Zelroth’s life. Countless scenarios cascaded through his mind, most of which ended with his painful demise. He had failed to release his God from the Netherworld, and now—if the man was telling the truth—Aamon had somehow managed to escape by himself and was waiting for him in the Aznavor chamber. Any long-term ambitions that he had fostered about gaining a reward from his God had now fled. The only reward that he now sought was to survive the day.


Lord Zelroth watched impassively as the man was dragged along in front of him by two Darkseed Elite guards. He had promised the man a painful death in the jaws of the Aznavor if he was lying about Aamon’s presence. But judging by the way the man had acted, his gut feeling told him that he wasn’t.


Lord Zelroth took a deep breath as his guard pushed open the door to the chamber. He stepped through the opening and audibly gasped at what he saw before him. Immediately, he prostrated himself on the ground before his God. The cold, wet blood of his former guards slowly soaked through his robes and chilled his skin.


He shuddered.


“My Lord, it lightens my heart and soul to see you free at long last.”


“Save your snivelling, Zelroth. Why have you stopped making sacrifices to the Aznavor?” Aamon said in his godly voice.


“My Lord, I have exhausted my entire prison population, as well as culled most of my servants. I am…”


“SILENCE!” Aamon bellowed. “You will resume the sacrifices immediately.”


“Of course, My Lord. But I have no one to sacrifice at present. I’m still awaiting the return of my forces from The Badlands with their fresh prisoners.”


Aamon reached out and seized the mind and body of one of the kneeling Darkseed Elite guards, and with a single thought, he slowly dragged the terrified man towards the agitated Aznavor. The creature hissed and growled in anticipation, obviously delighted at the prospect of feeding on yet another of its captors. And just like before, it didn’t merely feed on the man, it mutilated him. By the time it had finished, a fresh layer of warm blood and innards coated the chamber’s floor.


“You see, Zelroth, it’s easy to find them when you try. Oh, look… there’s another one over there,” Aamon said, seizing control of the remaining Darkseed Elite. The man screamed in terror—and Aamon let him. His desperate cries for mercy rang out through the chamber, but only the deadly jaws of the Aznavor answered him.


“Come to me,” Aamon said, as the final screams of the guard faded away. “Don’t worry; there is no reason to fear me.” Lord Zelroth raised his eyes in hope but quickly realised that Aamon wasn’t addressing him.


The man in grey robes visibly shook from head to toe as he slowly approached the crimson-glowing God. Twice, he almost lost his footing on the slick, blood-coated floor, but somehow, he managed to stay upright and keep putting one foot in front of the other. He prayed fervently as he slowly walked towards his expected end. But it was to Aysha that he prayed, not Aamon.


Aamon’s laughter shook the very foundations of Azmarin, causing clouds of dust to fall from the ceiling and several loud crashes in adjacent rooms.


“True devotion to one’s God, even in the face of such adversity. Impressive. You could learn a lot from this man, Zelroth,” Aamon said, placing a hand on man’s trembling head. In less than a heartbeat, he had gained all the information that he needed, but the man remained where he was with his eyes firmly closed, waiting for his end to come.


“I think I will have to kill one of you. But which one should I choose?” Aamon said, looking at the two men: one with his eyes tightly closed, and the other face down on the blood-drenched floor. “Decisions… Decisions…”


The silence dragged on for what felt like an age before Aamon spoke again. “Milo,” he said, startling the man into opening his eyes. “That is your name, isn’t it?” The man nodded mutely. “Well, Milo, I have made my decision. Although I always try to be fair in situations like this, sometimes I have to face the hard facts—so here it is. I gave you both a task to do, and only you managed not to disappoint me. For that, I grant you your life. You are free to go.”


Both men gasped, but for very different reasons. Milo slowly backed away from Aamon and the passive Aznavor, amazed that neither had killed him. Once he was out of striking distance of the creature, he turned towards the open door. Every fibre of his being screamed at him to run, but he could barely walk on his trembling, fear-weakened legs.


Aamon waited until Milo had left the room, then sealed the door behind him.


* * *


Aamon struggled to keep his anger in check after discovering the truth from Milo’s mind. He had been right all along. Zelroth had indeed been holding out on him. He may have sacrificed his entire prison population and most of his servants, but there was a whole town of people just beyond the gates of Azmarin. Thousands of souls, all waiting to be sacrificed for his cause.


He would have liked nothing better than to kill Zelroth in the most excruciatingly painful way possible, but he couldn’t—not yet anyway. He still needed the worthless slug-of-a-man. But he had no intentions of allowing him to know that.


“You disappoint me, Zelroth. And I so hate being disappointed.”


“My Lord…”


“SILENCE!” Aamon bellowed.


Lord Zelroth visibly flinched at the thunderous command.


“I still have many important tasks left to do within the Netherworld, yet your incompetence has forced me to abandon those tasks and come here to find out why you have stopped making your sacrifices. Maybe I wasn’t clear enough with my previous instructions,” he said, holding out a hand towards Lord Zelroth and lifting him magically by his throat back to his feet. Lord Zelroth’s eyes bulged in their sockets, and his hands fruitlessly grasped at the invisible force around his neck. The toes of his boots barely touched the ground as he dangled from the air, desperately gasping for breath. A flick of a finger and Lord Zelroth’s black robes fell to the ground, leaving him naked from the waist up. Aamon loosened his grip on Lord Zelroth’s throat a little, but only enough so that he could hear him scream. He pointed a finger towards his chest and traced a line downwards from his neck to his navel. Lord Zelroth screamed in agony as a two-inch-wide strip of skin peeled away from his body and fell to the floor.


The Aznavor hissed and screeched in delight at the sight.


Again, Aamon pointed his finger at lord Zelroth’s body and traced a line downward, and another strip of his skin peeled away and fell to the floor. He smiled as Lord Zelroth’s screams of agony reverberated through the chamber.


“I thought my instructions were self-explanatory when I told you to keep making sacrifices,” he said, tracing yet another line down Lord Zelroth’s body and causing him to scream out in pain again. Blood ran freely down his body, saturating his undergarments and adding to the small crimson lake on the floor that had been created by the death of his former guards.


“Well, were they?” Aamon prompted.


Lord Zelroth nodded frantically, and through whimpers of pain, he weakly replied, “Yes, My Lord.”


“Then why did you disobey me?” he asked. But before Lord Zelroth could reply, he raised two fingers towards him and traced a sharp downward line. This time, a four-inch-wide strip of skin peeled away from his back and fell to the floor with a wet thud. Lord Zelroth’s eyes bulged from their sockets as he screamed through a fresh wave of agony.


Aamon waited until the screams had subsided into whimpers and sobs before continuing. “Imagine my disappointment when I discovered from Milo’s mind that you have an entire town right outside the gates of Azmarin. Thousands of souls that you could have sacrificed, but you chose not to.”


“I’ll do it… I’ll do anything… Please, stop,” Lord Zelroth begged through his whimpers and tears.


“But I no longer need you, Zelroth. I’m already here, so I can do it myself,” he lied. “Besides, what possible incentive could I have to allow you yet another chance to disappoint me? It’s easier, not to mention far more pleasurable, to kill you instead.”


There wasn’t much skin left on Lord Zelroth’s body now, but Aamon wasn’t about to deny himself the pleasure of removing a little more of it before he returned to the Netherworld. A quick downward stroke of his hand saw another four-inch-wide strip of skin fall to the floor, and an invigorating fresh wave of screams filled the chamber.


Aamon waited patiently for the screams to subside again, then waited even longer to see if Lord Zelroth’s mind was still capable of working out his only chance of survival. For a time, Aamon thought that he might have gone too far and have to heal his wounds and start over. But just before he was about to do so, Lord Zelroth finally found his voice.


“My Lord, please… allow me… to do it for you… then you can… return to your work… in the Netherworld…”


And there they were; the only words that could have saved him.


Aamon smiled at the small victory but couldn’t help feeling disappointed that he couldn’t stay longer and torture the man some more. He despised him, but unfortunately, he still needed him—at least for now.


Aamon raised his hand, and the bloodied body of Lord Zelroth drifted across the room towards him. The Aznavor enthusiastically strained at its magical bonds, obviously believing that he was about to deliver its long-time tormentor into its jaws—but Aamon kept Zelroth just out of its range. He could feel the creature desperately attempting to take control of Zelroth’s mind, but he prevented it from doing so. He knew that Zelroth was aware of the creature’s presence by the terrified look in his eyes, even though he avoided looking at it.


“One day,” Aamon silently promised the Aznavor, but his words did little to appease it.


He looked deep into the eyes of Lord Zelroth and saw the broken soul of a defeated man staring back at him. He hated having to undo that with what he had to say next, but if he was ever to stand a chance of really escaping the Netherworld, let alone defeating his siblings, he simply didn’t have a choice.


“You have already disappointed me twice before, Zelroth. If you disappoint me a third time, I promise you, the pain that you have suffered here today will pale into insignificance compared to that which I will make you endure for the rest of eternity. Do I make myself clear this time?”


Lord Zelroth nodded fervently. “Yes… yes, My Lord. Thank you,” he gasped.


“I very much hope so—for your sake,” Aamon replied, flicking his hand. Lord Zelroth catapulted across the room and crashed into the far wall with a sickening crunch. Bones shattered and his remaining skin tore as he impacted and slid down the wall. The whimpering pile of flesh that remained bore no resemblance to a man, and if it hadn’t been for its slow, laboured breathing, it would have been indistinguishable from the other offal-laden carcasses spread across the floor.


He turned towards the Aznavor, ready to leave, but paused.


“When I do return, I would like to speak with Milo again to reward him for his part in this most enjoyable day. I do hope that he’s still around. I really don’t like being disappointed.” he said, finally fading away with a smile.


Chapter Six
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Lord Zelroth had passed out from the pain only moments after Aamon left him alone in the Aznavor chamber. Fortunately, he had been discovered a short time later by three of his Darkseed Elite guards arriving to relieve their—now-dead—colleagues. His extensive physical injuries had been quickly healed by one of his Inquisitors, but the mental scars of what had happened would no doubt remain with him for a long time to come.


Two days had passed since Aamon’s visit, and as yet, he still hadn’t come up with a solution to the problem of how to sacrifice an entire town. He had, of course, organised several raids in the poorest districts of Bruecia to round up enough people for the time being, but in the longer term that simply wasn’t an option. He knew that no matter how afraid the population was of him if they believed that their lives were under threat, they would simply flee. Of course, he could block the port to stop them from leaving, but cornered animals invariably fight back. If that happened, he would be forced to kill far too many of them, putting him in an even worse position than he was in right now. Rounding up more citizens from further afield to replace those that had been killed, then shipping them all back Bruecia would take far too much time. Certainly, more than Aamon would allow him.


The two enormous doors of the Throne Room slowly swung open, and a man in purple robes entered carrying a large book under his right arm. Lord Zelroth groaned. The last thing that he wanted to do right now was to examine the monthly ledger reports with his treasurer. Anico was very good at his job, but he suspected that the world had never seen a more boring man.


“My Lord,” Anico said, bowing deeply. Lord Zelroth sighed to himself and indicated that he could ascend the stairs to the throne platform. What followed was an hour of extreme tedium as he listened bleary-eyed to various harvest and livestock reports from the length and breadth of The Empire. As always, some statistics were higher than the previous month and others lower. In the end, he didn’t care as long as the gold continued to flow into his treasury.


Eventually, Anico presented him with a dozen or so requisition forms to sign for various goods and services. Usually, he read each one of them very carefully, but today he simply didn’t have the patience for any of it and signed them all without query.


“My Lord, are you certain about this one?” Anico asked, holding up one of the forms that he’d just signed.


Lord Zelroth sighed again. “I don’t know, what is it?” he asked, feigning interest.


Anico raised an eyebrow and handed him the form. “It’s a request from Saksis, My Lord.”


“Saksis?” he asked, wearing a blank expression.


“Saksis is a tiny hamlet on our western border, My Lord. They have very little arable land and mainly mine iron ore from the Apsiru mountains. Year on year they contribute very little to our…”


“Yes… yes, but what do they want?”


“The requisition order is for healers, food and medical supplies, and they also sent a separate request to forgo this and next month’s financial contributions. Apparently, most of the villagers have succumbed to an outbreak of disease. Almost half of those affected have already died, and many more of them are expected to follow suit, My Lord.”


“So, you think it’s a waste of time sending anyone.”


“Not necessarily, My Lord.”


“Then speak clearly, man! I’m in no mood for your riddles.”


“Forgive me, My Lord,” Anico replied, bowing his head. “I do think we should send someone. But it should be military in nature, not medical. In time, the infected villagers will either die from the disease or not. What we should do is ensure that this disease does not spread any further. I suggest that we place the entire village under quarantine. No one should be allowed to either enter or leave Saksis until the last of the villagers either recovers or dies. The last thing we need is an Empire-wide outbreak of whatever this is.”


“Quarantine…” Lord Zelroth mused. A smile spread across his face as the beginnings of a plan began to formulate in his mind. First, he would use his spy network in Bruecia to spread the rumours of a deadly disease which had taken hold throughout the Empire. Next, he would create a virulent, but relatively slow-acting disease of his own and infect a small section of Bruecia’s population with it. As soon as the first deaths occurred, he would immediately issue a full travel ban in or out of the town, effectively quarantining Bruecia from the rest of the Empire.


Once the disease began to spread more widely amongst the population, he would offer his assistance, issuing an open invitation for any infected people to come to Azmarin for treatment. He would, of course, cure the first few that arrived and send them back out into the population to spread the word, along with a certain percentage of the others that followed. That way, it would alleviate any concerns over the ones that didn’t return. None of the bodies would be returned to their loved ones for burial. Instead, they would be burned to contain the outbreak—and, of course, to hide the fact that they had been fed upon by the Aznavor. It was an almost perfect plan. Sooner or later, the entire town would seek his help, and even the ones that he had cured would eventually become infected again. Naturally, he would have to create a disease complex enough to thwart the town healers, but he knew that wouldn’t be a problem.


“My Lord?” Anico said, startling him out of his reverie.


He stared at it him for a moment, wondering if he had missed something.


“Should I send the troops to establish a quarantine?”


“Yes, of course,” Lord Zelroth replied, waving his hand dismissively. When Anico didn’t immediately leave, his mood began to darken. He had important things to set in motion, and very little time in which to do them. “Was there something else?” he asked, not bothering to hide his irritation.


“Yes, My Lord,” Anico replied.


“What is it?” he snapped.


Anico paused for a moment before replying, as if choosing his words carefully so as not to provoke him any further. “It’s regarding the monthly contributions from the southern territories, My Lord. More than a dozen of the towns and villages there have failed to pay their dues this month. Several of the revenue collectors that I’ve sent to investigate have recently returned with news of a rebellion there. Apparently, they found several of the towns and villages completely abandoned, and the others were either partially or totally destroyed. Survivors spoke of a powerful warlord from The Badlands, one who had promised to set them free from the bonds of the Empire if they chose to follow him.”


Lord Zelroth’s grip tightened on the arms of his throne, turning his knuckles white. His spies had recently returned with rumours of an uprising in the south, but until now there had been no hard evidence of it. He looked across the room at one of his Inquisitors and communicated some instructions silently to him. The Inquisitor stepped forward and waited.


“Take my Inquisitor to your men in turn. He will question them on the details of what they saw.”


Anico bowed deeply. “As you wish, My Lord,” he said, backing away. He turned and started to walk towards the waiting Inquisitor but stopped after a few steps and turned back towards Lord Zelroth.


“My Lord,” he said nervously, “I’m not sure how relevant this information is, but when questioned, the survivors of the towns and villages all reported the same name for the rebel warlord. Apparently, he goes by the name of Zedd.”


At hearing the name, Lord Zelroth bolted to his feet and visibly shook with anger. His eyes were filled with rage and his fists clenched in tight balls by his side.


Anico swiftly exited the room, as did the grateful Inquisitor assigned to him. Even before the massive doors of the chamber had closed behind them, the sounds of someone screaming in agony briefly assaulted their ears. A moment later, Lord Zelroth’s shouts of anger and frustration echoed down the hallway after them, swiftly followed by his command to assemble every available Empire soldier in the northern territories.


Chapter Seven
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Aamon never had any doubt about the result of his recent visit to Azmarin. As expected, Lord Zelroth had resumed making his sacrifices to the Aznavor less than a day later, and now he was receiving a steady stream of power from the creature once more.


Aamon had expected the foray into Azmarin to consume a significant portion of his power reserves, but upon returning to the Netherworld, he discovered that the net effect of absorbing the power from the five guards that he’d killed had resulted in little change to his overall strength. His power situation had also been helped by the fact that it had been far easier for him to ride the flow of magic back to the Netherworld than it had been fighting against it on his way to Azmarin. It was akin to swimming along with a current of a fast-flowing river, rather than struggling against it.


Now, it was only a matter of time. Either he would gather enough power to escape the Netherworld and survive the inevitable confrontation with his sister. Or instead, Aysha would finally succeed in convincing Driden to join forces with her again, and together they would seal him inside his prison forever.


There was, of course, a further complication to his plans. One which he had not foreseen, nor had he informed Lord Zelroth about during his recent visit: the sudden appearance of the Guardian. He knew that it was only a matter of time before the Guardian and the boy-mage visited Lord Zelroth, and when they did, they would likely kill him. But he also knew that it would have been a mistake to inform him about the threat. If he had, Lord Zelroth would have been far more reluctant to sacrifice Bruecia’s population to his cause. Instead, he would have been far more likely to round up the town’s people and attempt to use their combined magical power in a desperate bid to save his own skin. Of course, his efforts would have been futile against a Guardian, but his actions would have deprived him of the precious power that he so desperately needed to escape.


Aamon seethed inside at the thought of his eternal future resting in the hands of someone else. But knowing that it was in the hands of a man like Lord Zelroth, made the thought almost unbearable. He would not sit idly by and await the outcome of his fate. He could not. He had to tip the balance in his favour somehow.


He knew that he still had many Netherworld creatures under his control, but every direct assault that he had attempted so far had failed miserably. And with the presence of the newly trained magi outside, the odds of succeeding with a similar strategy were now even less likely. The magi may well be weak, but they had already proved their ability to disperse the darkness around The Rift, and without its concealing effects, any creatures that he sent through would be killed even before they had fully emerged at the other side. It would merely be a waste of his resources.


Aamon paced back and forth, staring towards The Rift that he had temporarily sealed. The howls and cries of distant Netherworld creatures filled the air all around him. He knew they were watching him from the darkness, but most of the creatures had learned to stay well away from him over the past two millennia. Those that hadn’t, he had either killed or forced to serve him in various ways. Some of the creatures that he had subverted had been very useful during his time in the Netherworld, but others had proved to be far more trouble than they were worth.


As he reminisced about his past successes and failures, he felt a sharp pain on the side of his neck. Instinctively, he swatted at it. He knew what it was even before he saw the remains of it in his hand: a sapfly. A small mosquito-like insect which feeds on the magic of other Netherworld creatures. Alone they were harmless enough, but in the bubbling tar swamps of the north, they congregated in massive numbers. Twice, during his early exploration of the area, he had seen creatures devoured by large swarms of them. Not physically devoured, but magically. And in each case, the much larger creature had been powerless to defend itself against them.


He looked down at the tiny dead sapfly in the palm of his hand and watched as it slowly faded away before his eyes. They were strange creatures. They possessed no true physical form. Instead, their tiny bodies were made up entirely of pure dark energy, making them invulnerable to almost all forms of attack. It hadn’t been his hand that had killed this one, but instead the magic that it had consumed from him. He had discovered very early on that his magic was extremely toxic to the tiny creatures, and that it would kill them almost instantly when they tried to feed on him. Even so, after witnessing the swarms kill the two larger Netherworld creatures, he quickly formulated a magical defence against any potential future attack. He had been so distracted by his thoughts since returning to the Netherworld, that he had forgotten to reinstate those defences. Something that he quickly rectified, along with several other wards and shields that he usually kept active.


Aamon didn’t particularly like the sapflies, but he respected them all the same. Anything so small that could take down a creature thousands of times its size deserved at least that much. It was just a shame that he couldn’t release a swarm or two through The Rift to get rid of the magi and paladins guarding the other side. He could, of course, but he suspected that their magic would be just as toxic to the creatures as his own. And if the sapflies decided to disperse away from The Rift in any significant numbers, instead of directly attacking the magi and paladin, they could do more harm than good by feeding on the few remaining Netherworld creatures in the forest outside.


Aamon turned to face The Rift and pursed his lips. He knew that a swarm of sapflies would be quickly detected by Aysha’s vermin outside, but a single sapfly, or possibly two, would likely go unnoticed. Especially at night. But how could he make a single sapfly effective against so many people? Should he create a poisonous version of the creature? Or maybe one that carries a virulent disease? “No,” he thought to himself, shaking his head. A single creature could never poison enough of them to make it worthwhile, and any disease outbreak would either be cured by the magi, or the affected people quarantined until either they died or the Guardian and boy-mage returned to cure them. Sure, it might kill or incapacitate a few of them, but he needed more. He needed to come up with something that would wipe them all out—and do it quickly.


A moment later, he knew that he had come up with the answer. His pursed lips curled upwards into a wicked smile as he summoned the first of the sapflies to experiment on.


Chapter Eight
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Zedd and Cole watched silently as the dust from a distant horse-drawn carriage rose high into the late morning air. It was still several miles away from their camp, but both men knew it was their scout returning with news of the settlement beyond the next valley. According to one of Zedd’s recruits, the town was called Marama and was by far the largest settlement that they had encountered so far during their crusade.


Zedd’s assimilation of The Badlands’ clans had been swift and merciless. His plan to attack and lay waste to the most powerful of them first had sent an unmistakable message to the other warlords. The complete annihilation of the two leading clans had sent shock waves throughout The Badlands, and one by one the other clans quickly fell in line. Reluctantly at first, but when they discovered Zedd’s grand plans and began to see for themselves what he was truly capable of, their apprehension was quickly replaced by optimism for a far better life to come for both themselves and their families.


Cole had been genuinely impressed by the way Zedd had organised the various former warring clans. He had granted each of their leaders an equal position of power within his new army but had not allowed any of them to keep more than forty of their original clansmen under their command. The remainder of their units were made up of men and women from the other clans. Zedd had said that it was to promote unity within his new army, but Cole knew the real reason was to prevent any of the former warlords from rebelling against him and trying to gain control of the army for themselves. And for the most part, his plan had worked. Apart from the odd fight breaking out here and there between old rivals, peace and tranquillity was the rule within his new army, rather than the exception. Those that caused trouble were swiftly dealt with, and after only a couple of weeks, they all seemed to settle down and accept their new roles in a united force under one leader.


“It’s amazing how quickly people become civilised again when they don’t have to fight every day simply to survive,” Cole thought to himself, as he looked out over the plains towards the scout’s lengthening dust trail.


The structural changes that Zedd had wrought within his new army were not the only thing Cole had been impressed by. Although he knew better than ever to allow himself to believe that Zedd was a stupid man, he had still questioned many of his more dubious decisions in the past—even if he hadn’t voiced his opinions at the time. But since leaving The Badlands behind, Cole had found himself not only agreeing with most of Zedd’s actions but even respecting some of them. None more so than what he had chosen to do with the towns and villages after taking control of them. Cole’s previous experiences had naturally led him to believe that Zedd would not only destroy the settlements that they left behind but also take a great deal of pleasure in doing so. But surprisingly, that wasn’t the case.


Of course, during their first few days in Thule, they came across several border towns and villages that refused to join their cause, and those places were completely destroyed to send a message to any others wishing to stand against them. But once they moved a little further north into Thule, away from The Badlands and the old border tensions, they soon found many of the towns and villages more than willing to join them.


Life in the south of Thule was harsh at best, and there were not many people there that didn’t feel abandoned or downtrodden by the much wealthier north and the Empire as a whole. Taxes often claimed a disproportionate amount of their meagre wealth compared to other parts of the Empire, and it was not unheard of for entire families to starve to death during a harsh winter or after a failed harvest. Once they heard Zedd’s words and witnessed him removing a Necromatic ring, most joined the cause willingly. Those that did not, he spared—much to the surprise and relief of Cole. He did, however, leave them wearing their rings as a reminder of their servitude to the Empire, as well as remove them from any position of power. In their stead, he installed his own choice of people to run the towns and villages, as well as the surrounding farms. At first, Cole had seen Zedd’s actions as an uncharacteristic act of mercy or charity, but he soon realised the truth. And it was nothing short of brilliant.


Zedd had carefully chosen the weakest, most downtrodden members of society to replace the people that he’d absorbed into his army. He announced publicly that they should tend to the day to day running of the settlements in the name of his new Empire. Crops were to be harvested on time, and livestock managed as was required. Cole initially expected some resistance to the properties and belongings being freely handed over to others, but it seemed that the old owners realised what was going on even before he did. They weren’t being robbed of their farms and businesses; they were being upgraded. Everyone quickly saw it for what it was: a chance to move up in society. A chance to move north, to richer, more fertile lands. And a chance for them and their families to live a life that they could never have imagined possible only a few weeks before.


In one fell swoop, Zedd had achieved several things all at once. He had assured himself the loyalty of every man and woman in his new army, as well as those he had left behind in each successive town and village along the way. He had ensured himself a solid and reliable supply line for his army’s needs. And because he left the weakest of his forces behind at each consecutive settlement, he would arrive at Azmarin with the most potent force possible. And if the unthinkable should happen, and he found himself having to retreat, it would be back through towns and villages loyal to him.


The status of every citizen within the Thule Empire was directly affected by the strength of their magical abilities. The strongest held the highest positions in society, while the weakest were pushed to the outer fringes of the Empire. Those few unlucky enough to be born without any magical ability were either left outside for the elements to claim, or sold into servitude and usually by the most impoverished families of the south. So as a rule, the further north that you travelled within the Empire, the more magically potent the population became. Zedd’s plan was simple yet brilliant. Why bother to feed and march an ever-expanding army all the way to the gates of Azmarin, when you can leave a vast number of loyal followers behind and still arrive at Lord Zelroth’s door with the strongest potential army?


The large command tent was surprisingly warm and comfortable considering the cold howling wind that raged outside. The ground was entirely covered by thick woollen rugs of all colours, and a large iron stove radiated its heat from the centre of the room. Zedd sat in a cushioned chair at the head of a long dark wooden table laden with fruit and other foods, while Cole absent-mindedly fed more wood into the stove. The sound of an approaching horse and raised voices outside refocused their attention, and Cole returned to his chair in anticipation of the scout’s arrival.


A moment later, the door flap opened and one of Zedd’s new commanders poked his head inside.


“Sire, the scout has returned,” he announced.


Zedd nodded. “Show him in.”


“As you wish, sire,” the commander replied, throwing open the door flap so that the scout could enter. The canvas of the tent billowed outwards with the sudden gust of wind that entered, snapping the thick canvas loudly. In an instant, the warm air that had built up inside was gone, replaced by the frigid chill of outside. Zedd gave the scout a murderous look, and he released the heavy flap instantly, sealing them off once more from the winter storm outside. Cole wondered if the scout would have still been breathing if he hadn’t had anything to report and couldn’t help smiling to himself when he kept Zedd waiting even longer.


“Report, man!” Zedd snapped a moment later.


“Of course, sire,” he replied, bowing his head. “But I’m afraid that I am the bearer of bad news. There is a full garrison of troops stationed at Marama…”


“Really?” Zedd replied, a grin spreading across his face. “How many? And why are they there?”


“I counted more than two hundred men, sire. All were heavily armoured, and their auras shone brightly with power. It was hard to tell because I couldn’t gain access to all of the stables, but I believe they may also be a mounted division.”


“Good. Their horses will come in handy,” Zedd replied. “But why are they there? I was led to believe that Marama was a simple mining and farming town. Why would it need a garrison of Empire troops? Unless, of course, they have somehow caught wind of our plans earlier than I expected.”


“No, sire, I don’t believe that is the case. The information that I managed to obtain suggests that Marama was indeed once a simple mining and farming town, but about three years ago, all of that changed. Apparently, someone high up suddenly decided that due to its readily available minerals and animal products, it would be the perfect place to produce most of the armour and weapons for the Empire’s army. From what I could tell, the locals aren’t happy about the changes. In a matter of a few short years, they have gone from being a relatively affluent town with strong trading links to the north to being little more than slaves to the Empire. Their mines have been requisitioned, and the free men who used to work them have been turned out on the streets and replaced by slaves from neighbouring countries. The farms have fared little better, but at least the farmers themselves have been left in situ to look after their livestock for the leather.”


Zedd nodded slowly to the scout’s words, lost deep in his thoughts. When he noticed the scout still standing before him, he dismissed him with a simple hand gesture, but the scout remained where he was.


“I beg your pardon, sire, but there is one other thing that you should know. Marama has a communication station,” the scout said. He waited for a reply, but when it became apparent that he wasn’t going to get one, he bowed his head slightly, then turned and left the tent.


“So, what do you think?” Cole asked after the silence had dragged on for a few minutes. Knowing that he could take control of Zedd’s mind at any time had given him a new sense of confidence lately, but he still didn’t want to push his luck too much. If he ever was forced to take control of Zedd’s mind completely, he knew that he would have to kill him. If he didn’t, Zedd would undoubtedly kill him for his actions. And right now, like it or not, Zedd’s crazy plan was probably his best chance of survival. He wasn’t as confident about their chances of defeating Lord Zelroth as Zedd, but he knew that trying to run and hide would only end one way; in his eventual death. He could accept dying. It was the weeks, months, or even years of perpetual torture that Lord Zelroth would make them endure first, that he wished to avoid at all costs.


Zedd still looked deep in thought when he finally replied with a smirk. “I think the gods are smiling on us.”


“Oh? How so?”


Zedd looked up and scowled at him. “Must I explain everything to you?” he asked, shaking his head in disdain. “Once we take Marama, our true foothold within the Empire will be established. It’s the first major town that we have come across, and we now discover that it also has true worth to the Empire. If it can supply weapons and armour to their army, it can do the same for ours. And the fact that the soldiers are there is also a bonus.” When Zedd saw the confused look on Cole’s face, he sighed loudly. “Don’t you see? We probably would have had to kill dozens of the townspeople before they eventually bowed to our rule, but now we will most likely only have to kill the soldiers. From what the scout has just told us, it doesn’t appear that there is any love lost between the population of Marama and the Empire lately. I’m guessing that when we arrive and dispatch those soldiers and offer them their old lives back, they’ll be more than willing to join us.”


“And what about the communication station?” Cole asked, pushing his luck still further. “Even if the townspeople don’t raise the alarm, once the soldiers realise that they can’t win, they’ll call for help themselves.”


Zedd nodded. “I’m counting on it. The more soldiers that Lord Zelroth sends against us, the less we’ll have to face when we reach Azmarin.” He didn’t bother waiting for a response from Cole, but instead called out the name of the commander who was standing guards outside their tent. Immediately, the tent flap opened, and the man stepped inside.


“Yes, sire?” he said, standing to attention.


“Prepare our forces as we discussed. We attack tomorrow at dawn.”


Cole felt a sudden surge of bloodlust emanate from the dragon-heart shard through his link to Zedd’s mind, making him shudder inside.


Chapter Nine
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Cole rose well before dawn the following morning and watched the final preparations being made for their imminent attack. A dozen men and women had already been sent on ahead the previous night to infiltrate the town. They had travelled in pairs and posed as regular traders and travellers. Their job was simple; spread themselves evenly around town before first light to ensure that no matter where Zedd was, he would never be disabled by a silence spell for very long. Of course, Cole was his primary defence against such attacks, but this town was much larger than any of the others they had taken so far. The plan was for him to remain hidden inside a covered wagon, along with another fifteen magi hand-picked by Zedd. The magi would use their combined magical strength to shield the wagon from any direct or indirect attacks, while Cole secretly monitored Zedd’s status from within. If the wagon’s true nature was discovered and they found themselves under a sustained attack, Zedd would fall back and use his magic to protect them. All in all, it was now a well-practised plan that they had used on many occasions. The only thing that ever changed was the magi who travelled along with him; the further north they ventured, the more powerful they became.


Cole felt, rather than heard Zedd’s approach. Zedd no longer slept in the command tent as he once had. Instead, he now travelled south each evening to join his wife and children in the civilian caravan, five miles behind them. It had been decided early on that the families of all the fighters, as well as any non-magi within their group, would travel in a separate convoy a small distance behind the main force. Tiana had not been happy about Zedd’s decision, but eventually, she had come to see the wisdom in it and readily agreed to remain there with the children. Cole had no idea if she had made it a condition that Zedd returned to her each night, but he suspected that she might have. In any case, Zedd had assigned a strong force to protect the caravan, and even adapted several of the Necromatic rings to serve as communication devices should anything untoward happen.


The heavily frosted earth crunched underfoot as Zedd came to stand by Cole’s side. His silhouette was easily visible against the lightening dawn sky, and his warm breath billowed out into the icy morning air.


“Are they ready?” Zedd asked, without preamble.


“Just about, I think,” Cole replied.


“Good. I’m looking forward to this.”


Cole grunted a reply without looking at him. He hadn’t needed to hear those words. He could already sense the anticipation and bloodlust seething in waves from the dragon-heart shard hidden under Zedd’s cloak, and he recognised that lately, whatever the shard felt, often Zedd’s own emotions mirrored it. On several occasions, while alone in the command tent at night, Cole had reached out along his link to Zedd’s mind. At first, he had been reluctant to do so, just in case he inadvertently witnessed any intimate moments between him and his wife, but he soon discovered that most of the time Zedd wasn’t even with his wife. Instead, he was choosing to spend more and more time alone with the shard, but for what reason, Cole didn’t know. It was difficult for him to remain hidden within Zedd’s mind while at the same time, delving into his private thoughts. Usually, all he managed to obtain from him were snippets of feelings or emotions. But one thing was now abundantly clear to him; Zedd had finally bonded with the shard entirely. It was now difficult for him to distinguish where Zedd’s mind ended, and the shard’s began. It was as if they shared a single consciousness and a single purpose. So far, the shard’s influence seemed to have slightly mellowed Zedd’s unpredictable and hostile temperament, but Cole wasn’t foolish enough to believe that that couldn’t change in an instant. Especially during the heightened bloodlust of battle.


Cole climbed into the back of the covered wagon, and each of the fifteen men nodded a silent greeting to him. He could see apprehension and fear etched onto their faces, and he wasn’t at all surprised. He had done it many times before, but for them, it was their first time, and in their minds, they were about to face over two hundred Empire soldiers alone. None of them had witnessed how easily Zedd had defeated the soldiers in The Badlands. Only rumours and stories of that battle had ever reached their ears, and even the truth of it must have sounded like fanciful embellishment to them. “No.” Cole thought to himself, “They aren’t here because of their blind faith in Zedd’s abilities. They’re here for themselves and their families’ future.” Although, he knew full well that after witnessing the coming battle, their faith in Zedd would never be in question again. They would all willingly follow him to the Seven Gates of Hell if he asked them to.


An hour later, they came within sight of Marama, and the level of apprehension amongst the men grew noticeably. Cole would have described it as a small city rather than a town, and even though they were still some distance away, he could see how well protected it was. A high stone wall with watchtowers placed every hundred feet or so surrounded the entire town, and only one fortified gate was visible. Three guards manned each watchtower, their bright auras clearly visible against the dark storm clouds of the northern sky. One of the men shifted uncomfortably in the wagon and caught Cole’s eye.


“Have you been with him for a long time?” the man asked a moment later in a nervous tone.


Cole knew exactly who he meant by ‘him’. In his mind, he replied, “Yes, for far too long,” but he held his tongue and simply nodded. The man took another breath to speak again but paused, as if he was afraid to voice his new thoughts. Cole smiled at him. “You want to know if I think he can do it? If he can defeat over two hundred Empire soldiers alone?” The man nodded mutely, and fifteen pairs of eyes turned towards Cole for his answer. He could feel the bile rising as he contemplated having to validify Zedd’s credentials as a killer and deify him amongst these men, but he knew that he had to do something to ease their fears. The last thing that he needed was for any of them to lose their nerve and try to flee while entering the town. He forced a smile on his face and swallowed back his bile.


“I promise you all, it will only be the ones who are wearing the Empire’s uniform that won’t get to see their families again,” Cole replied, sickened by the thought of it. The men grinned and nudged each other playfully at the news. Cole closed his eyes and silently asked for forgiveness from anyone that would listen.


Several minutes later, Cole felt the wagon reduce its speed a little. He immediately knew the reason why even without opening one of the small peep-holes in the side-canvas to verify it. Each time they had used this method to infiltrate a town or village, Zedd had always chosen to ride alone on a parallel course, usually a few miles to the east or west. For their plan to work and the true nature of the wagon to go undetected, Zedd would have to arrive at Marama slightly after they did, and from a different direction. The wagon driver was just making sure that the delay between their arrival and that of Zedd’s was not too great.


Two sharp kicks of the driver’s boot indicated that they were about to reach Marama’s gates. Cole felt the tension in the air rise as every man in the wagon held his breath and became completely motionless. One man had already placed a weak magical shield on the inside of the wagon, just in case any of the soldiers decided to have some fun and poke holes through the canvas with their swords or spears.


“HALT!” a loud voice commanded. “What are you carrying in the back?”


“Only root vegetables, sir,” the driver replied.


“Is that so? And why would you go to the trouble of transporting root vegetables in a covered wagon?”


“To protect them from the frost, sir. It’s been mightily cold the last few nights out on them there plains, sir. I tell ya, only last night…”


“Open it!” the soldier commanded, cutting him off mid-sentence.


Cole saw several of the men flinch, and the colour drain away from their faces. He placed a finger to his lips to indicate that they should remain silent, then carefully moved over to one of the peep-holes. He timed his movement perfectly to coincide with the driver jumping down from the wagon, then carefully slid open the tiny cover so that he could see out. A single soldier followed the driver towards the rear of the wagon, and Cole prepared himself to take control of his mind.


“Open it,” the soldier said, drawing his sword.


“Of course,” the driver replied. But try as he might, he couldn’t keep the nervousness from his voice. A moment later, the canvas flap opened, and the contents were revealed. The briefest look of surprise flashed across the soldier’s face, but it was instantly replaced by a look of confusion as his mind struggled to comprehend what he was seeing. Cole was now in total control of the man’s mind and forced him to see only a wagon full of root vegetables as the driver had said. The men in the back were like statues, barely daring to breathe as the soldier cast his gaze over them unseeingly.


“Everything alright back there?” another soldier called out from the gate.


“Err… Yes… Yes, just root vegetables, like he said,” the soldier replied, still gazing strangely into the back of the wagon. The driver didn’t wait for permission and tied the flap shut again with a visible sigh of relief. Just before the flap fell into place, Cole got a brief glimpse of Zedd off in the distance. Less than ten minutes from now, it would all begin. Just enough time for them to position the wagon, and for the driver to hide.


The wagon driver was from the previous village that they had liberated and still wore his Necromatic ring. It had been a necessity to get past the guards on the gate, as checking the validity of his ring would have been the first thing they had done even from a distance. Zedd had provided him with an enchanted gemstone to enable him to remove it once he was safely inside the town. All he had to do was touch it to his ring, and it would render it inert, and therefore immune to the soldiers’ influence. But he would have to do that away from any watchful eyes and then stay out of sight until it was all over.


A soldier bellowed for the driver to “Move it!” and the wagon jolted into motion once more.


The relief of the men was almost palpable as the two horses settled into their stride. The scout had reported a large open area in the centre of town where the weekly market was held and where it was common to find wagons such as theirs. The market had been held two days prior, and therefore the area would be unoccupied by stalls when they arrived. It was also the place where the authorities executed any convicted criminals. A perfect stage for Zedd’s macabre performance, Cole thought to himself as the wagon drew to a halt.


Chapter Ten
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Zedd watched as the wagon was allowed to pass through the town gates unhindered. Cole had apparently succeeded in keeping their presence hidden, as he knew he would. A moment later, the two guards casually returned to their posts and almost immediately spotted his distant approach. He was still too far out of range for them to detect his Necromatic ring, or rather the lack of it. And judging by their relaxed demeanour, he was also reasonably confident that they hadn’t yet seen the strength of his aura. He grinned and raised a strong magical shield around himself. Having such a large garrison stationed within the town had apparently made the guards complacent. He smiled to himself, knowing that he was about to change that perception for them.


Four watchtowers graced the town’s southern wall, each one manned by three Empire soldiers. It was quite evident by the hive of activity that at least two of the watchtowers were now aware of his powerful aura. He ignored them and continued riding slowly towards the two distant guards while searching for something beyond the open gates. Of the dozen men and women that he had sent to infiltrate the town the previous night, two had been instructed to hide near the gates so that they could remove any silence spells that the guards might place on him. As of yet, he couldn’t see any sign of them, but that didn’t concern him. If they were good at their jobs, it was only right that he wouldn’t be able to see them. After all, if he couldn’t see them, neither could the guards.


It was the first time that Zedd had encountered any significant number of Empire soldiers, other than when he had liberated the Kraell clan prisoners in The Badlands. That time had been very different though, because most of the prisoners had not been citizens of the Thule Empire, and therefore were not wearing a Necromatic ring. Those few that had been wearing a ring were very weak magi, and no doubt the Vintenar that he had eventually killed had not considered their power even worth taking. Or at the very least he hadn’t thought about doing so at the time.


Zedd knew that if he attempted to claim victory in Marama, the same way he had in The Badlands, it was likely to end very badly for most of its population. Everyone within Marama’s walls was a citizen of the Empire, and therefore they all wore a Necromatic ring, which in turn, made them susceptible to being drained of magic by the resident ranking officer. Usually, Zedd wouldn’t have cared about their lives, but Marama offered him a previously unseen opportunity to equip his rapidly growing army with new weapons and armour, and it was the people of Marama who knew how best to operate the mines and forges to produce that equipment. So, if he had to dispatch the soldiers in a more creative way to maintain that advantage, then so be it.


A hundred paces from the gate, Zedd saw the aura of one of the soldiers flare a little, as he used his magic to check the validity of his missing Necromatic ring.


“Halt!” the soldier immediately called out, lowering his spear. Zedd continued to ride towards the gate and distinctly heard the second soldier’s curse when he noticed the strength of his aura for the first time. The command to halt came again, but this time with a little more urgency. Zedd ignored it. He felt the unmistakable effects of several silence spells assaulting him all at once, and he smiled. A call to arms echoed through the morning air from the watchtowers above, but he didn’t bother to look up or try to stop them. The more soldiers that gathered in one place to face him, the better, he thought to himself, as he slowly dismounted his horse and tied it to a hitching post a short distance from the gate. Without pause, he turned and started walking towards the open gate, completely ignoring the guards.


One of the two guards actually dared to attack him with a powerful magical missile, but unfortunately for him, Zedd also felt the effects of his silence spell disperse at the same moment. The dragon-heart shard’s bloodlust suddenly threatened to overwhelm him, but he managed to maintain control and simply turned and smiled at the offending guard.


The hunt had begun, and the dragon-heart shard now craved the kill.


Zedd spoke a single word of power, and an undulating ball of blue light appeared in the palm of his hand. The two guards gasped openly at his ability to speak. One of them stepped back away from him, but the other spoke an incantation of his own, and a new silence spell robbed Zedd of his speech once again. It was the same man that had just dared to attack him with a magical missile, and it would be his final act in this world. Zedd’s grin widened as he raised his hand towards the man and released his missile. He briefly saw the guard’s eyes widen in fear as the ball of blue light engulfed his magical shield, then he vanished within an icy cocoon. The soldier’s strong death-pulse washed over Zedd, and a moment later, the thin opaque layer that was once a magical shield crumbled away to reveal the frozen body of the man beneath. The statue-like form teetered briefly, before slowly falling forwards to the ground and shattering into a thousand pieces.


The dragon-heart shard roared its victory inside his mind. “More!” it demanded, and Zedd turned to face the second guard. He looked petrified with fear and visibly shook at the sight of his former colleague’s remains scattered across the ground all around his feet.


“Have your commander assemble his troops in the market square. I will deliver my terms for your surrender in five minutes,” Zedd said, looking past the man. He nodded vigorously and backed away from Zedd without a word. He stumbled a few times, then turned and hurried off towards the centre of town as quickly as his weakened legs could carry him. Zedd smiled and watched him go, before turning to admire his other handiwork scattered around his feet.


Zedd had spent a lot of time alone with the dragon-heart shard lately and had learned a great many things about the nature of magic and its possible uses. He knew now that his former understanding of the art had been that of a child’s in comparison. The Guardian’s knowledge contained within the shard was far from complete, however. Some of the missing information he had managed to piece together for himself, either by using what he had already known or what he had learned from the Guardian book in Coldmont. The dragon-heart shard had also helped him to understand better the information that he had assimilated from the Guardian book, and at a much faster rate than he would ever have been able to do by himself. The shard had revealed hidden information to him from the depths of his mind that he hadn’t even been aware of possessing. And in return, he had tried to answer the shard’s own questions about the world at large, and what had happened in it since it had fallen in battle so long ago.


The sound of a battle horn being blown suddenly startled Zedd out of his reverie. He could hear the distant thudding of boots and the general commotion of a large group of men preparing for battle. The dragon-heart shard echoed the horn’s call-to-battle with a defiant roar of its own. “Be patient, my friend. Victory will be ours soon enough,” Zedd replied silently, as he turned and slowly walked towards the centre of town.


The people of Marama scurried around in the streets like giant rats trying to seek shelter from an impending catastrophe, as the Empire troops continued to pour out of their barracks into the town square. Zedd walked casually towards the noise of the soldiers, ignoring the countless silence spells assaulting him from above. He glanced up and around at the twelve looming watchtowers intended to protect the town and took note that they were manned by only regular troops. As he emerged from behind a large building, the full market square came into view for the first time. It was indeed a large open space, and the two hundred or so Empire soldiers amassed at the far end barely filled a tenth of it.


Zedd was impressed by the town of Marama. The stone buildings had an air of permanence about them, and its outer defences were some of the best he had seen away from the larger cities of the north. It would make a good staging post for his conquest of Thule—at least until he moved further north and liberated somewhere bigger and better.


As he entered the market square, Zedd scanned the auras of the distant soldiers. It was easy for him to discern who was in charge. One aura stood out among the rest like a bright beacon to his mage-sight; a Praetor at the very least, or possibly even a higher ranking Baliaeter, he thought. He smiled and continued walking, unfazed by the prospect of facing whoever it was.


Zedd had already spotted Cole’s wagon parked on the western side of the square, and a moment later, he felt the unmistakable presence of Cole in his mind, and the dispersal of the silence spells cast upon him. He continued walking until he reached the centre of the market square, then slowly cast his gaze over the gathered soldiers in front of him. He was now no more than fifty paces away from their lines, more than close enough to see the eyes of every man there. He saw fear and confusion in some of the soldier’s eyes, but most of all, he saw hatred and contempt. He smiled at their unspoken challenge, and the dragon-heart shard roared a mighty battle cry within his mind.


Zedd took a deep breath to deliver his ultimatum, but before he could say anything, Cole’s voice rang out with a warning in his mind. As it happened, he need not have bothered, Zedd had already spotted the danger for himself. Slowly descending a wide stone staircase of what appeared to be a temple at the far end of town, was a Darkseed Elite. Zedd’s grin widened at the thought of pitting his strength against one of the Empire’s most powerful magi. There was no question in his mind that he would be victorious. He could kill him just as easily as any other citizen of Thule, and he would—eventually. But not before demonstrating his vastly superior power to both his own forces and the population of Marama. After today, he thought, no one will ever question my ability to rule over a new Empire, let alone an insignificant town such as Marama.


Zedd had spent many hours the previous night planning for this moment, and the sudden appearance of a Darkseed Elite had done little to change those plans. He could have simply killed all of them at once, quickly and cleanly. But where would the fun be in that? As long as he limited the damage caused to the infrastructure of the town and avoided as many civilian casualties as possible, he didn’t see why he couldn’t indulge in a little enjoyment along the way. Besides, he had wanted to try out several of his newly discovered abilities for quite some time now, and this offered him the perfect opportunity to do so.


“Let the hunt begin, my friend,” Zedd said silently. The dragon-heart shard’s response was immediate and concise, relinquishing its vast reserves of power to Zedd’s control with a mighty roar of approval. Zedd smiled. He spoke several words of power under his breath and formed a magical link to each of the thirty-six men in the twelve watchtowers around him. He turned his palms towards the sky and raised his arms in an unnecessarily dramatic motion. At the first sign of movement, dozens of silence spells assaulted him from the gathered soldiers in front of him, but it was already too late. Thirty-six men levitated into the air and away from the watchtowers, each group of three encased within a strong magical barrier. Two death-pulses suddenly washed over everyone in the market square, quickly followed by a third. Zedd looked up curiously, then let out a manic laugh when he realised what had happened. One of the soldiers had foolishly tried to attack him from within the magical barrier, incinerating himself in the process, along with his two colleagues. Zedd removed his magical containment spell holding the men’s remains aloft and watched the blackened ash disperse in the blustery morning breeze, as Cole continued to remove the multitude of silence spells that still assaulted him.


Zedd returned his gaze to the gathered soldiers just in time to see their commander step forward from their ranks. The dark, murderous look on his face left Zedd in no doubt as to what he thought about the death of his men. Now that he was closer, Zedd could clearly see the insignia of a Baliaeter hanging around his neck. Zedd grinned at him contemptuously, then looked up at the thirty-three men now hovering high above the main group of soldiers. He spoke a small incantation and quickly consolidated them all into a single, much larger magical barrier, then looked back towards their commander. Zedd was about to issue his demands when he suddenly became curious about something else. He looked back up at the men high above and wondered just how many of them could actually levitate by themselves. He quickly elongated the magical barrier towards the ground to stop any of them from escaping, then abruptly cancelled the levitation spell that was holding the men in place. The men gasped and screamed in terror as they plummeted towards the ground below. All but three managed to arrest their descent with a levitation spell of their own. Those that didn’t, crashed into the mass of soldiers below with a sickening crunch and their death-pulses were instantly felt by all. The Baliaeter positively shook with rage as he bellowed his orders to attack. Zedd continued to smile at him, enraging him even more.


More than fifty powerful missiles impacted harmlessly on Zedd’s shield in the first few seconds of the attack. The dragon-heart shard roared with rage and demanded immediate retribution, but Zedd ignored its pleas. Instead, he forced the remaining thirty men into a tighter space and began to drain their power to feed his own magical shield. Then he quietly spoke a few words of power and began to rotate the entire mass of men. Slowly at first, but the speed gradually increased with every second that passed. Zedd raised a single finger towards the men and made a circular motion with it as if he was spinning an imaginary children’s toy. He didn’t know if it was his actions, or the terrified screams of the men above that made the Baliaeter look up. But it didn’t matter, his reaction to the sight was exactly what Zedd had hoped for.


The confined men spun faster and faster until it was impossible to distinguish one from another. Their screams intensified at first, but as the air was ripped from their lungs, they began to fall silent one by one. Missiles continued to batter at Zedd’s magical shield at an ever-increasing rate, and even the Baliaeter joined in the assault; oblivious to the fact that his men were being drained of their power at an alarming rate to feed Zedd’s defences. Zedd grinned openly at the Baliaeter as the first death-pulse from above was felt. In reply, the Baliaeter ordered his men to intensify their attack, which of course, only hastened the deaths of more of his men.


Death-pulse after death-pulse echoed through the market square, and when Zedd’s connection to the final man was severed, he instantly increased the rotational speed of his magical barrier a hundredfold. The men inside were already dead, but the effect it had on their corpses was truly horrifying for anyone to behold; their bodies appeared to liquefy before their eyes. Scores of soldiers paused their attacks, gasping or cursing loudly as they stared up at the spinning mass of carnage above their heads. The dragon-heart shard roared victoriously in Zedd’s mind. ‘MORE!’ it demanded, and Zedd was only too happy to oblige.


He locked eyes with the Baliaeter and grinned menacingly at him. Magical missiles still impacted his shield, but to a far lesser degree than they had earlier. But a moment later, even those attacks ceased when he abruptly removed the magical barrier containing the soldiers’ remains, and a torrent of blood and gore rained down on the heads of the troops below. Battle-hardened men cried out in alarm and retched openly at the gruesome sight of their former colleagues’ remains dripping from their armour. Their once disciplined ranks quickly fell into disarray as they all frantically tried to clean away chunks of flesh and entrails from themselves. Even Zedd felt a bit queasy at seeing the spectacle and wondered if he hadn’t gone a little too far this time, but his thoughts were suddenly interrupted by the voice of the Baliaeter.


“Who are you, and what do you want?” he bellowed at Zedd, his contempt evident for all to hear.


Zedd’s grin returned. He knew the man was only playing him for more time; to allow his men the opportunity to regain their composure, and for the Darkseed Elite to enter the battle. But Zedd didn’t care. This encounter had never been about if he would win. It was about how he would win. And what message he could send with his victory. He knew that whatever he did here today would eventually cause a wave to travel across the entire Thule Empire. Now all he needed to do was make sure that that wave was large enough to wash away any and all doubters in its path. And where better to start, than with the population of Marama.


Zedd spoke a small incantation to amplify his voice. He knew even without checking that the people of Marama would be watching his every move, either from their windows, or cowering in the numerous doorways around the market square. What he had to say next was for their benefit, not for the soon-to-be-dead soldiers standing before him. And certainly not for the Baliaeter, or the Darkseed Elite now pushing his way towards him through the ranks of men.


“My name is Zedd, and among other things, I am here to liberate this town from the Thule Empire, and hand back full control of it to its rightful owners. You will immediately relinquish control of all its mines and forges to their former owners. The slaves working there will be set free, and after I accept your unconditional surrender, you and your men will replace those slaves in the mines. But before you make any rash decisions, know this: if a single man here refuses to accept my terms for surrender, I will kill every one of you.” As Zedd finished speaking, the black robes of the Darkseed Elite finally emerged through the crowd. He stared at Zedd defiantly, but surprisingly took no immediate action against him. The Baliaeter, no doubt buoyed up by the sudden appearance of the Darkseed Elite, broke out in laughter and openly mocked Zedd’s words.


Zedd whispered another short incantation and made a new magical connection to every regular soldier there. After a moment’s thought, however, he decided to release his hold over a handful of them. Choosing carefully, he passed his gaze over the gathered troops and selected the ten most magically gifted, then severed his connection to them. If the story of what happened here today was to be successfully spread throughout the Empire, he needed to leave at least a few of them alive to tell it. The reason that he had selected the most powerful of them to live was simple; he would likely encounter them again at some point in the future. And if he did, they would probably choose to join him willingly after witnessing what he had done here today. If not, he would use their substantial power reserves against whatever forces Lord Zelroth had sent against him at the time.


The dragon-heart shard almost vibrated under his cloak with anticipation and bloodlust. Zedd could almost feel its phantom muscles bunching up, ready to strike at its prey. Not for the first time, Zedd wished that he could have seen the magnificent creature in its full glory. It must have been an incredible sight to behold, he thought to himself.


The Darkseed Elite stared at him impassively from under his dark hood. Unlike the Baliaeter, his face had remained neutral throughout. Whether that was through ill-founded confidence, fear, or even respect for him, Zedd didn’t know—or care. Just like all the others, he could kill him in a single stroke if he so wished. But he needed to make his death much more memorable. Something that would be spoken about for years to come. Merely overpowering him with brute force would not be enough. All that would prove to any onlookers was that he could defeat a single Darkseed Elite, and everyone knew that he would have to face many more than that if he intended to overthrow Lord Zelroth. No. He had to defeat him in such a way that it left no doubt in anyone’s mind as to how powerful he was—and a moment later, he knew precisely how to achieve it.


Zedd had been aware of Cole’s presence within his mind ever since he came within range of the wagon where he was hiding. Silently, he communicated his plans to Cole, and was pleased, even if he wasn’t too surprised by his reply: he could easily do what Zedd had asked of him. Zedd’s grin broadened.


“I will have your answer now! Do you choose to live and serve me, or die where you stand?” Zedd asked, in a voice that carried clearly for all to hear. The Baliaeter’s laughter echoed in the market square like a crazed banshee. His men shifted uneasily behind him, but the Darkseed Elite remained as impassive as ever by his side.


“And how exactly do you expect to defeat us? A single man against two hundred soldiers and a Darkseed Elite,” the Baliaeter sneered. Zedd whispered a single word of power under his breath and instantly drained fifty of his men. The resulting wave of death-pulses dizzied him, as a quarter of the soldiers fell lifelessly to the ground.


“Two hundred, you say? I’d say it was more like a hundred and fifty,” Zedd replied, passing his gaze slowly over the terrified and stunned looking soldiers. Even the Darkseed Elite had reacted to his latest attack. He no longer wore the calm façade of a man in total control. There was now fear and understanding in his eyes, but to his credit, he tried desperately hard not to show it. Zedd noticed him glance briefly to his left, then also saw his aura flare ever so slightly as he surreptitiously used his magic. He half-expected the Darkseed Elite to mount an attack or at the very least attempt to place him under a silence spell, but neither materialised. It was only when Zedd noticed one of the soldiers trying to stealthily retreat his way back through the lines of troops that he realised the Darkseed Elite had merely used his magic to communicate something. Zedd watched curiously as the soldier reached the back of his own lines and ducked down out of sight, then a moment later couldn’t help laughing when he saw him emerge again and run in a zigzag across the open square towards a distant building. Coincidentally, it was one of the ten soldiers that Zedd had earlier singled out to survive, and therefore he didn’t currently have any magical connection to him. He contemplated creating one but settled on summoning a fireball instead. It would be more… sporting, he thought, as he calculated its trajectory.


At that precise moment three, things happened almost simultaneously. The Darkseed Elite spoke an incantation to create a strong magical shield around the fleeing soldier. But as he did so, he also seemed to become distracted by something else, and suddenly began searching the windows and doorways of the surrounding buildings. Then, just as Zedd was about to launch his missile, Cole’s voice rang out desperately in his mind.


“Stop that man! He’s been sent to call for more help!”


Zedd immediately channelled more power into his missile; more than enough to tear clean through any shield that the Darkseed Elite had created. But as he drew back his arm, ready to release his missile, he paused and locked his gaze on the Darkseed Elite.


“You’ve sent him to the communications office to report to Azmarin, to inform them of what has happened here and to request more troops,” Zedd stated, to which the Darkseed Elite only replied with a smile. Zedd nodded slowly. “Good. I look forward to encountering whoever they send in battle, later. In the meantime, however, it would be a shame to waste this,” he said, nodding towards the enormous fireball in his right hand. Without hesitation, he launched it into the midst of the gathered soldiers, incinerating a large swath of them instantly as their magical shields collapsed on contact. A cacophony of death-pulses reverberated through the town, punctuated by screams of agony from the badly burned men that had not been lucky enough to be incinerated instantly. Colleagues rushed to their aid, but there was nothing that they could do for most of them, and they died moments later listening to the manic laughter of the man who had just killed them.


Chapter Eleven
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The Darkseed Elite and Baliaeter were beyond incensed by Zedd’s abhorrent actions and launched a vicious attack of their own. They were quickly joined by every able-bodied man there, and soon magical missiles fell from the sky like deadly gigantic hailstones onto his shield. Zedd’s mocking laughter intensified, and the dragon-heart shard added its own roar of defiance to the mix. Zedd slowly raised his hand and pointed towards the Darkseed Elite. Several silence spells landed on him simultaneously, but Cole seamlessly removed them all. Then at a silent command from Zedd, Cole reached out and took control of the Darkseed Elite’s mind. He could sense the mental battle between the two through his link, but he knew there would only ever be one outcome. A moment later, Cole had full control over the powerful mage, and he awaited Zedd’s command.


The magical missiles continued to explode harmlessly on Zedd’s shield, but the sudden pause in the Darkseed Elite’s attack immediately drew the attention of the Baliaeter. As soon as he noticed the fear in the Darkseed Elite’s eyes, he knew something was very wrong. The Baliaeter’s head snapped towards Zedd and found him pointing his finger directly at him.


“Kill that man,” Zedd commanded. His magically amplified voice carried clearly over the sounds of battle, ensuring that not only the soldiers but a great many of the concealed townsfolk would hear his words too. A silent command to Cole and the Darkseed Elite immediately turned towards the Baliaeter. His eyes went wide as he realised what was about to happen. The Darkseed Elite’s face contorted as he struggled to break free of Cole’s control, but Zedd knew he was no match for Cole’s mental abilities. A moment later, Zedd’s manic laughter reached new heights when the Darkseed Elite summoned a powerful ball of magic in his right hand, and the Baliaeter began pleading for his life. The soldiers’ attack on Zedd swiftly ceased, as one by one, they noticed what was about to happen to their commander.


The Darkseed Elite drew back his arm and released his powerful missile towards the pleading Baliaeter. The blindingly bright ball of light sizzled loudly on impact. Small bolts of lightning danced across the surface of the Baliaeter’s shield as it rapidly sapped away its power. Zedd recognised the spell, or more precisely, he recognised how to counteract its effects from what he had learned from Coldmont’s Guardian book. Unfortunately for the Baliaeter, however, he did not.


As the power drain on the Baliaeter’s shield intensified, Zedd began noticing more and more strands of power being created between him and his men. It was no surprise to Zedd that he would choose to drain them of their power in an attempt to survive himself, and normally, he would happily have allowed him to do it. But this time, he had already made plans for the soldiers’ lives. One by one, Zedd created lines-of-power of his own to intercept those of the Baliaeter’s; then he re-routed the flow of magic away from his control. It took the Baliaeter a moment to realise that something was amiss, but once he did, the look of sheer panic on his face was priceless. Zedd grinned openly at him as he collapsed to one knee under the constant strain of maintaining his shield.


“Please…” he pleaded weakly, looking up at Zedd.


Zedd didn’t even attempt to hide the disdain that he felt for the man. He despised anyone that openly showed signs of weakness, but to witness a Baliaeter beg for his life in that way disgusted him beyond reason. As far as Zedd was concerned, he wasn’t fit to hold the rank of Baliaeter and thoroughly deserved to die for his cowardly act. Zedd watched impassively as the shield around him finally collapsed, and the dancing lightning bolts jumped across the small gap to ravage his body. He screamed in agony as his muscles began to contract and convulse uncontrollably. The tiny lightning bolts danced across his writhing form, and small puffs of black smoke began to rise from his blackening skin and clothing. The putrid smell of burning hair and flesh filled the air as the Darkseed Elite’s spell ripped away the last of his power reserves. When it finally came, the death-pulse was immense, and even Zedd staggered a little as it hit him. With no more power to feed them, the tiny lightning bolts rapidly faded away, and all that was left was the smoking corpse of the Baliaeter. The soldiers looked on in horror and dismay, but not one of them dared to make a move against Zedd, or even utter a single word in protest. A deathly silence descended over the entire market square, while Zedd’s mind reverberated with the thunderous roars of victory from the dragon-heart shard.


Zedd slowly cast his eyes over the remaining soldiers before him. Not including the one he had allowed to escape to the communications office, only four of his previously selected soldiers had survived the earlier fireball. “A shame,” he thought. “But it should still be enough.” Now that he had demonstrated his ability to overcome a Darkseed Elite mentally, it only remained for him to prove his ability to overcome one magically, too. And that, he had been looking forward to ever since first setting eyes on him.


Zedd carefully checked his magical links to the remaining soldiers; then when he was happy that they were all intact, he issued a new command to Cole to release the Darkseed Elite from his control. Zedd felt the connection break as Cole released his hold over the powerful mage. He gasped for air and staggered back a little, then looked directly towards the covered wagon that concealed Cole and the others. Zedd grinned at him. He didn’t need a mind link to know what the Darkseed Elite was thinking right then, but he was impressed by the fact that he seemed to know precisely where Cole was hiding. It was something that he would have to consider carefully for any future battles, he thought.


The whispers of the Darkseed Elite were almost imperceptible to Zedd, but the sudden bright surge of his aura was certainly not. Zedd quietly spoke an incantation of his own, and a second magical shield suddenly enveloped his first. Then even before the Darkseed Elite had summoned his deadly ball of lightning, Zedd had already linked his new shield directly to the soldiers’ power reserves. Even though the Darkseed Elite’s face was shrouded in deep shadows by his black hooded cloak, Zedd could still see the burning hatred in his eyes as he drew back his arm and hurled the powerful ball of undulating blue lightning towards him with unmitigated malice.


Zedd cackled with laughter as the missile impacted heavily on his outer shield and began rapidly draining away its power. Several of the soldiers gasped loudly as their power reserves were suddenly ripped from their bodies by the Darkseed Elite’s vicious attack, and three even had their legs buckle underneath them.


“Kill!” the dragon-heart shard demanded. “Finish the hunt!”


Zedd saw the sudden realisation of what was happening flash across the Darkseed Elite’s face only moments before the first death-pulse rang out. He turned just in time to see another six soldiers topple over lifelessly to the ground, their death-pulses overlapping almost seamlessly in one enormous wave. The Darkseed Elite shrieked with rage and spun back towards Zedd brandishing a massive fireball in his right hand. A heartbeat later, it exploded on Zedd’s outer shield, and at least fifty death-pulses simultaneously assaulted their senses. Zedd and the Darkseed Elite both staggered at the incredible force of the impact, and several of the soldiers found themselves on their knees or prostrated on the ground.


The Darkseed Elite’s jaw hung loosely as he looked back and forth between his remaining soldiers and Zedd. It soon became apparent to Zedd that the Darkseed Elite had not actually been aware of his direct connection to the soldiers’ power reserves as he had previously thought, but he certainly was now. He had a look of sheer bewilderment and panic on his face as he helplessly watched the countless lightning bolts continue to tear away power from Zedd’s shield. Death-pulse after death-pulse cascaded through the market square as the soldiers succumbed to his spell one by one.


“Please… stop this! Many of those men have families to care for,” the Darkseed Elite pleaded.


“As do I. And as do the men and women of Marama and The Badlands, but that does not prevent the Thule Empire from sending its soldiers to kill, maim or enslave us, nor stop it from taking what is not rightfully theirs. Tell me; why should I be any different?” Zedd snarled. Three more death-pulses came in quick succession, then a fourth.


“Please… stop the spell!”


“It’s your spell. You stop it,” Zedd replied with a wicked grin. He knew full well that the Darkseed Elite could not cancel his spell. It would run its course until the last of the power was consumed from the shield, then if he allowed, it would jump the small gap and latch itself onto his own shield until he too was magically exhausted. Obviously, he wasn’t about to let that happen. Five more death-pulses rang out, and the dull thuds of the soldiers’ corpses hitting the ground swiftly followed. Zedd looked past the Darkseed Elite at the remaining soldiers. He had neither the time nor the inclination to count them all, but he guessed there were no more than sixty or seventy still alive. Four death-pulses, then three more.


“What is it that you want from me?” the Darkseed Elite asked through gritted teeth.


Zedd’s grin widened. “I want you to kneel before me, for everyone to see.”


Six more death-pulses came even before he could answer.


“I will kneel before you, but only if you swear to remove my spell from your shield,” he replied, with as much dignity as he could muster.


Another four death-pulses washed over them, and four more corpses fell to the ground.


“No. You will kneel before me, regardless. And after you do, I will remove your spell from my shield because I choose to do so, and not because of any demand from you,” Zedd replied.


Seven more death-pulses came in quick succession, then as an eighth was felt, the Darkseed Elite fell to his knees in front of Zedd and bowed his head in complete submission. A ninth and tenth death-pulse came while Zedd still basked in his glory.


“Please…” the Darkseed Elite pleaded desperately in a whisper.


“As you wish,” Zedd replied, barely able to contain his glee. “And now it’s time to finish our hunt, my friend.” The dragon-heart shard’s response was immediate, and with a mighty battle cry came a renewed wave of power. Zedd smiled and spoke a small incantation to detach his lightning-bathed outer shield, then in one fluid motion, he sent it hurtling towards the kneeling Darkseed Elite. His eyes bulged with fear, and he cursed loudly as it enveloped his shield. Zedd stepped back and cancelled his former barrier, forcing the power draining spell to jump across the small gap onto the Darkseed Elite’s own magical shield.


“You said that you would cancel my spell if I knelt before you,” the Darkseed Elite accused, struggling to his feet.


Zedd shook his head and grinned at him. “No. I said that I would remove it from my own shield. And I have.”


The Darkseed Elite physically shook with rage as he summoned another ball of undulating blue lighting and hurled it towards Zedd. Zedd laughed openly at him as it struck his shield and began to drain his power. He had expected the attack from the Darkseed Elite and had already created a second outer shield to deal with it. A moment later, his outer shield had been disengaged from around him and was hurtling towards the Darkseed Elite. Zedd spoke a single word of power, and his shield vanished, adding the effects of the second power-draining spell to that of the first. The Darkseed Elite staggered under the sudden loss of power, but when he looked back up, his face showed no signs of fear; there was only rage burning in his eyes. No fear or self-pity. No regrets. Only rage. Zedd was impressed. Here was a man that knew he was about to die, but he refused to beg for his life as the Baliaeter had done. Nor, strangely, had he yet begun to drain the soldiers of their power either.


Zedd titled his head and watched in curiosity as the life-giving magic was sucked away from the man standing before him. Only once did he turn his head in the direction of Cole’s wagon, and if he harboured any thoughts about an attack, he never acted on them.


The sky overhead had grown gradually darker over the past half hour, and now the first wispy snowflakes of a winter storm fell silently to the ground. Not a man stirred, each frozen to the spot out of fear or uncertainty. Only the occasional whinny of a horse or the snap of a flag in the brisk wind broke the perfect silence. Zedd stepped forward towards the Darkseed Elite, but he didn’t flinch. He walked slowly around him, curious as to why he had not yet attempted to drain his own men of their power. Surely, he was close to the end now? Not even a Darkseed Elite could last much longer.


At first, Zedd had taken his unwillingness to sacrifice the soldiers as a weakness, but as time passed by, he had begun to reassess that premise. He stopped directly in front of the man to peer at his face. Beads of sweat coated his forehead and ran freely down his face, but it did nothing to extinguish the burning hatred in his eyes. His face looked pallid, and he trembled under the strain of maintaining his shield, but yet he still refused to tap into the magic of his men.


Zedd whispered a few words of power to cancel the spell that amplified his voice, then turned back towards the powerful mage. He studied his face carefully, then in a hushed voice, he simply asked, “Why?”


The Darkseed Elite had refused to meet his eyes until that point. “Why, what?” he replied through gritted teeth, glaring at Zedd.


Zedd smiled openly at his resolve. Here was a man that would never back down; he knew that now. But he had to know why. “Why don’t you drain power from the soldiers to save yourself?” For a while, Zedd thought the Darkseed Elite wasn’t going to answer his question as he stared off blankly into the distance, but just as he was about to step away from him and end his life, he turned his gaze back towards him and spoke.


“Because you want me to,” he replied, meeting his eyes in defiance.


“Oh… and what makes you think that?” Zedd asked, trying hard to contain his amusement. The look of sheer contempt that the man gave Zedd sent a small shiver up his spine. He, like everyone else, knew the longevity of the Darkseed Elite guards was legendary, and he couldn’t help wondering just how many people had perished under that deadly gaze over the centuries.


“I’m not a fool,” he replied vehemently. “And I’m not blind, either. I saw you kill those fifty soldiers in a single stroke. I don’t know how you did it. But I’m pretty sure that you could do it again if you chose to. In fact, I’m willing to bet that you could have killed us all in a single blow if you’d wanted; myself included. So, the only conclusion that I can draw is that it has all been a show: a sick demonstration of your dominance over us. You know as well as I, in the end, it doesn’t matter if I take power from those men, I will still die, regardless. All I will be gaining is a little more time, but in the process, I will be giving you exactly what you want. And that, I simply refuse to do. So, I may die here today, but at least I will go to my grave more content knowing that I can at least deny you that much.”


Zedd chuckled quietly at his words. The many centuries had certainly made him bold, Zedd thought. But he also found that he respected the man’s choices, too, and felt confident that he would have made the same ones if their roles had been reversed. Zedd met his eyes and nodded slowly. Within them, he could see the immense strain the Darkseed Elite was under to maintain his shield, even if he valiantly fought to hide it from his face.


“You are very perceptive, my friend,” Zedd replied. “I could have ended you all in a single stroke, and maybe I would have done if I hadn’t seen you emerge from that building down the street. But I’m afraid once I became aware of you, the Baliaeter and his men were far less… relevant to my needs.”


The Darkseed Elite’s sweat-drenched face was deathly white when he turned to look at Zedd. He now trembled uncontrollably, and it appeared as if he might collapse at any moment, but somehow, he managed to remain upright and even speak.


“If… I’m all you want… then promise me that… you’ll set the soldiers free,” he gasped.


Zedd slowly shook his head. “I’m afraid that I can’t do that, my friend. But I do promise that I won’t kill them all. And those that I do kill, I will kill quickly,” Zedd replied in a hushed voice. As he turned to walk away, he couldn’t tell if the Darkseed Elite was nodding a reply or simply shaking uncontrollably. He only took four steps before the Darkseed Elite’s shield finally collapsed, and his screams of agony shattered the eerie silence of the market square. He could hear and smell the countless tiny bolts of lightning, tearing away the remaining power from his body. Zedd turned back to see the blackened and smoking form of what was once a powerful mage writhing around on the ground. Even then, he half-expected him to reach out for the power of the nearby soldier, but he never did. And a moment later, a death-pulse the likes of which Zedd had never experienced in his life, hit him square in the chest and almost sent him to his knees. As the final bolts of lightning dissipated from the charred corpse, Zedd turned towards the building that he had seen the Darkseed Elite emerge from earlier. “There must be a good reason why he was in a backwater town like Marama,” Zedd thought. And he suspected that he might find the answer to that inside the building.


The remaining soldiers stood like marble statues as Zedd slowly walked towards them, scared even to breathe in case they drew his unwanted attention. But of course, he hadn’t overlooked them, and as he raised his right hand and began to whisper his incantation, dozens of them began pleading for their lives and at least twenty tried to flee. They didn’t get far. Fifty-four death-pulses simultaneously swept through the town of Marama, and a heartbeat later, the soldiers’ corpses slumped to the ground, sending up plumes of fine dust into the snow-laden air. Four terrified looking soldiers remained standing among the carnage. As Zedd passed his gaze over them, one man collapsed to his knees, his legs finally giving out beneath him. Zedd grinned, then quietly reinstated the spell to amplify his voice.


“When I first arrived in Marama I gave you all a choice; surrender or die. But unfortunately for your comrades here, your commanders made the wrong choice,” Zedd said, waving his hand dramatically over the scattered corpses before continuing. “And as you can see, I am a man of my word. The Thule Empire, as you know it, will soon end. Lord Zelroth will, of course, send his vast armies against me. But be in no doubt, they will all meet the same fate as your comrades lying before you. I will sweep aside anyone who chooses to stand against me, and once I have dealt with his armies, I will kill Lord Zelroth himself, and a new Empire will rise from the ashes of the old. One which will reward its people for their ingenuity and resourcefulness and hard work. And one where simply being born magically talented will no longer guarantee that they receive a high-status role within our lands. They, like everyone else, will have to work for their rewards in life. This is the change that I will bring. And that change has already begun here in Marama.”


Zedd paused and turned around slowly as if he could sense the watchful eyes of the hidden townspeople on him.


“There is no longer anything to fear; you may all come out of hiding and rejoice at regaining what is rightfully yours. The mines and forges will be returned to their rightful owners, and the workers reinstated to their former positions. Let it be known that from this day forward, the town of Marama is under my protection, as is every one of its citizens.” Zedd knew full well that what he had just said was mostly nonsense. People born with the strongest magical abilities would always command a higher status in society. That was simply the way things had always been, and he had no intention of interfering with that.


Zedd bit back his anger at the slow response of the townspeople. Only a handful of them had emerged out into the open, and even they were warily keeping their distance from him. He noticed that Cole had climbed out of the back of the wagon and was already making his way over towards him, but the other magi seemed content to remain where they were for now. He turned back to face the four terrified soldiers, and after cancelling his amplification spell, he spoke loud enough for only them to hear his words.


“So, what should I do with you four?” Zedd asked, slowly pacing back and forth in front of them. He could see the terror in their eyes as they stood trembling before him, awaiting their grisly fates to be handed down to them. Zedd revelled in their discomfort.


“Should I make an example out of you up there, as I did with your friends?” he said, pointing up above their heads. His threat was not lost on the soldiers, and their faces turned even paler than they had been. Zedd stifled a grin. “Or maybe I should make your fight each other to the death while we all watch?” Zedd continued to slowly pace back and forth for a few moments while they dwelt on his words. He knew Cole was standing there, but for now, he ignored him and kept his eyes firmly on the four soldiers.


“Maybe…” Zedd said, pausing for effect. “Maybe, I should offer you all the chance to join me again. What do you think?” As expected, every man there nodded his head enthusiastically, but their optimism was short-lived. “But you see, I just can’t do that. If I did, it just wouldn’t be fair to your friends here, would it?” Zedd asked, gesturing towards the two hundred corpses that littered the ground around them. Zedd met their eyes, but nobody moved. “WOULD IT?” he yelled, making them all flinch violently. Every man shook his head vigorously in response. “No, it wouldn’t.” Zedd agreed. He continued slowly pacing back and forth as if struggling to decide their fate. He suddenly stopped and turned to face them with a hand held high. One of the soldiers let out a low-pitched squeal at his sudden movement, and when Zedd looked towards him, he found the man shaking uncontrollably with his eyes screwed tightly shut.


“I have an idea,” Zedd said, ignoring the man’s minor outburst. “How about I let you all live, and in return, you do a little job for me?” The soldiers all glanced at one another, obviously expecting some form of trickery from him, but regardless, they all nodded their heads. “Good!” Zedd exclaimed enthusiastically as if he had just sealed a lucrative trade deal. “Then, here is what you will do for me. Once you leave Marama, you will stop off in every town and village that you come across on your way back to Azmarin. You will then spread the word to as many people as you can in those towns and villages about what you have witnessed here today. Tell them that their lives will be spared if they choose to join me. And that they will be forfeit if they do not. So… do we have a deal? Your lives in exchange for what I ask.”


Unsurprisingly, all four men nodded vigorously to his offer.


“Very good then, you’re free to go,” Zedd said, turning away from them to face Cole. He heard the relieved gasps of the men behind him and the scuffling of their unsteady legs as they began to flee the market square. Zedd grinned at Cole, then spun around to address the soldiers one final time. “WAIT!” he called out, causing every man to freeze mid-stride. Slowly they turned to face him, their briefest hopes of survival shattered by a single word. Zedd whispered a small incantation and linked himself with each of their Necromatic rings, then with a single word of power he suddenly drained each man of a large portion of his magic. The four men gasped in unison as their magical reserves were ripped mercilessly from their bodies, and the terrified look in their eyes indicated their own belief that they were about to die.


“Oh, by the way,” Zedd said, matter-of-factly. “You should know, just in case any of you were considering the possibility of not honouring our deal; I know who you are now. So, I can reach out across the Empire and end your lives whenever I want. So, if I discover that you have not lived up to your end of the bargain, I will no longer feel obliged to uphold my end of it either. And one other thing. When we meet again, as I’m sure we will, I strongly suggest that you take up my offer next time and join me. Because I can promise you this; you won’t get a second chance.” Of course, Zedd knew that he couldn’t reach out across such a distance to kill them, but they didn’t know that. He turned away from the soldiers without another word and listened to their hasty retreat with a satisfied grin firmly in place; it had been a good day.


Chapter Twelve
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Cole felt sick to his stomach as he took in the grisly sight in front of him. He had witnessed the needless deaths of the soldiers from inside the covered wagon, but watching it unfold through the tiny canvas peep-hole had somehow insulated him from the reality of it all. That pretence, however, had now fled, and he struggled to even look upon the butchery before him. The smell of burning hair and flesh almost made him gag, and he was grateful when a sudden gust of icy wind momentarily cleared the air.


The intensity of the winter storm had grown since they first arrived, as had the size of the snowflakes falling from the dark-leaden sky above. Stormy gusts of wind whipped up flurries of freshly fallen snow and blew it across the vast open square like a desert sandstorm. The ground around him was still relatively clear of snow, but in stark contrast, the dark uniforms of the dead soldiers were beginning to slowly turn white as the snow settled on their cooling corpses. “So many needless deaths,” Cole thought. He had sensed the thoughts of many of those soldiers before they had died, and he knew without a doubt that most of them would have willingly surrendered and joined them if they had been given a chance. Now only four remained, and he wasn’t at all sure how long Zedd would allow even those to live.


He didn’t need to read the remaining soldiers’ minds to know how terrified they were. He cringed inwardly and quickly looked away when he noticed one of them lose control of his bladder; a small pool of liquid slowly seeped out around his boot. Cole held his breath. He knew for certain that if Zedd noticed the man’s weakness, he would kill him for it. Fortunately for him, however, Zedd was too consumed by his own voice even to notice.


Not for the first time, Cole wondered what he had done to upset the gods so much that they would entwine his fate, with a madman’s such as Zedd. He often played back the circumstances of their meeting in his mind, trying to find a time when he could have separated himself from Zedd’s influence. But try as he might, he knew that he would not have survived any of the scant opportunities to escape that had arisen since then. Once he had met Zedd in those cursed mountains, his fate had been sealed. If he had tried to run, Zedd would have hunted him down and killed him for sure.


Their later failure to reopen The Rift, coupled with Zedd’s reading of the Guardian book in Coldmont hadn’t helped matters, either. Now they were both hunted by Lord Zelroth and would remain so for as long as they drew breath. He did, of course, now have an advantage over Zedd in the form of his mind link, and he had often considered using it to kill him. In fact, only a few minutes ago, when Zedd had given him the command to take control of the Darkseed Elite’s mind, he had briefly hesitated to consider other options. Instead of instantly seizing control of his mind, he had allowed the Darkseed Elite to struggle against him for a while, so that Zedd would not become suspicious. All it would have taken was for him to release his control over the Darkseed Elite and force Zedd to lower his shield. He knew that he could have done it easily. But the consequences would probably have been far worse for him and the others if he had.


He didn’t trust Zedd, but nor was he foolish enough to put his faith in a Darkseed Elite. Even if he had linked his mind to the Darkseed Elite’s and explained what he intended to do, there would have been no guarantee that he wouldn’t have just killed them all afterwards. In fact, he knew that would have been the most likely outcome. And compared to the alternative of being recognised and handed over to Lord Zelroth, it would also have been the preferable outcome. No. As much as it pained him to admit it, Zedd was still his best chance of surviving all of this. Even if he was a crazed megalomaniac with extreme homicidal tendencies.


“…Cole! Are you listening to me?”


“Eh? Oh, sorry. I was just thinking about something,” Cole replied, regaining his composure. He looked up and noticed that the four soldiers were no longer there. At first, he thought Zedd might have killed them, but then he realised that he hadn’t felt any of their death-pulses. He had heard some of Zedd’s words regarding their release, but at the time he had placed little stock in them. He had witnessed the same thing many times before; Zedd would promise to let someone live, only to kill them a few moments later—usually as painfully as possible.


“So, can you, or not?” Zedd asked impatiently.


Cole looked at him, blankly. “Sorry. Can I what?”


Zedd shook his head and sighed loudly. “Can you sense any other soldiers that might be hiding? Or more to the point, can you detect any more Darkseed Elites or even Inquisitors for that matter? Especially inside that building down there on the right,” he said, pointing down the street.


Cole was just about to ask why he would even suspect the presence of an Inquisitor when they rarely ever left Azmarin. But as he drew breath to ask, he suddenly realised that the same was true for Darkseed Elites, yet there had been one here; not to mention a high-ranking Baliaeter and over two hundred troops. He suddenly realised that even for Marama that was excessive. It might be a relatively important town to the Empire, due to its production of weapons and armour, but it certainly didn’t warrant such a large garrison of troops, let alone a full-blown Baliaeter and a Darkseed Elite.


“Well?”


“I’m still checking,” Cole lied, trying to get his thoughts in order. He knew with a fair amount of certainty that the soldiers hadn’t been in Marama waiting for them to arrive. If they had, there was no way he and the others would have made it through the gates undetected, even using his mind control. Not only that, it would have been much more likely that they would have chosen to confront them outside town, rather than risk any damage to its infrastructure. Then there was the fact that he hadn’t detected any prior knowledge of their arrival in the minds of the soldiers, or indeed, the Darkseed Elite. Admittedly, he hadn’t been actively searching for that information at the time, but he would have expected to have sensed at least something of their deception if that had been the case. He supposed that if the word had already reached Azmarin about their uprising, Lord Zelroth might have sent the soldiers to kill them, but he doubted it. None of them seemed to have had a clue they were coming, let alone who they were. No. There was something else going on here, and he was sure that Zedd was aware of it too.


The thought of Zedd suddenly jolted him free of his musing, and he quickly sent out his mind in search of any hidden dangers. All he found were the timid minds of frightened townspeople and the terrified thoughts of the four fleeing soldiers at the far reaches of his range. The walls of the building that Zedd had indicated were impenetrable to his senses, and he realised that it was most likely a temple of some kind.


“I can’t detect any other soldiers apart from the four you’ve released, but I can’t sense anything from inside that building. It must be a temple, or at the very least, its walls are magically warded,” Cole said.


Zedd nodded to his words, then turned a slow circle to look around the town square. “What about the townspeople? Are they likely to be hostile?”


“Scared, mostly,” Cole replied. “I also sense a lot of uncertainty from them.”


“Cowards!” Zedd sniggered. “You…” he said, pointing at one of the magi from the wagon. The man flinched, then hurried towards him with his head bowed. “Find whoever it is in charge here. I want a meeting with them in one hour.”


“Yes, sir,” the man replied, backing away.


“And tell the others to start talking with the townspeople. Let them know they’re safe now. They obviously didn’t believe me when I told them,” Zedd said.


“I can’t imagine why,” Cole replied, cringing inwardly when he realised that he’d just said the words out loud. Zedd’s manic laughter immediately rang out through the market square, reverberating off the surrounding stone walls. If anyone’s behaviour could have been more inappropriate given the circumstances, Cole didn’t know how. And he felt sure that the onlooking townspeople would feel the same way, too. He turned his gaze back towards the snowy remains of the two hundred soldiers and couldn’t help wondering how many of them had families waiting for them at home. Wives that would never see their husbands again, and children that would now grow up without a father.


“Come. Let’s go and see what the Darkseed Elite was doing inside that temple,” Zedd said, striding away without waiting for a reply.


“Shouldn’t we do something about all those bodies?” Cole called out to him. “Organise a burial detail or something? We can’t just leave them here to rot.”


Zedd stopped abruptly and turned to look at the corpses as if it was the first time that he had noticed them. He studied them for a moment, then slowly nodded his head.


“You’re probably right. I suppose their presence might perturb the locals,” he said matter-of-factly. He raised his hand and spoke several words of power. Immediately, the bodies began to move inwardly towards each other, creating one massive pile of corpses within a magical barrier. Zedd spoke another small incantation, and an incredibly bright light suddenly erupted inside, incinerating the entire contents in the blink of an eye. Cole clearly heard the gasps and curses of the distant locals as the gigantic ball of ash shot high into the air above Marama. Cole almost lost sight of it against the backdrop of the dark, angry storm clouds. But just as it was about to vanish behind them, Zedd cancelled his containment barrier, and the blackened ash exploded outwards like a child’s black-flour-bomb across the sky. Cole knew it was no coincidence that Zedd had chosen to dispel his barrier when he had. A moment later and the clouds would have obscured the resulting release. “Even after the soldiers were dead, he still couldn’t resist using them to make a sick statement,” Cole thought, as he watched the black ash stream away on the strong winds above.


Zedd started walking towards the temple at the far end of town again, but suddenly paused mid-stride. “Go and find out what message the Darkseed Elite sent, and to whom, then come and join me,” he said, not bothering to look back or even wait for a reply.


Cole watched him go with a keen sense of relief. “One day I’ll rid myself of that maniac,” he promised himself, as he set off in search of the communications office.


Chapter Thirteen
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Discovering the location of the communications office was more difficult than Cole had anticipated. Every time he attempted to approach one of the locals to ask for directions, they fled in fear of him. In the end, he was forced to take control of a young man’s mind to prevent him from running away, and after a brief conversation and several heartfelt apologies, he finally got the information that he needed.


As he approached the office, Cole noticed a nervous-looking man peering out of the window at him. He tried to alleviate his fears with a friendly smile, but it seemed to have the opposite effect. The man quickly backed away from the window with a terrified look on his face and vanished from sight. Cole sighed to himself as he began climbing the stone steps of the building. It saddened him greatly that he was so often feared or mistrusted lately, purely because of his association with Zedd. He supposed that he couldn’t really blame the people for it, especially after they had witnessed what Zedd was capable of doing. The problem was, it often placed him in danger as a result. Zedd was an extremely powerful mage and more than capable of defending himself, but he, on the other hand, was not. His strength lay in his mental abilities, not his magical prowess. Many of the inhabitants of Marama would likely be on a par or even exceed his magical abilities, and the further North they travelled into the Empire, the more vulnerable he would become whenever he was alone.


Cole had kept his magical shield active since leaving the relative safety of the covered wagon. It would have been foolish not to with so many scared and confused locals around. One moment of madness from anyone, and it could cost him his life. He raised a hand to knock at the door, then paused. The last thing he needed was to walk headlong into an ambush. The man inside may well believe he was only defending himself, but that would be of little comfort to Cole if he were killed for merely entering the building. He stepped away from the door and sent out his mind in search of the man inside. Good; he was alone. But he was also terrified, and Cole knew that those two factors could be an extremely dangerous combination. He felt the man’s feeble attempts to block him from his mind, but Cole swept his efforts aside as if they were not there.


“I mean you no harm,” Cole assured him. “I simply wish to ask you a few questions, that is all.” He could sense the man’s conflicted thoughts mingled with his fears. Images of a woman and three small children flashed through his mind over and over. It was obvious to Cole that they were his family, and equally apparent that he wasn’t at all sure that he would ever see them again. Cautiously, Cole reached for the door handle, poised to take control of the man’s mind if he showed any signs of hostility towards him. The door creaked open to reveal a dimly lit office and a man cowering in the corner. Cole held up his hands and smiled in an attempt to ease the man’s fears.


“He made me do it… He made me send the message. I had no choice,” the man pleaded desperately.


“It’s fine. I understand that you had no choice,” Cole replied in a calm voice. “I’m only here to find out what message was sent and to whom. Then I’ll be on my way and leave you in peace. I promise.”


The man’s eyes were wide with fear as he vigorously nodded in reply.


“Come. Come and sit down so we can talk,” Cole said, offering the man a hand up from the floor. The man stared at the outstretched hand as if it would burn him on contact. “My name is Cole. What’s yours?”


The man swallowed hard but eventually answered in a weak voice, “Kyle… My name is Kyle.”


“Kyle, eh? Well, it’s nice to meet you, Kyle,” Cole replied, smiling, more to himself than at the man. His current situation was ridiculous. The man’s aura was far more powerful than his, yet here he was, cowering from him in the corner of the room like a frightened child. He couldn’t ever remember feeling more empowered in his life, or guiltier.


Ten minutes later, Cole had gained the information that he required and was on his way to meet Zedd. As he got closer to the building, he could see that his earlier assumption had been correct. It was indeed a temple. It wasn’t as grand as many of the temples he had seen in the north, but it was a finely constructed building, nonetheless. A small stone staircase, flanked on either side by stone pillars, led up to a wide arched doorway. Decorative religious symbols had been expertly carved into the stone blockwork of the walls and pillars, as well as various passages from the holy book of Aamon.


All forms of history, including architecture, had been a passion of Cole’s for as long as he could remember. He had spent many happy years studying ancient artefacts and texts at The Great Library in Thave, and given all that had transpired lately, he would have given anything to be back there right now. He sighed to himself and began climbing the stone staircase but got less than halfway up before the large wooden door swung open and six rowdy men came out laden with loot.


He immediately recognised the men from his earlier wagon trip into town and even knew a few of their names. They carelessly bumped and jostled each other as they carried armfuls of delicate silver candlesticks, golden goblets and gem-encrusted swords and daggers. One man struggled along under the weight of a finely decorated wooden chest. No doubt it contained gold or silver coins, or possibly even gems, Cole thought, as he watched the man stagger sideways with it. He looked on in utter dismay as several of the priceless looking objects fell to the ground and bounced down the unforgiving stone stairs, barely even noticed by the men transporting them.


“STOP!” Cole yelled. The men’s laughter ceased instantly, and they all came to a shuddering halt. An ornately decorated golden vase suddenly slipped from under one of the men’s arms and clattered loudly as it bounced down the stone stairs. Cole cringed at the sound and tried not to think about the irreparable damage that might have been caused. When the final clangs faded away, he took a deep, steadying breath and reopened his eyes. He had not had any reason to impose his authority over anyone yet, but witnessing the complete disregard for such treasures made his blood boil.


“What in the Seven Hells do you think you are doing? Who permitted you to remove those items?” Cole half-bellowed.


“The boss did,” one man replied with a smirk. “He said we should put anything of value into the wagon.”


Cole locked eyes with the man. He could hear the approach of the wagon behind him, but he didn’t avert his eyes to look. “Did he now? And did he also tell you to mishandle and damage his items so they would be worthless when he comes to sell them?” Cole watched as the blood drained away from the man’s face, his defiant look disappearing along with it. The other five men nervously glanced down at their own bundles and tightened their grips on them.


“I… I’m sorry, sir. It was an accident. It won’t happen again, I swear,” the man stammered.


“What’s your name?” Cole demanded.


“Adler, sir,” he replied nervously.


Cole nodded as the wagon drew to a halt behind him. He heard someone’s boots lightly scuff the ground as they dismounted from the driver’s seat, but they didn’t move any closer. Whoever it was, apparently had the good sense to remain where they were instead of getting themselves involved in what was going on.


“Well, Adler, I suggest that you listen to me very carefully. And that goes for the rest of you, too. I don’t want another item removed from this temple until you have found adequate packaging for it. Is that understood?” Cole said, meeting the gaze of every man there. Each man nodded in turn. “I hope so; because if anything else gets damaged through your carelessness, I promise that I will inform Zedd about it myself. And trust me, you really don’t want that.” Cole knew that his final words had been unnecessary but seeing how the men had treated such treasures had riled him beyond reason. Even more so, because he already knew where the treasures had come from, and therefore their potential historical value.


During the conversation with Kyle at the communications office, Cole had discovered the reason behind the Darkseed Elite’s presence in Marama. Apparently, an ancient Afaraon outpost had recently been discovered in the western desert of Thule, and the Darkseed Elite, along with the Baliaeter and his two hundred troops had been sent to investigate and secure it. According to the communications they sent to Azmarin, the stronger than usual winter storms had been responsible for uncovering part of a building in the dunes, and a local tribesman had reported it to a passing patrol.


It took the Darkseed Elite and his troops almost a week to magically excavate the entire site, but when they arrived back in Marama, they brought with them dozens of covered bundles attached to their horses. Rumours were rife around town as to what they had brought back with them, but only Kyle knew the truth, and he had been sworn to complete secrecy on pain of death. The treasure had been secured inside the temple. The local priest unceremoniously evicted, and the Darkseed Elite had taken up residence there in his stead.


That had been two days ago, and according to Kyle, they had intended to begin their journey north to Azmarin at first light tomorrow. Cole knew the routine well when it came to newly discovered artefacts. Everything first went to Azmarin for appraisal by Lord Zelroth’s own experts. Anything considered to be of value remained there, while everything else was sent on to The Great Library in Thave for further study. Those were the items that Cole had studied for years, and he had been happy to do so. But now he had the unique opportunity to study an entire find, not merely the pieces considered to be of limited or no value. He hadn’t felt as excited as this in a long time.


“Sir,” Adler said, pulling Cole from his daydream. Cole looked at him blankly for a moment, then nodded. “Beggin’ ya pardon, sir, but what exactly do you want us to pack all this stuff in?” he asked, looking down at the loot he was carrying.


Cole stepped to the side and began climbing the stone stairs past the men. “Find the local cabinet maker. He has all the crates that you’ll need just waiting to be collected,” he called back over his shoulder. He heard the men’s mutterings of doubt as he passed through the doorway of the temple, but he ignored them. He would love to see their faces when they discovered he was right, he thought with a grin. But right now, he had far better things to occupy him.


The temple inside was far simpler than he had expected. The mosaic floor was probably its most striking feature. Tens of thousands of tiny black and white tiles had been laid to form a pattern which pulled the eye to one spot at the far end of the large chamber. Where the multitude of black lines converged, stood an altar. And beyond the altar, an alcove decorated with extravagant wall hangings, each one depicting a different scene from Thulian history. But none of that could distract him from the men rifling their way through dozens of bundles in the centre of the room. Delicate ancient artefacts, as well as books and scrolls, were being casually discarded like worthless garbage as they plundered their way through the packages looking for gold, silver and gems. Cole had never wanted to kill anyone in his life, but at that moment, his blood boiled over with fury at the wanton destruction.


“ALL OF YOU… GET OUT, NOW!” he bellowed at the top of his lungs. The men stopped what they were doing and gawped at him. It was obvious that they hadn’t even noticed he was there.


“I SAID, OUT… NOW!” He didn’t even wait for them to respond. Instead, he chose the largest man there and sent out his mind towards him, crashing through his pitiful mental defences with the force of a raging bull. He could sense the man’s bewilderment and panic, but he didn’t care. Without pause, he took complete control of his mind and body and forced him to grab two of his smaller colleagues, lifting them clean off their feet. The two men called out in shock and began struggling in his grip, but the much larger man held on to them easily and dragged them kicking and cursing towards the open door. The remaining men looked at each other for an explanation, and just as they seemed to be working it out for themselves, Cole spoke again.


“If any of you are still inside this temple in ten seconds, I will stop your hearts with a single thought,” he said, as menacingly as he could. It was an idle threat, of course, but the men didn’t know that. In fact, judging by the speed with which they left the building, he was certain they had believed every word of what he’d said.


Cole took a deep breath and slowly sighed as he passed his gaze over the scattered remains of the ancient artefacts. He knew that Zedd would only care about the items he could sell to fund his campaign, but he wasn’t about to let a bunch of uneducated fools destroy the rest of it, simply because they couldn’t see any financial reward. Besides, it wasn’t at all true. He knew plenty of people who would pay handsomely for such rare items.


Carefully, he began gathering up the discarded scrolls and books into small, neat piles. He would have them stored securely in wooden crates and delivered directly to the command tent for later study. He doubted that Zedd would even notice or care that he had taken them, but if he did, Cole knew that all he would have to do to appease him was reveal the actual value of the items to him.


Cole hated the thought of parting with such priceless treasures, but selling them to people who would cherish them was far better than the alternative. Besides, he would make sure that he got the pick of the bunch first, before parting with anything.


Unsurprisingly, the vast majority of the scrolls and books were written in ancient Afaraon, but one book, in particular, caught Cole’s attention. It was a dusty, heavy leather-bound volume with brass hinges titled: The History of the Guardians. He picked it up and blew the dust from its burgundy cover, before finding himself a comfortable seat and opening it at the first page:


The History of the Guardians


Written by P. Antonius.


It has been almost a century since The Great War ended and The Rift finally closed, and all but one of Aysha’s Guardians are now lost to us. I too find myself in the twilight years of life, but as the world prepares to move on without us, I believe it ever more important that we do not forget our past; lest we doom ourselves to making the same mistakes over. Therefore, as the official Keeper of Records in Jamourey, I have taken it upon myself to gather and record all known information regarding the Guardians and their illustrious history.


May their guiding light remain a beacon for all time.


Cole’s heart quickened as he read the words on the page. Over the years, he had always coveted any information regarding the Guardians. The few scrolls and short passages that he had been allowed to read at The Great Library in Thave had been some of the most memorable of his life. And now, he held in his hand the most complete recorded history of the Guardians known to exist; at least within the Thule Empire. ‘Excitement’ didn’t even begin to describe how he felt at that moment. Who knew what secrets and revelations this book might hold? One thing was certain, however; if Lord Zelroth already knew about its existence, he would stop at nothing to obtain its secrets.


Cole snorted to himself. “Something else to threaten my life,” he thought wryly.


“…Sir?” a man’s voice called out from the open doorway, startling him out of his reverie.  It was Adler, the man that he had earlier dressed down on the stairs outside. He and three others were nervously peering at him through the open doorway, seemingly unwilling to enter without his permission. It wasn’t until he recognised one of the other men, however, that he realised why. The two groups had apparently met up with each other, and no doubt swapped stories, and now it seemed that none of them would set foot inside the temple without first gaining his permission. He stifled a grin and tried to keep the mirth from his voice.


“What is it?” he asked, returning his attention to the book in his lap.


“Sir, we have the wooden crates that you asked for, but the cabinet maker insisted on full payment before he would release them to us. He said that he had only just finished making the last few this morning and was expecting them to be collected later today by the soldiers. I didn’t think it would be wise for us to threaten or kill him as we’re supposed to be here on friendly terms, so I gave him his asking price of two gold from the loot we had with us,” Adler said nervously.


Cole looked up and met Alder’s eyes, and for the first time in a long time, he saw genuine respect staring back at him. Everyone, of course, knew that he was second in command. But he suddenly realised that, until today, they must not have known the reason why. To them, he must have appeared to be nothing more than a weak mage. But today, they had witnessed him take control of the large man’s mind and body inside the temple and had no doubt deduced by now, that he had also been responsible for assuming control of the Darkseed Elite’s mind too, as well as the consequent death of the Baliaeter. He knew that Zedd would be furious if he found out the men knew it wasn’t him that had done it, but he didn’t care. He thought it was about time that he had a little recognition for his own contribution. Besides, if the men had something to fear from him, they would be much less likely to try and kill him in order to assume his position. Something he was very keen to promote.


Cole simply nodded and replied, “Yes, I know.” The men looked at each other in stunned silence, then stared back at him in awe. It was all Cole could do to keep a straight face as one of the other men asked permission to enter the temple and start packing the goods into the wooden crates. He waved a hand dismissively at them, then returned his attention back to the book once more. It would do the men no harm at all to believe that his powers extended to being able to read someone’s mind all the way across town. They didn’t need to know the truth, he decided; that he had gained the information from Kyle at the communications office.


Cole thumbed through the pages of the book, unsure where to begin reading first. There didn’t seem to be an index page, or for that matter, any particular order to the information it contained. The chapter headings included everything from ‘The Early History of The Guardians’ to ‘The Roster of Fallen Heroes’. The latter was an extensive list of names, both of Guardians and dragons, all lost during the final battle at The Rift. It was all extremely fascinating, and he positively salivated at the prospect of being able to sit down alone and read it from cover to cover later that day. He knew that he should probably hide the book away before Zedd returned from his meeting with the town leaders, but he couldn’t help flicking through its pages one last time. As he did so, a chapter heading suddenly caught his attention. It read: ‘The Bonding Process and Its Known Effects’. Excitement gripped him as he began to read the page, all thoughts of Zedd’s imminent return evaporating from his mind.


The Bonding Process and Its Known Effects


The process of bonding between a Guardian and a dragon is one of the greatest mysteries of our time. Little to nothing is known of the specific process, as the sacred bonding was always conducted behind the mighty walls of Coldmont, with only the High Priest and the gods present. It is said that Aysha opened up her house to her brother, Driden, and together they sanctified the union of humans and dragons. This, of course, cannot be verified, and I only include it within these pages as a reference to what was once believed to be true. What is known for certain, however, are some of the effects and consequences of that bonding process.


Although it is well known and widely accepted that Aysha created the line of Guardians specifically to bond with Driden’s creations, what is less well-known is their origins. Contrary to popular belief, the Guardians did not simply appear one day out of thin air. Instead, they were born to regular human parents, just like any other child. With or without their prior knowledge, we do not know. But the evidence of their physical births is nonetheless, irrefutable.


From the limited knowledge that I have been able to obtain, it appears that the High Priest of the time knew in advance about every child born, and once they had reached a certain age, they were removed from their families to begin their training at Coldmont. Precisely what that training consisted of will most likely remain a mystery forever, but one can assume, at least in part, that it would have involved some form of preparation for the bonding process.


It is common knowledge that the bonding process not only allowed the Guardian to access the vast magical reserves of their dragon but also allowed them to share their thoughts, too. As you would expect, having two minds permanently bonded in such a way affected both parties. Each inevitably took on certain traits of the other, and the two distinct personas often became blurred or even lost entirely. Much evidence of this exists in various letters and journals recovered from the time, usually penned by estranged parents or siblings of newly bonded Guardians. One such document is the renowned missive of Lord Montehue. A letter penned to his wife, Lady Montehue, regarding their recently estranged son.


My dearest Tabitha,


It is with a heavy heart that I set pen to paper and write you this missive, for I fear that our worst fears have come to pass. Our precious son is no longer the boy that we once knew and cherished. Try as I might, I have been unable to reach him. It is as if Aysha herself has descended from the heavens and reclaimed his soul, leaving in its place a shadow of its former self. He still recognises me as his father and can even recount his formative years at the manor in perfect clarity, but the spark that binds us no longer exists in his heart. I fear that he is truly lost to us, my dear. All we can do now is place our faith in Aysha, as we have always done, and pray that one day he will return home to us.


Your Loving Husband always,


Gregarr.


The changes wrought to a Guardian by the bonding process were not merely limited to an increase in power and a shift in personality. Their knowledge of magic and the world around them also grew immeasurably, as did their ability to regenerate their magical reserves through their dragons. Their average lifespans also doubled, and their bodies healed themselves at an accelerated rate.


One curious thing to note, however, was that the bonding process was not always a success. We have several well-documented accounts of incompatibility between Guardians and dragons, all leading to the dissolution of the bond, and often with dire consequences for the human involved. Once separated from their dragon, the Guardian’s mind was no longer able to hold the vast information bestowed upon them. In many cases, this led to sustained bouts of madness, but in more severe cases, the Guardian’s mind simply could not cope with the sudden stress, and they died. A few did eventually recover with the intensive healing efforts of the High Temple, but most did not.


One thing that we do know is that it was always the dragon that initiated the breaking of the bond, but until relatively recently, we did not know how or why.


It was not until High Priest Tarquin released the document pertaining to the original agreement between Aysha and Driden that we discovered the truth. The words of the agreement had been recorded on parchment for humans. And stored in the minds of dragons for all future generations to witness. The document was lengthy and rather dry, to say the least. But one particular section referred to Driden’s demands for his dragons’ right to end any given bond whenever it chose to do so. I will not transcribe the document verbatim here, as it would undoubtedly fill several volumes by itself. Needless to say, the original wording is not exactly concise. It does, however, explain the reasoning behind Driden’s demands, which are founded almost entirely on the extreme longevity of his creations.


Driden’s main concern was that no dragon should be made to suffer a bonding that it was not happy with, as it would have to carry the consequences of that pairing for centuries, and possibly even millennia after its human counterpart was long dead. Not only that, whatever damage that might be done to the dragon’s mind from an incompatible bond would also be passed down to future generations through of their unique method of learning. Therefore, the sooner a bond was broken, the less perceived damage would be done to the bloodline of his dragons.


Some dragons did go on to bond again with another Guardian, but most simply returned to their homeland in the north, alone. One curious note worth mentioning, however, is that although the dragons could choose another bonding, the humans could not. Once a Guardian’s bond had been broken, they could never bond again…


Cole slowly closed the book, his mind reeling from what he had just read. It had answered so many of his questions, yet left so much more unanswered. He could barely wait to return to the command tent later that evening and continue reading it. But first, he would have to find Zedd. Who knew how many of the townspeople he might have already killed or maimed if the meeting hadn’t gone to his liking?


Cole sighed heavily as he stood up, then a grin slowly spread across his face. ‘Maybe the dragon-heart shard will eventually tire of Zedd and break its bond with him,’  he thought, as he started walking towards the open door.


“Now that’s something worth praying for,” he called out, as he exited the building, leaving a bunch of very confused looking men behind him.


Chapter Fourteen
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The early light of dawn slowly filtered through the dense trees, and along with it came the first significant snowfall of winter. The brisk northerly wind of the previous two days had now eased, allowing the large snowflakes to fall unhindered and cover the ground like an apocalyptic ashfall.


By the time Lusam awoke, only a few tufts of long grass and the occasional sapling still poked out from under the thick blanket of snow that covered the clearing. There was a surreal silence to the world outside as he stepped from his tent. Neala still slept soundly inside, but he had been awakened by the muffled footfalls of people moving around the temple foundations. The snow that clung to his tent had created the illusion of darkness from within, and he was shocked to see how light it was when he pulled back the heavy canvas flaps.


“Good morning,” a familiar voice said from behind. Lusam turned to see Alexia beaming him a smile, far too awake and lively for the time of day, he thought.


“Morning,” he croaked, stretching out his stiff back.


“There’s coffee in the pot, and even a little leftover stew from last night, if you want it,” Alexia said, nodding towards a small fire at the far end of camp.


“Ah, that sounds great, thanks,” Lusam replied enthusiastically. Alexia smiled and nodded, then turned to leave. Her paladins were busy trying to stop their tents from collapsing under the weight of the fresh snow, as well as clearing it away from the temple foundations. That was one battle they weren’t going to win easily, he thought to himself, as he looked up at the heavy snow-laden clouds above.


He suddenly found himself torn between taking up Alexia’s offer of coffee and food or seeking out his father to expedite their morning departure. To say that he was ‘keen to leave’ would have been a huge understatement. The previous two days had dragged on like no others he could remember, and he was almost desperate to fly north and find the dragons’ homeland. Surprising even himself, he chose the latter and turned towards his father’s tent. But he only took a single footstep before he realised that his father wasn’t there. The flap of his tent was wide open, and it was clearly empty inside. When he turned to find that Ryuu was also missing, he began to feel a rising sense of panic. Thoughts of being abandoned by his father and Ryuu, while they visited the dragons’ homeland alone, flooded through his mind. Had his father considered it too dangerous to take him? Or had Ryuu simply not trusted him or Neala enough to reveal the location of his homeland? Almost breathless, he spun around and called out to Alexia.


“Do you know where Ryuu and my father have gone?” he asked desperately. Alexia stopped and turned to face him. When she noticed the look of concern on his face, she began to smile.


“Don’t worry, he hasn’t flown off and left you here with us. He was awake well before dawn this morning and offered to go to the Sanctum of Light and bring back some shovels for us, as well as a few other items that we’re running short on. I’m sure he’ll be back soon enough. But I have to admit; I would have given anything to have been there and seen their faces when a fully-grown dragon landed in the courtyard,” Alexia said, chuckling to herself. Lusam breathed a sigh of relief at the news and was about to thank her when Neala’s voice cut the air like a knife.


“Who are you shouting at?” she asked peevishly, squinting around the edge of the tent with bleary-eyes. “Oh, good morning, Alexia.”


“Good morning to you, too,” Alexia replied with a slight grin. It’s funny what a simple gesture like a grin can portray, and its subtleties were not lost on Lusam, either. He knew Alexia had spent many years living with Neala in the thieves’ guild, so she would also know how bad-tempered Neala could be if she were awoken too early from her sleep. Lusam had only had the misfortune of dealing with it on one previous occasion, but it had been more than enough for him to remember the lesson of never to do it again. He had bit into lemons less sharp than her tongue had been for most of that day, and no matter how hard he’d tried to appease her, nothing had worked. And that mischievous grin on Alexia’s face told him that she knew exactly what he was in for now.


“I’ll leave you two girls alone to chat for a while,” he said, turning on his heels and swiftly heading off towards the campfire without waiting for a reply. He thought that he heard Neala say something as he walked away, but decided it was probably best to ignore her and just keep walking.


Lusam had barely started his second cup of coffee before the eerie silence was shattered by the sounds of splintering wood behind him. He turned just in time to see Ryuu and his father crashing through the snow-covered treetops at the far end of the clearing. They were barely visible through the dense snowfall, but even from where he was, Lusam could tell they were coming in far too fast to land safely. A moment later, Ryuu hit the ground hard and skidded across the clearing towards the temple foundations, sending up plumes of snow and mud in his wake. Startled paladins scrambled for cover as the enormous dragon slid towards them. Lusam jumped to his feet ready to run, but promptly found himself back on the floor again when he lost his footing in the snow.


He watched helplessly as Ryuu bore down on him, his gigantic claws leaving three feet wide gouges in the earth behind him as he desperately tried to gain a purchase on the slippery ground. Instinctively, Lusam created a magical shield around himself and braced himself for an impact that never came. Instead, multiple things seemed to happen at once, and all in slow motion. Ryuu came to a sudden and abrupt halt about twenty paces away from him, catapulting his father from his saddle and through the air. Behind Ryuu, at the far edge of the clearing, several trees rocked violently under an invisible force, sending their accumulated snow cascading to the ground below. Lusam heard and felt Ryuu’s breath being torn from his lungs and watched slack-jawed as his father arced through the air above his head, flailing his arms and legs around, only to land heavily with a thud a moment later in a deep snowdrift at the far side of the temple foundations.


For a moment, complete silence filled the air. No one moved or spoke a word, they simply stared. That was until Arlo had managed to dig himself out of the snowdrift, then the air was suddenly thick with his curses.


“Damn that stupid, overgrown lizard!” Arlo half-bellowed, brushing away the snow from his face and clothing. “I told him that he was going too fast to land safely. But would he listen? No!”


Ryuu roared a defiant reply, then turned away from Arlo. The trees at the edge of the clearing shuddered again as he moved. Lusam slipped into his mage-sight and instantly saw the reason why. Arlo had magically tethered Ryuu to them in order to prevent him from crashing into the temple foundations and killing many of the paladins. Ryuu tugged against his restraints again, and the trees seemed to bow before him. A moment later, he let out a deafening roar and snapped the tree trunks like they were nothing more dried twigs, before leaping into the air and quickly disappearing behind the blanket of falling snow.


“I think you might have upset his feelings,” Lusam said, stifling a grin. His father shot him a withering look.


“Good, he deserves it!” he spat back, before bending down and pouring himself a cup of coffee. “If you had you any idea how terrifying it is to fly through a snowstorm you might understand. You can’t see anything in front of you; it’s just a solid wall of white.”


“Why didn’t you use your mage-sight?” Lusam asked.


Arlo snorted. “I did. But in a snowstorm, you still can’t see very much, especially flying above terrain such as this,” he said, nodding towards the snow-covered forest. “It’s almost impossible to make out the clearing until you’re right on top of it. Once we found it, I suggested that we circle around for another pass so that we could slow down first, but oh, no, he wanted to land immediately, complaining that he was ‘too cold’ to do another pass.”


Lusam was a little confused about his father’s inability to see using his mage-sight until he took a look for himself. He had never noticed it before, but the snow contained minute traces of life. Each snowflake glowed softly to his mage-sight as it drifted down from the sky above, and the blanket of snow which covered the ground and treetops hid all other life beneath it. From high above, everything would appear to be the same. It would be impossible to distinguish treetops from the ground until you had hit one or the other. It was remarkable that Ryuu had found the clearing at all, let alone landed within it, he thought. He took a breath to ask how they had done it, but suddenly realised the answer for himself.


“You used the magical glow of the temple foundations as a beacon,” Lusam said. “That’s why the paladins have been trying to keep it clear of snow all morning. Because you asked them to.”


Arlo gave him a wink and grinned. “Is there any of that stew left?” he asked, changing the subject entirely.


“A little,” Lusam replied, handing him the pot. “So, does that mean we won’t be leaving this morning?”


“Oh, don’t worry, Ryuu will be back soon enough. And as long as he doesn’t kill himself landing this time, we’ll be on our way as planned,” Arlo said, warming his hands around the stew pot.


Lusam chuckled. “You sound pretty confident about that,” he said, knowing that Ryuu often disappeared for days after an argument with his father.


“Oh, I am. There’s no way that overgrown lizard could resist the opportunity to return home to Eindryl, not to mention the chance of visiting its warm volcanic mud pools. He’s been thinking of little else for days now.”


“Well, I hope you’re right, or we might be in for a very long walk,” Lusam replied. Arlo drew breath to speak, but a sudden movement behind him in the clearing caught his attention; Ryuu had returned. “Told ya,” he said, with a smug grin. Lusam rolled his eyes. They’re just like an old married couple; he thought to himself, getting to his feet.


“Where are you going?” Arlo asked, draining the last of his coffee.


“I’m going to see if Ryuu is alright. And to retrieve those shovels and supplies that are still strapped to his back.”


“I’ll give you a hand,” Arlo said, throwing the remaining coffee grounds into the fire.


“Oh, no, you don’t,” Lusam replied, stepping in front of him. “You’ve upset him enough already today. I don’t want him vanishing for a week, just because the two of you can’t get along for more than five minutes. Wait here and finish your stew, while I try and repair some the damage that you’ve already done.” Arlo began to protest, but Lusam raised a hand to cut him off. “Hopefully, I don’t have to remind you that time is still very much against us. We can ill-afford any more delays,” Lusam said.


Arlo shrugged and sighed heavily. “Fine,” he said, slumping back onto the ground next to the fire. “You go pander to the overgrown lizard if you want, but don’t be surprised if he bites your head off; literally.”


Lusam turned towards the clearing, leaving his father alone by the campfire. He would have probably found his father’s response amusing if it hadn’t been such a realistic possibility. He had witnessed Ryuu’s mood swings for himself during the many months that he had spent within the hidden realm; albeit usually as a direct result of provocation from his father. He doubted that Ryuu would intentionally injure him, but he knew that he would still have to tread very carefully with regards to what he did and said. The accelerated ageing process of leaving the hidden realm had not been kind to him, and Lusam knew that he still needed time to adjust. He also knew how intolerable Ryuu found the cold. Even a slight chill to the day or a prolonged rainstorm had often seen Ryuu seek shelter within the walls of Arlo’s house. So Lusam could only imagine how bad it must be for him now with his old bones, especially in these bitterly cold conditions.


Ryuu had chosen to stand with his back to Arlo and under the scant cover of the trees at the edge of the clearing. The soft snow muffled Lusam’s footsteps as he walked purposely towards him. Ryuu showed no outward signs of detecting his approach, but he was not naive enough to believe that he could sneak up on a dragon undetected, even one as old as Ryuu. Even so, he decided to announce his presence by scuffing his boots along the ground a little. Ryuu remained motionless as the snow continued to settle on his dark scales.


“Good morning, Ryuu,” Lusam called out to him.


Ryuu snorted, and his massive tail twitched like an angry scaled cat. “What do you want? I’m in no mood for one of your irrelevant human chats right now, so be gone with you,” he growled menacingly. Lusam swallowed hard. He had no desire to make things even worse than they already were, but he also couldn’t imagine starting such an important journey with Ryuu in his current frame of mind. He took another cautious step towards the agitated dragon, but not before silently creating a strong magical shield around himself first. Ryuu followed his movements with a huge cat-like eye as if he was waiting for him to come within range of his gigantic jaws.


Lusam cleared his throat and hoped that his voice wouldn’t betray his nervousness when he spoke. “I’ve not had a chance to thank you properly yet, Ryuu, for what you did for me; for all of us, in fact. Your sacrifice means that we might still have a chance of winning this battle.” Lusam let his words hang for a moment, but Ryuu showed no signs of responding. He glanced towards the temple foundations to see his father watching him intently. He knew that his father couldn’t sense any of Ryuu’s thoughts while he remained within its boundaries, and was no doubt worried for his safety due to the dour mood Ryuu was currently in. But to his credit, he stayed where he was and allowed him some privacy with Ryuu.


“Aren’t you cold?” Lusam asked, knowing full well that Ryuu’s pride would never allow him to admit that he was. “Because I’m freezing. I hope you don’t mind if I warm up a little before I leave?” Lusam didn’t expect or even pause for a reply. Instead, he created a large magical barrier around himself and Ryuu and began to increase the temperature inside. Almost instantly, the snow started to melt on Ryuu’s back, causing countless rivulets of water to cascade down his shiny, dark scales. The thick blanket of snow inside the barrier vanished before their eyes, first turning to water, then slowly rising as steam from the sodden ground underfoot. Lusam made a small adjustment to his magical barrier and allowed the steam to escape, then found himself a freshly dried patch of earth to sit and enjoy the warmth for a while. He saw Ryuu’s shoulders visibly relax, and his long neck almost seemed to wilt with the sheer pleasure of the heat. A moment later, even his tail stopped twitching, and if it hadn’t been for the fact that Lusam could clearly see his face, he might have thought that Ryuu had fallen asleep.


Several blissfully warm minutes passed in complete silence before Lusam decided to re-join his father and leave Ryuu to enjoy the heat alone. ‘If nothing else, we might be flying north with a dragon in a better mood now,’ he thought to himself, as he stood up to leave.


“You’re welcome, Lusam,” Ryuu suddenly said in a low rumbling voice. “But I fear that my decision to leave the hidden realm was not an entirely selfless act.”


“Of course not,” Lusam replied, remembering what his father had told him earlier. “It’s only natural that you would want to revisit your homeland.”


“Yes, there is that, too,” Ryuu replied, with a soft snort. Lusam gave him a confused look, but Ryuu chose not to elaborate any further. If it wasn’t the prospect of returning to Eindryl that had swayed his decision to leave the hidden realm, then what was it, Lusam wondered? Then it suddenly struck him, and he couldn’t believe that he hadn’t thought of it before.


“You wish to find your mate, Ietha,” Lusam half-whispered. The terrible story of how Ietha’s heart had been stolen away from Ryuu and taken back to Atroth came flooding back to him with perfect clarity. Already weakened, his father and Ryuu had been forced to flee the attacking dragons and hide inside the hidden realm to avoid being killed. By the time they had recovered enough magic to make the return journey through the portal, the dragons were already long gone. The loss of Ietha’s heart, along with the complete destruction of Lohlaen meant that it was no longer possible for them to effectively hide the Guardian book from detection. Their only choice had been to retreat into the hidden realm with it. A decision that had almost cost Ryuu his sanity.


Ryuu didn’t respond to Lusam’s statement, nor did he look as relaxed as he had only moments earlier. It certainly hadn’t been Lusam’s intention to evoke any painful memories or reopen old wounds. He knew from what his father had told him that it had taken years for Ryuu to recover after Ietha’s death and the subsequent loss of her heart.


“Can you tell me about Eindryl?” Lusam asked, swiftly changing the subject. “What’s it like there? My father told me that there are many warm volcanic pools that you use to bathe. I’ve never seen anything like that before. I’d love to try them out if that’s possible. They sound wonderful after spending a few days here in the cold.”


For the first time since Lusam had arrived, Ryuu’s head slowly turned towards him. Even though he knew—and to a point trusted—Ryuu, it was still an unnerving experience to find himself so close to his massively powerful jaws. He desperately fought the urge to step back, sensing that Ryuu was somehow testing him. After a brief pause, Ryuu moved even closer and sniffed at him, as if reaffirming their blood-bond. A moment later, he made a low rumbling sound deep in his throat. If Lusam hadn’t known any better, he would have sworn that Ryuu had just laughed at him.


“Yes, the fire-pools of Eindryl are indeed wonderful… for dragons. But not so for humans, I think.”


“Ah, I wondered if the dragons might not allow humans to use them,” Lusam replied. The same low rumbling sound vibrated in Ryuu’s throat again.


“I doubt that any dragon would stand in your way if you decided to enter one of the pools. But I would strongly advise against it. The fire-mud is not only extremely hot, but it’s also very acidic. Among other things, we use it to kill parasites that have attached themselves to our scales. But even we can’t remain submerged in the fire-mud for very long; we have to wash it off in one of the nearby fire-pools, so it doesn’t permanently damage our scales.”


“Fire-pools?”


“Yes. Like the name suggests; pools of water and fire,” Ryuu replied. “Water rises from deep underground to fill the large fire-pools. On its way to the surface, it is heated up by Ega’s breath. But often, Ega’s breath also travels along with the water, causing the surface of the pools to burn with fire.”


“Oh, I see,” Lusam replied, quickly reassessing his desire to enter either type of pool. Anything capable of causing damage to a dragon scale was definitely worth avoiding, he thought.


“You mentioned something called ‘Ega’?” Lusam asked curiously. A long silence followed, and at one-point, Lusam thought that Ryuu wasn’t going to reply at all. But when he finally did, his words were not spoken aloud; they were spoken directly to Lusam’s mind.


“Blood recognises blood,” Ryuu’s voice boomed out. Lusam replied in kind, then patiently waited for him to continue.


“It is your birthright to know our history, and the story of Ega is an important part of that history. After all, you cannot know who you are, unless you know where you have come from.”


Ryuu paused for a moment before continuing. Lusam suspected that he was trying to find the right words to tell his story in a way that he would understand. In comparison to the dragon entity that he had spoken to in Helveel, Ryuu’s ability to communicate verbally was far superior. The dragon entity had struggled to form many of its words, whereas Ryuu spoke in a much more human-like manner, albeit infrequently, and in this case, very loudly. He supposed it was no surprise that Ryuu had a better grasp of his language compared to the dragon entity in Mr Daffer’s basement. More than likely the entity had spent less than a century with its former bonded Guardian, whereas Ryuu had spent an inordinate amount of time alone with Arlo inside the hidden realm, and most of it with no one else to talk to. Lost deep in thought, Lusam startled when Ryuu’s loud voice suddenly shook his mind again.


“Ega was the first dragon; the most powerful dragon that has ever lived. He ruled over all three realms for countless millennia. Every creature of the land, sea and sky bowed before his mighty presence; none dared to challenge him. But as his strength and influence grew, so did his arrogance, until one day, he made the ultimate mistake of challenging the authority of his god, Driden.


“Driden was incensed by Ega’s actions, and in a fit of rage, he tore open a mighty chasm in the surface of the world and cast Ega down into it. Driden decreed that as punishment, Ega would spend all of eternity trapped beneath the surface, never to see or feel the sunlight again. For more than a millennium, Ega’s colossal struggle to escape his imprisonment raised and flattened entire mountain ranges. He caused new islands to form and reshaped whole continents, but still, Driden would not set him free.


“Eventually, Ega’s anger and frustration at being imprisoned turned to loneliness and sadness, and his cries of anguish frequently shook the entire world. He begged Driden for forgiveness, to be given a second chance, but Driden refused. It wasn’t until the other gods began populating the world with their creations that Driden finally relented.


“For the first time, Driden noticed a potential flaw in the way he had created his dragons. The other gods had given their creations a relatively short lifespan but had also given them the ability to reproduce very quickly. Dragons, however, had a much longer lifespan and were limited to reproducing only during the hottest of years. If a dragon’s egg were laid at any other time, it would remain dormant until the temperature was high enough for it to hatch. Sometimes it would take centuries before the hatchling was finally born, other times they would never hatch at all. Originally, Driden had not seen this as a problem; it had been a natural way to limit the number of dragons. But now that the other gods had populated the world with their creations, Driden was concerned that his dragons would become overrun, or even die out entirely. His first instincts were to move the sun closer to the world, but the other gods forbade it, as it would have destroyed everything that they had created. They suggested that he should destroy and remake his own creations, to better help them procreate, but he flatly refused. Instead, he began searching for other means to overcome the problem.


“By this time, Ega slumbered, for the most part, rarely waking up to shake the world with his anguished cries. He no longer tried to escape, but in his previous attempts, he had left his mark on the world. No more so, than at Eindryl. He had come closest to escaping there, and his angry breath had scorched the land beyond all recognition. Rivers of fire and steam had flowed from the ground for countless centuries, forming an entirely new landscape.


“It was during one of Ega’s more active times, when Driden watched intently for any signs of him attempting to escape again, that he noticed the potential of several places, including that of Eindryl. It was perfect for his needs, or more to the point, his dragons’ needs. The mountain that Ega had formed during his struggle to escape had long ago been hollowed out by his angry breath. Countless tunnels and caverns had been created deep within its heart, and many of those caverns still held the searing heat. Nowhere else in the world would Driden find a place so hot, yet so close to a plentiful supply of food for his dragons.


“The deserts of the world were certainly warm enough during the day, but the freezing temperatures at night, coupled with the lack of prey animals made them quite inhospitable to dragons. Likewise, were the tropical parts of the world, where the great rainforests grew. There too, the heat was adequate for the eggs to hatch, but his dragons would not be able to take off or land because of the trees, nor hunt effectively there. The places that Ega had inadvertently created held none of those disadvantages and Eindryl, in particular, suited his needs more than most.


“Driden quickly realised, however, that using Eindryl to aid his dragons’ procreation would create problems of its own. If too many dragons inhabited the world at any one time, not only would there be a shortage of prey animals for them to eat, but also a lack of magic in the world. And without magic, nothing else could exist. Of course, shortening the lifespan of his creations was easy enough, but that meant more dragon hearts lying around after their deaths; and that was the biggest problem of all.


“Too many dragon hearts would also lead to the depletion of magic in the world. But worse still, it would dilute the knowledge that was passed down from generation to generation, eventually resulting in a race of creatures that no longer had a full understanding of their past…”


“I’m sorry, I don’t understand. Why would the dragons’ knowledge have been diluted?” Lusam asked. Ryuu didn’t even try to hide his irritation at being interrupted, but eventually, he answered the question.


“Because of the way we learn about our past and the world around us. Dragons don’t pass information down verbally or use books like humans; we instead gain our knowledge directly from our ancestors. When a hatchling is born, it is left to fend for itself. It has no parents willing to feed it, or protect it, or teach it things; the weak die, while the strong survive. Once a dragon reaches a certain age and has proven itself worthy, it is offered a chance to choose an ancestor’s heart from which to learn about its heritage and the world…”


Lusam considered telling Ryuu that he already knew about the ceremony of Atroth from his father, but he quickly thought better of it and allowed him to continue uninterrupted.


“If Driden had allowed every dragon heart to remain in the world since the time of creation, not only would there be a shortage of magic, but also a high probability that too many young dragons would choose a heart from a period too long ago. Imagine if a young dragon inadvertently decided to bond with a heart from thousands, or even tens of thousands of years ago. Of course, it would gain the knowledge of that dragon’s life and experiences, as well as everything else that went before it, but it would gain no understanding of the current world in was living in. Worse still, when that dragon eventually died and left its legacy behind, it would only serve to further dilute our knowledge and understanding of the world and our past. Knowing this, Driden took steps to ensure that that could never happen.


“Ega had always been Driden’s favourite, and even after his earlier transgressions, he still held a soft spot for him. Seeing an opportunity to solve all of his dilemmas at once, Driden offered Ega a deal. In exchange for keeping the caverns of Eindryl and several other locations warm with his breath, Driden promised to set him free eventually. In addition, Ega would also be responsible for reclaiming the souls of the more ancient dragons, thereby avoiding the possibility of diluting his creations’ knowledge of their past. Periodically, Ega would cause the fire-rock to rise from his domain and slowly claim the hearts, releasing their souls into Driden’s care and their magic back into the world.”


Ryuu’s booming voice ended abruptly in Lusam’s mind, creating an almost eerie silence as he slowly absorbed the incredible story. Lusam did not doubt that Ryuu believed every word of what he had just said, but try as he might, he couldn’t possibly imagine a dragon living underground and being responsible for what Ryuu had claimed. Not that he would ever choose to voice that opinion in front of Ryuu or even his father for that matter.


Chapter Fifteen


[image: ]


“I see that he didn’t eat you, then,” Arlo said as Lusam re-joined him by the campfire. Lusam gave him a sarcastic smile and took a seat opposite. The coffee in the pot smelled good, but Lusam knew that if he had too much of it, he might regret it later during their long flight north. A few moments later, however, the temptation became too much for him, and he reached for the pot to pour himself a little. He watched the swirls of steam slowly rise from his cup as he contemplated how best to broach the subject of Ryuu’s long-lost mate with his father. He took a sip of the steaming black liquid and looked up to see his father watching him intently. He could see the questions burning in his father’s eyes, but apparently, he wasn’t going to ask them if Lusam wasn’t willing to tell.


“Have you spoken to Ryuu lately? I mean, really spoken to him?” Lusam finally asked.


“What, you mean about his return to Eindryl?” Arlo asked, glancing towards Ryuu.


“Yes, but not only about that. What else has he said to you?”


Arlo snorted and lowered his coffee cup. “Not much, really. As usual, he’s been blocking me out of his thoughts. I learned a long time ago that when he gets like that, you just have to give him some time. Eventually, he’ll come around, and when he does, he will either tell me what was on his mind, or he will have already dealt with it by himself.”


“Well, he’s just told me what’s bothering him.”


“He did?” Arlo replied, sounding a little surprised and hurt at the same time.


Lusam nodded. “You were right about him wanting to revisit Eindryl and its volcanic pools, but there’s something else that he wants to do even more than that. He wants to seek out Ietha’s heart and spend some time with her again. But I get the feeling that he thinks you might not approve.”


“He’s right, I wouldn’t,” Arlo said, turning towards Ryuu again. “If you had any idea how long it took him to get over her the last time they were separated, you might understand. Now it all makes sense.”


“What does?”


“Why that overgrown lizard has been hiding his thoughts from me lately. I thought he was just trying to come to terms with what had happened to him since leaving the hidden realm. But I should have known better. How could I have been so blind? I convinced myself a long time ago that he’d finally gotten over her, but it seems that I was wrong.”


“I don’t understand. Why would it be a problem for Ryuu to spend a little time with her?” Lusam asked.


Arlo chuckled, but there was no humour in it. “None whatsoever, if I thought it would be ‘a little time’. But he’s just as likely never to want to leave her again, or worse still, try to steal her heart and take it with him when he does go.”


“Surely not,” Lusam replied, shocked that his father would even suggest it. Arlo shrugged and raised an eyebrow in reply. “But wouldn’t the other dragons try to stop him?”


“Of course, they would. That’s what I’m worried about. The last thing we need is for Ryuu to be causing trouble in Eindryl. It will be hard enough for us to convince a dragon to bond with you anyway. We don’t need Ryuu making the task impossible.”


“But I don’t see how you’ll be able to stop him seeking her out once we’re there,” Lusam replied.


“No, that’s the problem. Neither do I,” Arlo replied, with a worried look on his face.


Although Lusam was eager to leave for Eindryl, he waited patiently for Neala to join them at the campfire and eat some breakfast before voicing his thoughts. Appeasing a disgruntled dragon would be nothing compared to what he would face if he didn’t allow Neala enough time to come around after accidentally waking her up too early. He just hoped that she had forgotten about it having spoken to Alexia for a while but judging by the look she gave him as she sat down, he knew that was a hope too far. It didn’t help matters, either, when his father asked Neala if she’d slept well. But that was nothing compared to what he said next.


“Neala, I’ve been thinking. Maybe it would be better if you remained here when…”


Neala almost choked on her coffee, but before she could even say a word, Lusam had already spoken.


“I’m not leaving her behind again,” he said with finality in his voice. The memories of being without Neala for so long inside the hidden realm were still fresh in Lusam’s mind. It may have only been a few days for Neala, but many months had passed for him. Lusam almost felt sorry for his father when Neala glared at him, almost daring him to contradict what had just been said. But equally, he found it incredibly amusing to see her face down a fully-fledged Guardian in that way.


“All I’m saying is; it might not be safe for Neala in Eindryl. The dragons won’t recognise her as one of their own,” Arlo said, softly.


“It’s not exactly what I’d call safe here, either,” Lusam replied, waving a hand towards The Rift.


“No, I suppose not,” Arlo agreed, looking towards The Rift himself. “But I wasn’t suggesting leaving her here, I was thinking…”


“No!” Neala said, cutting him off dead. “I’m going, and that’s that.”


Arlo drew breath to argue.


“You’re wasting your time,” Lusam said, chuckling to himself.


“Apparently so,” Arlo agreed, withering under Neala’s gaze. An uneasy silence descended over them, then after a few minutes, Arlo spoke again. “Alright,” he said, nodding slowly to himself. “Then would you consider a compromise?”


“That depends,” Neala replied, sceptically.


Arlo grinned at her. “Along the coast, a few miles south of Eindryl, there are several towns and villages. I always intended for us to spend the nights at one of them anyway, but I think it would be wise if you remained there during the day while we visited the dragons.”


Neala paused for a moment, then replied, “On one condition.”


“What’s that?” Arlo asked.


“That at some point I get to see Eindryl for myself, even if it’s only from the air.”


A broad smile spread across Arlo’s face. “Agreed. Providing we’re successful in convincing a dragon to bond with Lusam, that is,” he replied.


“And I mean on this trip, not in ten years,” Neala quickly amended.


“Yes, of course, you do,” Arlo replied, chuckling to himself. “But I assure you, it won’t be a problem if Lusam is bonded because the dragons would then recognise you as his mate. But until then, you would only be seen as a human intruder, and that wouldn’t be good, trust me.”


“Great!” Lusam said enthusiastically, “Now that’s settled, when are we leaving?”


“Well, the snow doesn’t seem as bad as it was earlier, so I guess now is as good a time as any. If we set off within the hour, we should easily make the coastline of Podrana before nightfall. Just give me a few minutes to speak with the new magi before we leave.”


“Sure, I need to say goodbye to Alexia anyway, as well as grab a few things,” Neala said, draining the last of her coffee and heading off to find her friend.


Arlo watched her go, and when she was out of earshot, he turned to Lusam and said, “She’s strong-willed that one, eh?”


“Oh… you’ve no idea,” Lusam agreed with a grin.


A moment later they both turned his attention towards Ryuu at the edge of the clearing. He looked so contented inside the magically heated barrier. So much so, that Lusam felt a pang of guilt knowing that he would soon have to remove it and expose him to the chill of the outside weather again.


“Well, I suppose we’d better let Ryuu know that we’re just about ready to leave,” Arlo said a moment later.


“I’m sure he’ll be thrilled to learn that,” Lusam replied, chuckling to himself. Arlo gave him a strange look, then turned back towards Ryuu. He slipped into his mage-sight and immediately groaned. “Why have you done that?” he asked incredulously.


Lusam shrugged innocently. “Why not? He was cold and miserable. I just thought he might be in a better mood for the journey north, that’s all.”


Arlo sighed. “I’ll tell you why not; because every time he’s the slightest bit cold from now on, he’ll be pestering me to do the same thing, and he won’t be happy until I do!” he replied, stepping off the edge of the temple foundations. “I’ve spent thousands of years with that overgrown lizard, and you come along and ruin him in a few short months.”


“Sorry,” Lusam said, struggling to contain his amusement.


By the time they reached Ryuu, Lusam was still grinning at the thought of his father’s new role of dragon warmer.


“What are you so happy about?” a familiar voice asked. Lusam turned to see Alexia striding purposely towards them. “Not that I’m complaining, you understand. I wish there were a lot more of it around here, sometimes.”


Not wanting to bring up the subject in front of Ryuu, Lusam tried to sidestep her question with one of his own. “Did you see Neala? I think she went looking for you.”


“Yes, I did, thanks. I think she’s gone to collect some of her things from your tent, but she also mentioned saying goodbye to a few other people, too. She told me that you were almost ready to leave, but I was wondering if you could do me a favour before you go? Or more to the point, I was wondering if Ryuu could?”


“I don’t see why not. As long as it doesn’t involve him landing anywhere,” Arlo replied with a mischievous grin. Lusam cringed as Ryuu let out a deep growl. Alexia stepped back in alarm and looked ready to run for her life.


Arlo chuckled loudly. “Don’t worry; his growl is worse than his bite.”


“I’ll remind you of that when he bites you in half one day for teasing him so much,” Lusam replied.


Arlo began to laugh then suddenly stopped and turned to face Ryuu with a loud gasp. “You wouldn’t dare! Why, you…”


Ryuu’s head slowly swung in their direction, and he rolled back his scaly lips to expose his massive fangs in a mock smile. Lusam and Alexia roared with laughter, but Arlo didn’t seem to find it amusing in the slightest. A moment later, Lusam couldn’t tell if his father was communicating silently with Ryuu or simply glaring at him. One thing he did know from experience, however, was that if he allowed their argument to escalate any further, it could be a very long time indeed before they finally got underway. With that in mind, he turned back to Alexia and tried to defuse the situation.


“What was it that you needed Ryuu to do?” he asked.


Alexia quickly brought her amusement under control and cleared her throat to answer. “Well, I’ve been speaking with Renn, and we both agree that the weather is likely to get much worse before it gets any better. Thanks to Ryuu, we now have shovels and a few other basic supplies, but we’re still short of a great many things. I was wondering if Ryuu could deliver this letter to The Sanctum of Light for us. It’s a request for a list of items to be sent to us from Lamuria, as well as an update on the situation here for the High Temple. I’m sorry that I didn’t think of it earlier this morning. I know it would have saved you another trip if I had.”


Although it was Ryuu who Alexia spoke to, it was Arlo that replied. “He said that he’d be more than happy to take your message for you.”


“Thank you, Ryuu,” Alexia said.


“Besides, he needs the landing practise,” Arlo said with a smirk. Lusam rolled his eyes and cancelled the magical barrier around Ryuu to allow Alexia access to his saddle. She placed the letter inside a leather satchel, then securely fastened it in place. Arlo let her finish before speaking again. “Just don’t take too long about it. We need to reach Podrana’s coastline well before dark and find a place for us all to stay… while you go and find Ietha.”


At hearing Arlo’s words, Ryuu suddenly released an intense wave of emotion that engulfed them all. It was so powerful it felt like Lusam had been struck in the chest and he staggered backwards under the impact. While he was trying to make sense of what had just happened, he saw Ryuu quickly advance on his father. In a single bound he was on top of him, knocking him clean off his feet and pinning him to the ground under his huge, taloned forepaw. Lusam heard the sudden rush of air escape his father’s lungs with the heavy impact, then watched slack-jawed as Ryuu’s head shot towards his exposed face. Ryuu opened his massive jaws mere inches from his face, revealing row upon row of huge, razor-sharp teeth. Then in what Lusam could only describe as the most surreal moment of his life, he watched as a gigantic pink, forked tongue, shot out of Ryuu’s mouth and licked his father’s face three times.


Lusam felt sure that his father would have shouted the words if he could, but instead, they came out as a series of strained gasps.


“GET… OFF ME… YOU STUPID… LIZARD!”


Ryuu gave his face one final lick, then launched himself into the air in such a spritely manner that Lusam could barely believe he was the same dragon. He turned back to find his father rubbing his face with handfuls of snow. Alexia howled with laughter, and Lusam barely managed to contain his own as he listened to his father cursing over and over.


“Aw, that was so sweet of him! He’s adorable!” Alexia said, just as Arlo got to his feet.


“No, it wasn’t! And no, he isn’t!” Arlo snapped at her. He still held snow in each of his hands, and when he turned to face them, it became evident as to why. His entire face was bright red and covered with angry-looking welts. Either Ryuu’s tongue was extremely rough, or his saliva was particularly corrosive; possibly both.


“I hate it when he does that!” Arlo said through gritted teeth and a handful of snow.


“He’s done it before?” Lusam asked.


“YES, HE HAS!” his father yelled back. He took a deep, calming breath, still bathing his face in the cold snow. “I once made the mistake of telling him about a pup that I had as a boy. When it got excited, it would lick my face and nibble on my nose. Now he thinks it’s funny to do the same thing!”


Lusam and Alexia roared with laughter so hard that they both ended up on the ground looking up at a very disgruntled Guardian.


“Oh… I’m glad you both find my suffering so hilarious,” he said, acidly.


Lusam could barely speak through his fits of laughter, but eventually, he managed to get a few words out.


“Look at it on the bright side; at least you still have your nose,” he said, causing a fresh wave of laughter to break out from himself and Alexia.


Chapter Sixteen
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Ryuu returned in less than half an hour from his trip to The Sanctum of Light, but during the short time he was gone, the weather deteriorated noticeably. The surrounding treetops now swayed violently in a strong northerly gale, whipping back and forth with each powerful gust of wind. Whirls of snow were being whipped up from the ground, adding to the already blizzard-like conditions within the clearing. And the paladins not only struggled to keep the temple foundations clear of snow but also to keep many of their tents from being blown away by the ferocious storm.


Thankfully, Ryuu managed to land safely this time, and after a brief check of his saddle straps, they were all ready to leave. Arlo had already spoken to the new magi and was confident that his recent training would set them in good stead while they were gone. Fortunately, they had also said their goodbyes to Renn and Alexia before the storm had fully taken hold, as they were now too busy trying to secure their camp against the worsening winter storm.


Lusam could barely see anything of the temple foundations through the dense blizzard, and when Ryuu sprang into the air a moment later, he doubted that anyone would even notice them leaving. Ryuu beat his massive wings to gain altitude, but the wind buffeted hard against his efforts. A moment later, Neala squealed as she was almost ripped from the saddle by a particularly vicious gust of wind. Lusam tightened his grip around her and closed his eyes against relentless snow being driven hard into his face. With a single thought, he created a magical anchor to secure himself and Neala to the saddle. He also considered raising a magical barrier around them both but thought better of it; Ryuu was already struggling against the strong winds, the last thing he needed right now was the large surface area of his barrier acting like a sail on his back.


On and on Ryuu toiled, his enormously powerful wings battling against the raging storm. The higher he climbed, the stronger the wind got and the colder it became. By the time he eventually broke through the dark storm clouds into the clear sky above, Lusam could barely feel his fingers or toes. His face burned with the extreme cold, and his eyes and nose watered freely. In the clear air above the clouds, he could feel his wet hair beginning to freeze to his head. Neala shivered uncontrollably in his arms, her clothes as sodden as his own with the wet snow. They had been in the air for less than five minutes, and already he’d had enough. If he didn’t do something soon, neither of them would see the hour out, let alone the entire trip.


He lifted his head to peer at his father over Neala’s shoulder. He’d expected to see him huddled down against the freezing temperatures like they were, but instead, he was sitting upright in the saddle and looked like he didn’t have a care in the world. Lusam frowned and inspected him with his mage-sight, and to his surprise, found that he had encased himself inside a magical barrier. But it wasn’t like anything he had ever seen before. It fit so snugly to his body that it almost looked like a second skin. Lusam’s mind boggled at the complexities of creating such a thing. Forming a spherical barrier around himself was simple enough, even manipulating its shape further—like he had done on the Pearl Isles to thwart the strong winds—he could do. But creating a magical barrier with such an incredibly complex structure went well beyond anything he thought even possible.


For a short time, Lusam forgot all about how cold he was and simply stared in awe at his father. At first, he thought his father remained so motionless to help maintain his concentration, but Lusam soon realised that he was actually in a state of deep meditation. His breathing was slow and rhythmic, and his open hands rested gently on his knees. It reminded Lusam of the countless days he had spent sitting in the same pose, trying to repair his father’s marble floor. As soon as the thought entered his mind, he knew how his father had created his impressive barrier. He smiled and closed his eyes, clearing his mind of unwanted thoughts and blocking out the discomfort of the cold. Immediately, he began sensing the world around him as it truly was, and not just how it appeared with his eyes. He saw his own body in his mind, not as flesh and blood, but as millions upon millions of tiny, bright sparks of magic. At his centre lay a blinding bright concentration of power. He reached for it, and bent it to his will, forcing it to follow every contour of his body before solidifying it into a barrier that would keep the cold at bay.


The moment his barrier solidified, he began to sense changes in his body. He no longer felt the effects physically, but instead could see them occur with his mage-sight. Tiny points of magic flashed brightly throughout his entire body, then slowly faded away before winking out of existence. His mind seemed to become fluffy, like the clouds of a summer’s day. In the distance, the sounds of a rumbling thunderstorm approached. At first, it was intermittent, but it quickly grew louder and more persistent. The rumbles almost sounded familiar to him, but he couldn’t work out why. He studied the sounds for a moment longer, then reached out towards them with his mind, but something prevented him from reaching them. When he looked more closely, he saw that it was a barrier around his mind; not the one he had just created to keep out the… What was it he was trying to keep out? He could not remember. The rumbles came again, even louder and more persistent than they had been before. He moved his consciousness towards the sound and bumped into something solid. Ah, yes, the barrier; now he remembered. What if he could open it…?


“LUSAM!” a voice bellowed in his mind. Lusam gasped for air, his lungs burning as if he hadn’t taken a breath in minutes. His vision swam with dark blotches, and his head throbbed with pain. He barely noticed Neala turn in the saddle and ask if he was alright. The familiar voice echoed in his mind again, but it took him a moment to recognise who’s it was and comprehend the words.


“Breathe, boy!” He heard anger and relief in his father’s voice, and suddenly realised that the sound he’d heard had not been a distant thunderstorm, but instead, his father trying desperately to reach him.


“What happened?” Lusam asked, as soon as his mind had cleared enough to form a coherent reply. He felt Neala squeezing his cold, numb hands. He tried to respond in kind, but his limbs and extremities refused to obey his body’s commands.


“It seems that you forgot the need to breathe. Next time, try adjusting your barrier, so it allows air to pass through it. You’ll find it works better that way,” his father replied, with far more than a hint of sarcasm in his voice. Lusam couldn’t believe that he hadn’t thought about breathing when he had created the barrier. If it hadn’t been so serious and almost cost him his life, he would probably find the whole thing hilarious. As is was, he was just grateful that he hadn’t included Neala in his experiment.


“Yeah, I guess there are easier ways to kill yourself,” Lusam replied, trying to make light of it. “But how did you notice that I had a problem?”


“I didn’t; Ryuu did. Luckily for you, he’s far more attuned to magic than we are. He sensed the magic dying inside you and informed me about it.”


“Oh, I see. Well, I guess I owe him at least a few hours inside a heated barrier for that one.” Lusam replied. Ryuu sounded a roar of approval, and Lusam could almost sense his father’s eyes rolling.


“Just remember not to suffocate the overgrown lizard in the process,” his father retorted, eliciting a far less friendly response from Ryuu.


A little over two hours later, they were finally approaching the northern coastline of Afaraon. Lusam had to take his father’s word for that, however, as he could not see anything through the dense clouds, nor distinguish one snow-covered landmark from another using his mage-sight. He now understood why Ryuu had found it so difficult to locate and land safely at the temple foundations earlier. Almost everything on the ground appeared the same to his mage-sight; it was like looking at one continuous blanket of life.


Thankfully, Lusam had managed to perfect his snug-fitting barrier on his third attempt, and now both he and Neala were insulated against the freezing temperatures outside. It wasn’t until he had thawed out a little and had time to think that he realised how relaxed Neala seemed to be about flying this time. He wondered if it was because she, too, couldn’t see the ground below, or if she was truly becoming more accustomed to it. He hoped it was the latter, but decided it was best not to broach the subject while they were still in the air.


The coastline of Afaraon was easy to spot when it finally crested the horizon. Two distinct areas stood out plainly to Lusam’s mage-sight; one appeared as a soft, even layer of life in the snow. And the other, a veritable explosion of life, encompassing everything from the smallest creatures to vast shoals of migrating fish travelling south for the winter.


“How long will it take us to reach Podrana from here?” Lusam called out to his father.


“If this wind keeps up, maybe a couple of hours. Maybe a little more,” Arlo replied with a slight shrug.


Lusam knew that in two or three hours, the sun would be well on its way towards dipping below the horizon, especially so far north. What he had never considered until then, however, was the prospect of encountering the dragons for the first time in the dark. Even the thought of it made his nerves jangle.


“So, are we planning to announce our presence to the dragons as soon as we arrive in Podrana?” Lusam asked, trying hard to keep his voice neutral.


“We don’t have to. They already know we’re coming,” his father replied. “Ryuu has been able to sense them for quite a while now, but for some reason, they’re refusing to communicate with him.”


“Is that unusual?” Neala asked nervously.


Arlo shrugged. “Normally, yes. But it may be that they simply don’t recognise him anymore. Ryuu was a relatively young dragon when he left Eindryl, so it’s quite possible that he’s outlived all of his peers. If that’s the case, they’ll wait until after they’ve gained his scent before accepting him back into their fold again.”


Arlo’s reply did little to alleviate Lusam’s nerves. But it wasn’t until that moment that Lusam realised just how difficult it must have been for Ryuu to leave everything he had ever known behind to bond with his father. No doubt Ryuu had expected to return home much sooner than this, but circumstances beyond his control had prevented him from doing so. And now Lusam was on his way to Eindryl to ask another dragon to make the same sacrifice for him. Somehow it just didn’t seem right; but he knew it had to be done, all the same.


An hour into their flight, the wind began to ease off a little, and the first real breaks in the clouds started to appear. At first, Lusam caught only fleeting glimpses of the water below, but before long the clouds became far more dispersed, revealing an almost unbroken view of the glistening ocean below. Suddenly, and without warning, Ryuu swooped down through the thinning clouds, causing Neala to squeal in fright and her grip on Lusam’s arms to tighten painfully. Snow no longer fell in thick sheets to blind them, and the wind became even less prevalent at the lower altitude. If it had not been for the oppressive air temperature it would have been a perfect day for a dragon ride, Lusam thought, as he watched the ocean race by.


If Lusam hadn’t been looking towards the horizon for the first signs of Podrana’s coastline to appear, he might have missed his father’s casual glances to the east and west. He knew there was nothing but ocean for hundreds of miles in either direction, so couldn’t understand what his father might be looking for.


“Is there a problem?” he called out over Neala’s shoulder.


“I don’t know,” Arlo replied, shaking his head. “Four dragons have been following us for the past half hour. Two to the east, and two to the west of us. Earlier, they circled behind us to gain Ryuu’s scent, as I expected they would. But since then, they’ve been flying a parallel course to our own, about five miles out. Ryuu has tried to contact them several times, but they’re still ignoring him.”


“Do you think they might be hostile?” Neala asked, scanning the sky around them.


“I don’t think so. But it would be worth keeping up our guard, just in case. Ryuu said that he doesn’t recognise any of the dragons, so it’s a good bet that they don’t expect any humans to be with him. If they were going to attack him, I think they would have already done so. After all, four against one is pretty good odds.”


“But wouldn’t they have caught our scent, too?” Neala asked.


“Possibly, and that might be why they’re keeping their distance and choosing not to reply to Ryuu. For now, we simply don’t know. We’ll just have to keep our wits about us and see how it plays out.”


“That’s reassuring,” Neala replied, with a nervous laugh.


“Don’t worry; I doubt we’ll be taking part in any aerial battles just yet. That’s the coastline of Podrana up ahead, so we’ll be landing soon,” Arlo replied with a grin, pointing toward a thin, dark stripe on the horizon.


From a distance, Lusam had presumed the dark strip to be a boulder-strewn coastline, or possibly even a rocky cliff rising out of the ocean. But when they got a little closer, its true nature was revealed; it was black sand. An entire beach, for as far as the eye could see, of black sand. At first, Lusam thought the strange beach also extended further inland to create an expanse of black desert, but as he got closer, he could see that the sand eventually gave way to an almost lifeless landscape of black rock beyond. Only the odd tuft of grass or small gnarled tree clung stubbornly to its surface. If Lusam had ever been asked to describe what he thought the Seven Hells would look like, this would have been it, even down to the sulphurous smell that permeated the air.


“Why is the beach that colour?” Neala asked.


“It’s volcanic sand,” Arlo replied, as Ryuu suddenly banked hard to the right and began following the beach eastwards. Neala gasped and tightened her grip on Lusam’s arms again.


“Is it all as… barren as this?” Lusam asked, hoping that he didn’t offend Ryuu.


Arlo chuckled. “No, it’s not. It’s only like this here in the south and around Eindryl. The northern parts of Podrana are quite fertile actually. So much so, that they used to provide most of Afaraon’s food requirements at one time. In fact, I only discovered yesterday from Renn that those arrangements had ceased a long time ago.”


“Yeah, I know,” Lusam replied. “Renn once told me all about it. He said that we used to trade magical goods to Podrana in exchange for their farmed goods, but all that stopped after their failed invasion of Afaraon, shortly after The Rift was closed. And officially, no one has seen or heard from them since.”


“Well, that might be a problem,” Arlo said.


“No, I think Afaraon can provide its own food now,” Lusam replied.


“What? No… not that. That, down there,” Arlo said, pointing at something in the distance.


“What is it?” Neala asked, squinting. Lusam also struggled to see what his father was pointing at and guessed that he must be using Ryuu’s enhanced sight, rather than his own.


“It’s a village. Or at least it used to be,” Arlo replied. “It was called Kofuhst if memory serves. Doesn’t look to be much of it left now, though.”


A few moments later, Arlo’s observations also became evident to Lusam and Neala as Ryuu slowly circled above the remains of a small village. Several of the dwellings had been completely destroyed, leaving behind little more than their ghostly footprint in the dark sand. Others, however, were in far better condition, and apart from a few missing roof tiles and an odd blocked chimney here and there, looked like they could have been currently inhabited. The contrast between the destroyed houses and the remaining ones puzzled Lusam. It didn’t make any sense that the elements alone could have been responsible for the destruction yet leave the other buildings almost completely untouched. Nor why the people would abandon a perfectly good village instead of repairing or rebuilding it.


“A real shame,” Arlo said, shaking his head with a sigh. “I always liked Kofuhst; especially its quaint little tavern. It used to serve a wonderfully aromatic and smooth ale that went down like velvet. Apparently, they brewed it using a unique local grain which flourishes in the volcanic soil around here. I sure hope they passed on the recipe to one of the other towns or villages along the coast. I was very much looking forward to a mug or three of it on this trip.”


“What do you think happened to the place?” Lusam asked.


“It’s impossible to say. There’s not enough of it left to make any assumptions. There again, after two thousand years, I suppose it’s no wonder that it’s in the state it is,” Arlo replied. Lusam frowned at his strange reply and glanced back towards the remaining houses below. The only conclusion he could make was that the village was once much larger than it appeared now, and by comparison, the remaining houses were insignificant in his father’s eyes. But before he could verify his theory, Ryuu resumed his easterly flight along the coastline.


It didn’t take them long to arrive at another settlement a few miles further along, and this one, just like the last, showed signs of sudden abandonment. The similarities between the two were startling. Although a much larger settlement than Kofuhst, the houses and other buildings of this town had suffered the same strange, sporadic destruction; some remained completely untouched, while others were nothing more than a shell or an outline of a foundation. All of the roads and pavements had been swallowed by the shifting black sands, and only a few sturdy timbers remained where there had once been a large dock of some sorts.


Lusam noticed several large shadows a few feet under the water near the remains of the dock. A quick glance using his mage-sight confirmed the remnants of several large ships, as well as many other, smaller craft laying on the seabed.


“Seven Hells, Peln has gone too!” Arlo cursed, as they circled high above the deserted town. “Kofuhst was one thing, but I can’t believe the people of Podrana have willingly abandoned Peln as well. The town was far too prosperous. Dozens of ships used to arrive here every day to load and unload their cargoes.”


“I think a few of them are still here,” Lusam replied, pointing towards the skeletal remains of the docks.


Arlo cursed under his breath when he saw the wreckage. “Something isn’t quite right; I can feel it. I think we better go down for a closer look and see if we can determine what happened here.” Before Lusam or Neala could reply, Ryuu banked hard to his right and swooped down towards the buildings below. Neala gasped at the sudden feeling of weightlessness as they plummeted from the sky towards the town far below. Time seemed to pass by in slow motion for Lusam as the surreal events of the next few seconds slowly unfolded.


Ryuu continued his steep dive towards the rooftops unabated, his wings partially folded back as if hunting an unsuspecting prey animal from above. For a brief moment, the sensation of falling was invigorating for Lusam, but all that changed a few seconds later when Ryuu had still not begun to slow his descent. Lusam took a sharp intake of breath just as his wings finally snapped open. They lurched forward, but even Lusam’s limited experience of Ryuu’s flying prowess told him it was already too late.


“PULL UP!” Lusam called out, but his words were suddenly drowned out by the deafening sounds of Ryuu crashing through the roof of a building. Ryuu roared in pain as he smashed through the thick timbers and collided with the stone apex of the structure. Large blocks of stone exploded outwards as Ryuu’s chest demolished the end of the building. His enormous wings beat furiously in an attempt to gain altitude, but it was already too late. With a howl of pain and frustration, Ryuu crashed through the upper part of the next building, sending debris flying in all directions. Lusam barely managed to erect a shield around himself and Neala before a large block of stone struck his left shoulder. The impact momentarily dazed him, and if it hadn’t been for the fact that he had secured himself and Neala to the saddle magically, he knew that he would have been knocked clean off Ryuu’s back. Tiles, masonry and timber continued to rain down on them all as Ryuu exploded through the roof of the building into the clear, evening air above.


The whole thing had only taken a few short seconds to unfold, but it had left its mark in more ways than one. Not only had two formally intact buildings been reduced to little more than rubble on the beach below, but also Ryuu’s wings had been severely damaged by the collision. Several large torn flaps of leathery skin fluttered in the wind with each beat of his wings, each tear easily distinguishable by the daylight flooding through it. Lusam grimaced. The sight reminded him of an old tattered flag he’d once seen blowing in the wind above the city gates in Helveel. How he was even managing to remain in the air was a miracle, let alone with three people on his back. He was obviously struggling.


A moment later, Lusam saw his father point towards a clear area of the beach, and a long mark suddenly appeared in the sand. It was as if he had just reached down and drawn a long line in the soft black sand with his finger. Lusam took a breath to ask what he was doing, but his father spoke first.


“If I were you two, I’d get off now. I doubt this landing is going to be much fun,” Arlo called out over his shoulder as Ryuu began his unsteady descent towards the beach. Lusam nodded and immediately released himself and Neala from the saddle. Neala gasped and tightened her grip on his arms as Ryuu fell away and left them both in mid-air. For the briefest of moments, Lusam considered levitating Ryuu gently to the ground and wondered why his father had not already thought of doing so himself. Then he realised that Ryuu’s pride could never allow that to happen, and if either of them attempted to ‘help him fly,’ they would likely pay a very high price for it later. Crazy as it was, a hard landing on the beach with all of its associated cuts and bruises was always going to be preferable to the consequences of wounding a dragon’s pride. But a moment later, when Lusam saw Ryuu crash hard into the beach and skidded to a halt on his chin several hundred feet away, he wasn’t quite sure anymore.


Lusam quickly levitated himself and Neala down towards the beach and was relieved to see Ryuu and his father slowly regaining their feet. Ryuu appeared to be limping a little as he took few unsteady steps away from the water’s edge and shook himself free of sand. Thankfully, Arlo seemed unhurt by the whole ordeal, and by the time Lusam and Neala arrived, he was already tending to Ryuu’s various injuries.


As it happened, they found themselves in the vicinity of the two destroyed buildings. Stone, timber and other debris had been strewn across the beach with the immense impact. Lusam was stunned by the degree of devastation, but try as he might, he couldn’t understand why Ryuu had collided with them in the first place. He knew how keen a dragon’s eyesight was. So, he couldn’t imagine the possibility that Ryuu hadn’t seen them in time to avoid hitting them, even given his newly advanced years. And what about his father? Surely, he could have intervened before the impact? But now that Lusam thought about it, his father had appeared just as oblivious to the approaching buildings as Ryuu had. It all seemed very strange to Lusam, and the fact that his father was not currently berating Ryuu for his incompetence made it all the more so.


“Would anyone like to explain to me what just happened?” Neala asked, looking between Arlo and Ryuu. Lusam cringed at her direct approach. He had spent enough time around Ryuu to know how poorly he took criticism of any kind, let alone something of this magnitude.


Arlo placed his hand on Ryuu’s neck. “I’m sorry, old friend,” he said, before turning to answer Neala’s question. “Ryuu isn’t to blame. It was my fault. I was using his vision when I should have been using my own.” Arlo raised his other hand, and for the first time, Lusam noticed that he was holding what looked like a roof tile with a strange symbol carved into its surface. The marking seemed to blur slightly now and then as if pulsing with some unseen energy. Lusam examined it using his mage-sight and could see a soft glow of magic around the strange symbol, but no apparent source for the magic.


“What is it?” Lusam asked.


“A roof tile,” Arlo replied with a grin.


“Yeah, very funny. I can see it’s a roof tile, but what’s that symbol on it?”


“It’s a rune. An ancient form of magic that draws its energy from the world around it. This particular rune seems to be a modified version of the one used for stealth or camouflage, but they have added a secondary rune, here, at the bottom,” Arlo said, tracing his finger over the smaller mark. “It’s very crudely drawn, but I believe this is the symbol for ‘Draco’, or dragon in our modern-day language. By combining the two symbols, they appear to have rendered most of the town invisible to dragons. That’s why Ryuu flew straight into the building; he couldn’t see it. And neither could I because I was using his sight too, instead of my own. A damned foolish thing to do and I should have known better. It’s among the first lessons we are taught as a bonded pair: One’s weakness is often the other’s strength. My eyesight may not be as keen as Ryuu’s, but if I hadn’t been relying on his alone, we would have seen the building in plenty of time to avoid it.”


“So, you’re saying that Ryuu can’t see the tile in your hand?” Neala asked.


“He can now because he can sense it through me. But when we collided with the building, I was sharing his sight, so neither of us saw anything until after we had crashed into it.”


Neala frowned and gave him and the tile a sceptical look.


Arlo smiled. “Don’t ask me how or why the runes work; they just do. There are many conflicting theories as to their origins, including the belief that the individual rune symbols have their origins in the gods’ own written language. Of course, no one could ever prove that, and if I’m honest, runes have never appealed to me very much anyway. Their use is extremely limited in comparison to regular magic, and even before I was born, they were considered archaic. In fact, the only time I can ever remember seeing them was at a travelling market as a child. A Hedgewitch had a collection of runed items for sale, but at the time, I had no idea what they were. It was only the glow of their magic that caught my eye, and it wasn’t until many years later, when I was studying the ancient texts at Coldmont, that I discovered what they had been.” Even after his explanation, Neala’s sceptical look remained, and Lusam seemed no more convinced by his words, either.


Arlo sighed. “Maybe I can show you,” he said, studying the two symbols on the tile’s surface more closely. “If I remove the symbol for ‘Draco’ it should render the tile invisible to humans instead.” Before either of them had a chance to reply, Arlo turned away from them and spoke several words of power. Lusam sensed the surge of magic as his father released the spell, but he had no idea what the purpose of it had been. Arlo slowly turned back to face them holding up his empty hand, his forefinger and thumb poised as if still gripping the thick roof tile.


Neala laughed loudly and tried to look past him at the beach, expecting to see the discarded tile on the black sand; but there was nothing there.


“What did you do with it?” she asked, frowning.


“It’s still right here,” Arlo said, nodding towards his empty hand.


“Yeah, sure it is,” Neala replied, rolling her eyes. Arlo grinned at her, then slowly turned his hand to reveal the blank side of the tile. Neala gasped as it suddenly materialised before her eyes, then watched in amazement as it vanished again when Arlo turned it back around.


“That’s incredible!” Neala said, stepping behind Arlo to inspect the tile from all angles.


“What is?” Lusam asked, looking more than a little confused.


“What, you don’t see that?” Neala asked.


“See what? All I see is him twirling a tile with a rune on it.”


“You don’t see it disappear when he turns it around?”


Lusam shook his head and gave them both a strange look as if they’d suddenly gone mad. Arlo frowned and stared at him for a moment, then looked back at the tile in his hand. “Hmm, I wonder…” he mused to himself, glancing back up at Lusam. Before Lusam could ask him what it was that he was wondering about, Arlo placed his hand on the tile’s surface and spoke another incantation. Lusam sensed his father’s magic as it was released into the tile, but again, he had no idea what he had just done. That was until he flipped over the roof tile and it vanished right in front of his eyes.


“Now is it gone?” Arlo asked. Lusam nodded mutely, then mirrored Neala’s earlier actions and walked around his father to view the tile from all angles.


“That’s very interesting,” Arlo said, staring at Lusam.


“What is?” Lusam asked when he noticed his father’s attention so firmly fixed on him.


“That you could see the tile when it was runed against dragons or humans, but not against both.”


“I don’t understand,” Lusam replied.


“No, neither do I, but I do have a theory,” Arlo said, thoughtfully. Lusam raised an eyebrow and waited for him to explain. “Well, let’s look at the facts, shall we? Even though you’re not bonded to a dragon, Ryuu still recognised you as being of ‘dragon blood’ when he first met you, as did the dragon heart in Helveel from what you have told me. We had assumed that it was because of who I am and that you had inherited certain traits of a Guardian from me. But I think it might go even deeper than that. As expected, you were able to see the runed tile when it was warded against dragons. But you were still able to see it after I removed the ‘Draco’ rune, even though that should have rendered it invisible to all humans.”


Lusam shrugged. “Maybe I’m just immune to its effects.”


“No, you’re not.”


“How can you be so sure?” Lusam asked.


Arlo nodded towards the invisible tile in his hand. “Because now I’ve warded it with runes against both dragons and humans, and now you can’t see it at all; just like us.”


Lusam slowly shook his head. “I’m sorry, but I still don’t understand.”


Arlo sighed and smiled at him. “Lusam, I don’t think the dragons recognise you as one of their own because you’re part Guardian. I think they recognise you because somehow, you’re part dragon. If you think about it, it all makes perfect sense. When you looked at the first runed tile, your mind processed the image with its human side so you could still see it. The same was true after I altered it, except that time it used the dragon part of your mind. But when I warded it against both dragons and humans, you were unable to see it at all. And there are other clues too. Your unique ability to perform magic without speaking any words of power, for one. Then there is the fact that you survived reading not one, but three Guardian books alone, and then a fourth after meeting me; all without the strength of your own bonded dragon to call upon. Even the amount of power that you’re able to hold goes way beyond any non-bonded mage I have ever known or even heard of before.”


Lusam wanted to deny his father’s words, but deep down, he instinctively knew them to be true. He knew; he had always known. But what did it all mean?


“Well, that would explain a few things,” Neala said, suddenly breaking the awkward silence. “Like why he always wants to fly everywhere. And why his breath smells so bad first thing in the morning.”


Arlo roared with laughter, but for some reason, Lusam didn’t appear to see the funny side of it. At least not until Ryuu swung his enormous head towards Neala, causing her to stumble backwards and land on her backside in the sand. “Err… no offence intended,” she squealed in a high-pitched voice. Ryuu sniffed at her once and wrinkled up his nose, causing a fresh bout of laughter to erupt from Lusam and Arlo.


“There’s one thing that I still don’t understand, though,” Arlo said after they had all finally stopped laughing.


Lusam snorted. “Only one?” he asked sarcastically.


Arlo smiled and continued as if he hadn’t heard his comment. “Why would humans want to hide from the dragons? It makes no sense. Humans and dragons have always had mutual respect for one another. Uneasy at times, I’ll grant you. But there has never been any real conflict between them, at least as far as I know. Sure, there have been disputes over who owned the grazing animals taken as prey now and then, but for the most part, the distance between the dragons’ homeland and the human settlements avoided most of those types of conflicts. So why now have the humans taken to warding their houses against dragons?”


“I don’t know, but whatever happened here, happened a long time ago by the look of some of those buildings,” Neala said, nodding towards the decaying structures. From the air, many of the buildings had looked to be in reasonably good condition, but from the ground, the reality of it was entirely different. Doors hung rotten from their hinges, and the glassless window frames had long since decayed away. Small trees grew from the remaining chimney pots, and the walls of many of the structures looked as if they might collapse with the slightest breeze.


Arlo followed Neala’s gaze and sighed heavily to himself. “Well, I’m guessing that you were hoping for a little more… life, in the town where we dropped you, Neala, but I’m afraid this is the best we can do for now.”


Neala glanced up and down the desolate beach. “Whoa, thanks. You boys really know how to show a girl a good time. I won’t know what to do first once you leave.”


Arlo chuckled. “Well, look at it on the bright side; at least you don’t have to decide tonight. My best guess is that there’s little more than an hour’s daylight left, and I don’t fancy visiting Eindryl in the dark, especially since the dragons seem to be acting so strangely at the moment. So, I guess we’ll all spend the night here together, then Lusam and I can leave at first light tomorrow for Eindryl. But I’m sure in the meantime we can make one of these houses a bit more comfortable for you while we’re gone.”


“I’d settle for it not collapsing on my head,” Neala replied, looking dubiously towards the dilapidated structures.


Arlo laughed loudly. “I’m sure we can manage that much,” he said, as he tossed the invisible tile aside that he was still holding. It landed with a dull thud on the soft sand a few feet away, leaving a perfect oblong-shaped imprint where it landed.


“Great!” Neala said, rolling her eyes. “Now I’m bound to stub my toes on that as well.”


Lusam and Arlo roared with laughter, and even Ryuu seemed to appreciate the humour in his own way.


Chapter Seventeen
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Another winter storm blew in during the night and turned the dark sand outside into a mottled patchwork of black and white. The angry grey sea pummelled the beach relentlessly with its powerful waves, and even the sky appeared more foreboding than usual in the dismal early morning light.


Lusam shivered as he stepped through the doorway into the biting wind outside. The beach looked even more desolate this morning than he remembered. Icy plumes of snow were being blown down towards the water’s edge like a ghostly river, and a fresh supply of driftwood and other debris littered the beach for as far as he could see. He shivered again and pulled his tunic up a little tighter around his neck to ward off the cold. He didn’t particularly want to be outside in the freezing temperatures, but the alternative was to remain inside the house and have yet another argument with Neala about why she must wait there until they returned. Or as she called it; a discussion about why she should be allowed to go with them and ‘contribute’. Thankfully, his father had intervened and offered to speak to Neala alone about the dangers she would face if she came along, and hopefully convince her that staying put was a better option. Lusam didn’t envy him one bit. Nor did he think for one minute that he would succeed.


Ryuu had already left before first light to hunt further out at sea, and Lusam knew if they were going to eat anything more than dried bread and fruit that morning, he would have to do the same.


The fish turned out to be in plentiful supply, and it didn’t take Lusam long to catch three good-sized specimens using his magic. Cooking them would also be a magical process, as they had decided the previous evening not to bother unblocking the chimney of the house. Lighting a fire would produce tell-tale signs of habitation, and until they discovered what was going on with the dragons, they had deemed that risk not worth taking. Instead, Lusam and his father had worked together to strengthen and insulate the structure from within magically.


Later, and at Neala’s request, Arlo had explained in more detail about runes and their various, but limited uses. Arlo was the first to admit that his knowledge on the subject was far from complete, but he did, however, manage to create a useful heat source by combining a large runed rock and a magical enchantment. The whole process fascinated Lusam. He knew from experience that the rock alone could not hold enough magic to power a heat source for very long, but with the addition of a simple rune, his father was able to overcome that shortfall. Even so, he assured Lusam that it would still only last a day or two at most before its power was exhausted; more than long enough to keep Neala warm while they were gone, Lusam had thought.


When Lusam finally arrived back at the house carrying his catch, he found the atmosphere inside even icier than the temperature outside. He stifled a grin, knowing without a doubt that his father had lost the argument with Neala, then cringed to himself when he realised it would now be left up to him to conclude it.


“I have some breakfast for us,” he said, holding up the three fish. But all he got for his efforts was a slight nod from his father and a hard stare from Neala.


Breakfast was a quiet and an awkward affair, and when the sound of Ryuu’s return filtered in through the closed shutters, Arlo all but sprang to his feet in an attempt to escape the room, making his excuses as he left. Lusam couldn’t help grinning to himself.


“What are you smiling at?” Neala asked.


Lusam tried to straighten his face but failed miserably. “Nothing,” he replied innocently. “I was just wondering what you said to my father to make him run away like that.”


“I didn’t ‘say’ anything to him,” she retorted. Lusam turned and looked towards the door his father had left through and smiled. He knew the only thing worse than an argument with Neala, was when she chose not to say anything at all. Her silent treatment was simply the worst.


“I didn’t have to say anything. We’d already agreed back at The Rift that I wasn’t coming with you. I always knew that I’d be staying in a coastal village until you returned. Although I have to say, I had a very different image in mind of what it would be like,” she said, looking around at the bare stone walls.


“Yeah, I’m sorry about that.”


“I know that you will be if you leave me here alone for too long,” she snapped. Lusam took a breath to assure her that he wouldn’t, but she held up her hand and sighed. “I’m sorry. That was uncalled for,” she said, in a much softer voice. “It’s just that…”


“You don’t want us to be apart again after my trip into the hidden realm,” Lusam said, finishing her sentence for her. Neala nodded. “I know, and I feel the same way. But we have to heed my father’s words when he tells us that the dragons won’t accept you trespassing into their lands until after I’m bonded with one of them.”


“I know, and I understand that. But I feel so… useless, lately. I mean, what happens if the dragons become hostile towards you and I’m not there?”


Lusam stifled another grin and leaned in to kiss her lips. “I don’t think that you’re useless, Neala. And neither does anyone else in Lamuria who witnessed you tearing through that undead army, but even you couldn’t hope to fight off a horde of angry dragons. Seven Hells, I don’t even know if I could. But what I do know is that we both stand a better chance of surviving if you remain here.” Before she could reply, Lusam pulled her into an embrace and held her tightly. “I love you,” he whispered into her ear.


“I love you too,” Neala replied, tightening her hold on him. But he could still sense an element of doubt in her voice and knew that she wasn’t entirely convinced by his words. Carefully, he reached down and removed one of Neala’s blessed knives from her belt, before gently breaking their embrace and stepping away. He held up the perfectly balanced weapon in the palm of his hand and met her eyes.


“I’ve never seen anyone wield a blade with the level of skill and passion that you possess, Neala,” he said, walking slowly towards the door and beckoning her to follow him. A gust of icy wind rushed into the room as he pushed it open. He turned and held out the blessed knife for Neala to take, but before she could reach for it, he spoke again. “Just imagine having to fight off a dragon with this knife,” he said, stepping aside so that she could see the immense form of Ryuu standing outside on the beach. Neala glanced down at the small blade in his hand, then looked up at the towering mass of muscle, talons and scales before her, and sighed.


“Okay, you win. But I still don’t like it,” she replied, meeting his eyes. Lusam smiled at her stubborn defiance, but before he could remind her that there would likely be dozens, if not hundreds of dragons in Eindryl, Ryuu let loose a deafening roar and sprung into the air, almost sending them sprawling to the ground with the sudden downdraught from his wings.


“The ocean’s that way. And be quick about it!” Arlo bellowed into the air after him. Ryuu responded with another roar as he disappeared through the dark clouds above. Arlo turned and stomped up the beach towards the house, cursing to himself with every step that he took. Lusam and Neala looked at each other in confusion and quickly stepped aside to let him pass.


“Where did Ryuu go?” Lusam asked, as his father reached the house.


“To hunt,” he replied sharply, with a huff.


“Oh, I thought that was where he’d gone earlier this morning.”


“Yes, so did I. But apparently, the damned foolish lizard decided to go seek out his mate’s heart in Eindryl, instead; without me. Who knows what the other dragons could have done to him if they’d discovered him there? They could have torn him to pieces, and I wouldn’t have even known anything about it with him blocking me out as he does. I swear, that overgrown lizard will give me a heart attack one of these days,” he said, storming off into the house. Lusam and Neala gave each other another puzzled look, then followed him inside.


“Well, at least he’s had a little time to speak with her,” Neala said, hoping to defuse the situation.


“No,” Arlo said, shaking his head. “That’s just it; he didn’t. When he got there, Ietha’s remains where nowhere to be found. When I asked him where else they could be, he just kept saying that the place looked different from how he remembered it but wouldn’t tell me what he meant. Eventually, I got him to show me his old memories of how it once was, as well as how it looks now.”


Arlo seemed to drift off into deeper thought for a while, and after an extended silence, Lusam found himself having to prompt him to continue. “And?” he asked. Arlo looked up at him as if he had forgotten that he was even in the same room, then after a brief hesitation, he continued.


“And, it doesn’t look good,” he replied in a sombre voice. “The whole landscape has changed. Hundreds, if not thousands of dragons’ hearts have vanished. They’re just… gone.”


“Gone? Gone how?” Lusam asked.


Arlo sighed and slowly shook his head. “Reclaimed by Ega’s fire-rock,” he half-whispered as if barely able to speak the terrible words.


Lusam cursed under his breath.


“Who’s Ega?” Neala asked.


“The first dragon,” Lusam replied absent-mindedly, as his thoughts drifted back to the story that Ryuu had shared with him at The Rift. Arlo gave him a curious look, evidently surprised that he knew anything at all about Ega.


“I know it’s been almost two thousand years, but from the way Ryuu explained it to me, I thought the whole process would have taken longer than that,” Lusam said.


“Yes, you’re right. In fact, it should have taken far longer, if indeed, that is what has happened to Ietha’s heart.”


“You think it might not be?” Lusam asked.


Arlo paused, then shrugged. “I don’t know. The landscape certainly looks very different from how Ryuu remembers it. And there are still dragon hearts there, but none of the ones that he recalls from before. But even many of the newer hearts have already been partially encased by the fire-rock, and several even show signs of being damaged, somehow. The thing is, because the dragons stole Ietha’s heart from Ryuu and brought it back to Eindryl, we have no idea where exactly they put it. And until we do, we can’t be certain one way or the other as to what happened to it.”


“Surely that’s a good thing, isn’t it?” Lusam asked.


“Normally, I would agree with you, but with the apparent speed that Ega’s fire-rock is consuming the dragons’ hearts, I’m not so sure,” Arlo replied.


Neala looked very confused by the whole conversation, and after seeking his father’s permission, Lusam began explaining the ancient dragon lore to her as best as he could remember. Only twice during the telling did his father interrupt to add or clarify a minor detail, and by the time Lusam was done, Neala had as good an understanding of what was going on as everyone else in the room.


“Do you think the prophecy of Ega’s return is coming true?” Neala eventually asked.


“No, I don’t. But that doesn’t mean the dragons won’t believe that to be the case. In fact, Ryuu remarked on the same thing before he left, and I told him it was all superstitious nonsense. I won’t repeat what he said to that,” Arlo replied with a broad grin.


“So, what is Ryuu planning to do now?” Lusam asked, not knowing if he really wanted to know the answer.


“Nothing; I hope. I told him that we would ask about Ietha’s heart together when we met the other dragons, and if they couldn’t shed any light on her whereabouts, we would return to Eindryl to seek more information after we’ve dealt with The Rift.”


“Ouch!” Lusam said with a grimace. “And how did he take that?”


“About as well as could be expected, I suppose,” Arlo replied. “But I guess we won’t really know until he decides to come back or not.”


Chapter Eighteen
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Thankfully, Ryuu returned from hunting less than an hour later. It had been an anxious wait for them all, but Arlo had used the time wisely to inform Lusam of what he might face when he met the dragons and made his request for a bond-mate. The main advice was to, under no circumstances, show any signs of fear or weakness while dealing with them. If he did, the dragons would perceive him as being unworthy of such an honour, and their hopes of ever sealing The Rift would be lost forever. If Lusam hadn’t already felt apprehensive about the encounter before, he certainly did by the time his father had finished. In fact, the only thing his father said that gave him any comfort at all, was that if he did find himself challenged, it would be by a single dragon alone, as their strict code of honour dictated. That thought, however, gave Lusam little solace when he remembered back to his first encounter with Ryuu.


The sound of Ryuu’s return had them all on their feet and swiftly heading for the door, but just as Arlo opened it, he paused. Lusam immediately recognised the look on his face and knew that he was conversing mentally with Ryuu. Initially, Lusam took their renewed communications as a good sign, but when his father turned towards him and Neala and requested a few moments alone with Ryuu, he was no longer so sure.


Lusam didn’t feel much like re-entering the house and instead, led Neala around the side of the building out the worst of the biting wind. As he turned the corner between the two buildings, his boot suddenly struck something hard under the surface of the black sand. He kicked at it again and exposed the edge of something black and shiny. He bent down and cleared around it with his hand, then lifted it free of the sand. It turned out to be a piece of rock, but it was unlike any he had ever seen before. It was pure black and looked more like a lump of glass than it did a piece rock. Its edges were sharp to the touch, and it weighed far less than its size suggested it should.


“Here, feel this,” he said, passing it to Neala. She took it and hefted it in her hand, obviously as surprised as he had been by its lack of weight.


“Strange. I’ve never seen rock like that before,” she said, passing it back to him.


“I think we have, but we didn’t realise it,” he said, nodding towards the spot where the beach ended and the black, snow-speckled landscape beyond began. They both startled a little when Arlo suddenly spoke behind them.


“Ega’s fire-rock,” he said, looking past them towards the vast expanse of black.


“What… all of it?” Lusam asked in a shocked voice.


Arlo nodded. “Yes, even the part you’re standing on. Once, a very long time ago, the fire-rock reached all the way to the edge of the ocean. The black sand that you’re standing on is the result of countless millennia of the sea pounding on it and breaking it up into ever smaller pieces.”


“How can you possibly know that?” Neala asked.


Arlo shrugged. “Because I’ve seen how it used to be in Ryuu’s ancient, inherited memories. You might think that this landscape looks uninviting now, but for a long time after the dragons first inhabited these lands, the fire-rock still flowed freely into the sea, boiling it on contact. Huge clouds of steam rose up from the ocean like a ghostly veil to hide both the shoreline and Eindryl from view, and the land constantly shifted, glowing bright red with the incredible heat. Even if humans had existed at that time, they couldn’t have set foot in this land and survived.”


Lusam looked out across the undulating black landscape and frowned. “So, we’re very close to Eindryl here?”


“No, not really. It’s about fifty miles further to the north,” Arlo replied.


“But you just said that the steam from the ocean used to hide it from view,” Lusam replied.


Arlo chuckled. “Yes, I did. But back then, Eindryl was much closer to the ocean than it is now. Over many millennia the fire-rock kept flowing to create new land until it finally stopped here.”


“I don’t understand,” Neala said, with a frown. “If the land was so inhospitable in the past, how did the dragon manage to hunt, or even survive here?”


“Not all of them did during the worst periods of volcanic activity,” Arlo replied with a shrug. “But needless to say, fire-rock is just like water; it only flows downhill. Not too far north of Eindryl, there are several hundred miles of Highlands, and beyond that, the Gimorn mountain range starts. The fire-rock only really had one way to flow, and that was south. The dragons could hunt freely in the highlands, mountains, or even out at sea. And back then, their breeding grounds were not restricted to only Eindryl, as there were plenty of places where the heat was sufficient to hatch their eggs in the surrounding areas. It wasn’t until much later, when the volcanic activity stabilised, and the humans started to populate the land that the dragons took up residence inside Eindryl.”


“Inside Eindryl?” Lusam gasped, picturing the entire population of dragons somehow huddled together inside a volcano. He knew the image in his mind was ludicrous, but try as he might, he couldn’t interpret his father’s words any other way.


“You’ll understand once you see it,” Arlo said with a knowing smile, before turning towards Neala. His smile faded, and his voice took on a more serious note. “Neala, I know that you’re not happy about us leaving you alone here, but I’m afraid that I must ask even more of you. Ryuu has just informed me that several more dragons have joined the ones that he detected yesterday. They’re still keeping their distance, for now, but we have no idea what their intentions are. So, I need you to promise me that you’ll stay inside the house until we return so that you remain hidden from their view. Hopefully, we should only be a few hours at most. But in any case, I’ve recharged the heat source and left you all of our food and water so that you don’t need to venture outside.”


Lusam braced himself for Neala’s inevitable backlash, but it never came. Even Arlo looked a little surprised when all she did was nod silently to his request. “Thank you, Neala,” he said with a smile. “I’ll leave you two alone to say your goodbyes. I’ll be waiting on the beach with Ryuu when you’re ready to leave, Lusam.”


“Can you do me a favour while you’re there?” Neala called out after him.


“Of course, what is it?”


“Grab me a few pieces of driftwood off the beach and leave them in the house for me, please,” Neala replied. Arlo raised an enquiring eyebrow, and she grinned at him. “What can I say? I enjoy whittling down bits of wood into useless objects. It’s a habit that I picked up during my many hours on watch duty back in the thieves’ guild, and it really helps to pass the time.”


Arlo smiled and nodded, then turned and headed off towards the beach, leaving them alone once more with only the cold wind for company.


A few minutes later, Lusam joined his father and Ryuu on the beach, and Neala retreated to the doorway of the house. Their parting farewells had been brief, and in all honesty, far easier than Lusam had expected.


“All set to go?” Arlo asked when Lusam had settled into the saddle.


“As ready as I’ll ever be,” he replied, turning to see Neala wave at him from the doorway of the house. He waved back and forced a relaxed smile on to his face. He expected Ryuu to launch himself into the air at any moment and braced himself for the sudden lurch that never came. Instead, Ryuu turned and lumbered slowly down the beach towards the water’s edge, then turned back to face the house again. Lusam grinned and drew breath to ask what they were doing, as an image of a mighty dragon rinsing his feet off in the water because he didn’t like the sand between his toes, flashed through his mind. The hilarious image evaporated a moment later when he heard his father softly chanting several words of power. He felt the magic being released and watched in awe as the entire beach in front of him was wiped clean of footprints and other signs of activity. Then without a pause, Ryuu crouched and launched himself into the air, leaving behind only a brief reminder in the sand of his presence before the next wave came along and washed it away.


Lusam found himself shivering almost immediately with the icy wind and quickly cocooned himself inside a heated barrier. He caught a passing glimpse of Neala still waving as Ryuu banked hard to the north and flew over the buildings, and then they were truly underway.


The strange alien landscape of black undulating rock raced by below, only punctuated by an occasional gathering of white snow in the crevices, or a hardy plant or tree clinging to life wherever it could find a foothold. It was like no place Lusam had ever seen before. It reminded him of a vast, angry, black ocean, where the waves and swells had been frozen in time. The thought of it once being a sea of molten rock astounded him, but he didn’t have very long to ponder it because Ryuu swiftly gained altitude and the landscape vanished below the thick clouds.


“Can you hear me?” his father asked. It took him a moment to realise that the voice was inside his head, and a moment longer to work out how to reply in kind.


“Yes, I can hear you,” he replied.


“Good. I need you to listen to me very carefully. I’m going to establish a link to your mind so that we can communicate more easily after we arrive at Eindryl. Do you understand?”


Lusam frowned to himself. “I guess so. But why do you need to create a link to my mind when we can already speak to one another?”


Ryuu suddenly roared and released a short burst of pure primordial fear that ripped through Lusam like an ice-demon tearing away at his insides. He gasped loudly and slammed up his mental barriers against the unexpected assault. Memories of his earlier dragon-plagued nightmares came flooding back to him causing beads of sweat to form on his face and his heart to pound uncontrollably in his chest. The whole thing only lasted a second or two at most, but it took him far longer than that to recover from the ordeal. For several more minutes, he didn’t even notice his father’s persistent mental tapping on his barrier, and when he finally did recognise it, he wasn’t sure if he was ready to lower his defences and expose his mind again to the outside world so soon.


As his heartbeat and breathing slowly returned to normal, Lusam began to recognise what had just occurred as being the preferred teaching methods of his father. During the many months that he’d spent inside the hidden realm, his father had often allowed him to suffer the consequences of failing a lesson even before adequately explaining it to him. When he confronted him about it, his father had said that he was far more likely to remember a lesson if he had a clear memory of what it meant to fail at it. Looking back, he couldn’t deny that the pain and embarrassment that he’d suffered had been an effective teaching tool, but he certainly didn’t have to like it.


Slowly, Lusam lowered his mental barrier and allowed his father back inside. He knew that he would be expecting an angry response or even an argument over what he’d done, but Lusam refused to play his game, and the silence stretched on for several seconds before he finally spoke.


“You see, that’s why we need a link to each other. I couldn’t reach you when you had your mental barrier up,” Arlo said as if nothing had happened. Lusam had never had any reason even to wonder if it was possible to sense someone smiling through a mental link before, but now he felt sure that it was.


Lusam didn’t hear his father’s incantation over the howling wind, but he felt both the release of magic and the connection forming inside his mind. When he spoke again a moment later, his voice seemed much nearer.


“There, it’s done. Now, raise your mental barrier again and see if you can still hear me.”


Lusam re-established his mental defences and tested the link.


“Good,” his father replied. “Now, let’s try it again and see if you can manage to block out Ryuu this time while still maintaining the link to me.”


“No wait,” Lusam said, but it was already too late. Ryuu’s wave of fear crashed into his mental defences like a gigantic storm surge, but instead of quickly dissipating like the previous time, it continued to batter against his barrier relentlessly. Relief flooded through him a moment later when he realised that he could hold back the torrent of fear, but he barely heard his father’s mental shouts because of how tightly he held up his walls. He managed to make out a single word of ‘relax’ from his father’s calls. But relaxing his mental defences was the last thing that he wanted to do right now. His father might as well have been asking him to relax and put his hand in a fire for all the difference it made. Eventually, though, he eased off the intensity of his defences and began to hear his father’s words more clearly. He could feel the leakage of fear penetrating his barrier around the link, but he quickly realised that it was something that he could deal with, and not something that would threaten his sanity as the full effects had.


“That’s better,” Arlo said, sounding much clearer now. “That’s the level that you must maintain while we’re dealing with the dragons. Anything more and you won’t be able to hear me. Anything less and you’ll be at their mercy.”


“You almost sound as if you’re expecting an attack,” Lusam replied in jest, just as Ryuu’s wave of fear finally ended. When his father failed to respond, Lusam’s heart lurched in his chest. “You are, aren’t you?” he gasped.


Arlo shrugged. “I don’t know; maybe. Probably, yes,” he replied calmly, as if Lusam had just asked him if it was going to rain in the afternoon, or some other equally trivial thing.


“What! And you’re only telling me about it now?” Lusam retorted.


Arlo shrugged again. “Well, I could hardly mention it in front of Neala, could I? What was I supposed to say? ‘Oh, by the way, Lusam, you might have to fight a dragon by yourself when you get there’. She would never have let you come alone if I had. Besides, it’s nothing to worry about; it’s not like you can’t handle it. Don’t worry. You’ll be fine.”


“That’s easy for you to say, you’re not the one who’ll be staring down a dragon’s throat in an hour or so.”


“Neither will you,” Arlo said in a droll tone. “Now that the wind has eased up a little, we should be there in about thirty minutes.”


Chapter Nineteen
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Twenty minutes later, Arlo pointed towards something in the distance. At first, Lusam thought it was an approaching thunderstorm, but as they drew closer, he realised that what he had assumed to be dark storm clouds was, in fact, an almost vertical wall of black rock. It towered several thousand feet above them, rising out of the clouds like a mystical land from a children’s fairy-tale. Lusam gasped at the surreal scene, his mind unable to comprehend the sheer scale of what he was seeing. Horizon to horizon it stretched, like the wall of a God’s fortress in the sky.


Even at their current speed, it still took them another ten minutes to get close enough for Lusam to make out any real detail in the black rock face. It wasn’t quite as vertical as it had appeared to be from a distance, but the combination of its glass-like smoothness, coupled with its razor-sharp overhangs would undoubtedly have discouraged even the most skilled and determined climbers from trying to reach its summit.


Cave openings of various sizes peppered the surface of the black rock. Some were larger than a house, while others were tiny and only visible because of the steam and smoke they were billowing out. One of them even spewed out water into the sky, forming a brilliant rainbow in the winter sunlight as it dispersed in the strong wind.


“That’s amazing,” Lusam said silently, now more accustomed to using their mental link.


“Trust me, it gets much better,” his father replied in kind. As if spurred on by his words, Ryuu suddenly started to climb towards the summit, his wings beating ferociously against the ever-thinning air. A few moments later they crested the top and levelled out again.


“Gods!” Lusam gasped, as the incredible sight below came into view.


“I told you,” his father replied, chuckling. “Welcome to Eindryl.”


Ryuu roared his homecoming to the world, then folded his wings and dived over three thousand feet towards the valley below. Several herds of peacefully grazing hoofed animals scattered in all directions upon hearing Ryuu’s call. And flocks of strange looking birds rose from the trees in a multicoloured, panic-induced exodus.


Lightly wooded savannah stretched for as far the eye could see, interspersed by large, blue lakes of crystal-clear water with rivers and streams flowing in and out of them. Lusam stared dumbfounded at the spectacle before him, only now beginning to comprehend the true nature of both the black rock face and Eindryl as a whole. What he had assumed to be a long mountain range was, in fact, the outer edge of a giant volcano. When his father had told him that the dragons lived inside a volcano, never in his wildest dreams had he ever imagined anything like this. The sheer size of it staggered him. Although he would never claim to know a great deal about volcanos, he understood enough about them to know that they were generally circular in shape, yet the outer edges of this one disappeared into the distance without the slightest hint of a curve.


“How big is this place?” Lusam gasped.


Arlo shrugged. “I don’t know. It’s hard to say exactly. Maybe a hundred and fifty miles across. Maybe even a little more.”


“A hundred and fifty miles!” Lusam exclaimed, struggling to calculate the overall area in his mind. “That’s like…”


“A lot,” his father supplied.


“No kidding! No wonder the dragons can live here. This place is huge.”


It wasn’t only the dragons’ ability to live inside a volcano that made perfect sense to Lusam now, either, but also how the fire-rock had managed to travel all the way to the Southern Ocean. With a volcano this size, he wouldn’t have been surprised if it had made it all the way to Afaraon, let alone a mere fifty miles.


Ryuu seemed to fly with renewed vigour now that he was home. The ground below raced by at an incredible speed, changing from wide-open savannah to dense forest and back again in less than half an hour. A short while later, the savannah eventually gave way to a much more desolate landscape. One of black rock and rivers of fire, where powerful geysers shot their superheated steam high into the air, and where volcanic pools bubbled and boiled continuously to create vast banks of fog that drifted slowly away on the stiff breeze. Countless black boulders, some the size of a large house, littered the ground as if they had been discarded there by the gods themselves. No trees, plants or animals could be seen anywhere. Only the occasional small patch of bright orange, yellow or green lichen around the pools and vents broke up the hellish black landscape. Welcoming it was not, but Lusam suspected the water vapour that was created there played a big part in keeping the rest of Eindryl hydrated, as most of the time the valley would likely be above normal cloud level.


Onward they flew, the terrain constantly changing beneath them, but the ever-present smell of sulphur in the air remained. In the distance, the unmistakable outline of a volcano continued to grow on the horizon until it dominated everything else around it. Smoke and steam billowed out from its peak in gigantic folding waves, rising thousands of feet into the clear blue sky above.


“Is that where we’re going?” Lusam asked, realising that Ryuu was heading straight towards it.


His father nodded. “Yes, it’s called Rynas. That’s where we will make our request to the dragons. But I have to admit; it looks a little different now from the way I remember it. The last time I was here that volcano was dormant, just like it had been for thousands of years before.”


“Well, it doesn’t look that way now,” Lusam replied.


“No. It certainly doesn’t.”


“Speaking of dragons, I haven’t seen a single one yet. I expected them to be everywhere once we reached Eindryl. Maybe they’re not here anymore. Maybe they’ve gone to live somewhere else,” Lusam mused openly.


“Oh, they’re here alright,” Arlo replied chuckling.


“How do you know? Has Ryuu managed to communicate with them?”


Arlo shook his head. “No, they’re still ignoring him.”


“Then how can you be so sure that they’re still here?”


Arlo twisted in the saddle to face him, then pointed and replied, “Because most of them are there.”


Lusam spun in the direction his father was indicating, and instantly let out a loud gasp. “Seven Hells!” he cursed under his breath. Hundreds of dragons filled the sky behind them, and every one of them was following Ryuu’s flightpath precisely. Lusam instinctively bolstered his mental defences and also increased the strength of his magical shield. But a moment later, when he tried to speak to his father and found that he couldn’t make himself heard, he was forced to relax his mind’s defences a little. “Do you think they have any hostile intentions towards us?” he asked.


“No. Not yet, at least,” his father replied.


Lusam turned to take another look over his shoulder with countless scenarios flashing through his mind; none of them good. “What makes you think that?” he asked nervously.


“Because most of them have been following us since we first arrived here. It appears that they knew we were coming. No doubt the other dragons that were watching us flew on ahead and informed them of our imminent arrival. Also, as soon as I realised they were there, I had Ryuu slow his speed a little, but they’ve made no effort to close the gap between us since. They apparently seem happy to follow us at a distance, at least for now.”


“I’m not sure that makes me feel any better,” Lusam replied.


“No, me neither. But there’s little we can do about it at present, so I suggest we continue as planned for now. Just remember not to show any signs of fear in front of them, and we should be fine. Besides, our only other option would be to try and retreat, and there would be no certainty to that course of action, other than assuring Aamon of victory and watching the world end.”


Lusam couldn’t argue with that. He knew that if he failed here today, the world would pay a very high price indeed for it. But still, he couldn’t help thinking that it might be preferable to take on the entire Netherworld, rather than face what was following him right now.


When they finally arrived at Rynas, they found at least a dozen dragons already waiting for them. Ryuu circled twice before swooping down and landing in the centre of an immense, natural amphitheatre. Arlo swiftly dismounted and signalled for Lusam to do the same. Then they watched and waited as all the pursuing dragons arrived and took up their favoured positions overlooking them.


The flat area where they stood was maybe three hundred feet across and surrounded by a series of tiered volcanic shelves, each one at least a hundred feet wide and thirty or forty feet higher than the last. Lusam didn’t know if the terraces were a natural formation or if the dragons had created them somehow. But whichever it was, it had the effect of making the centre area a very intimidating place to be, intended or otherwise.


Lusam tried desperately to project an aura of calm that he didn’t feel, but try as he might, he still found himself fidgeting slightly under the withering gaze of the dragons. Several slow and uncomfortable minutes passed before a large emerald dragon landed on the platform in front of them. It was bigger than most of the other dragons by a significant margin, but still not quite the size of Ryuu. Its scales looked shabbier than his, too. Whereas Ryuu’s scales glistened like jewels in the winter sunlight, its scales looked drab and dirty by comparison, and several of them bore the heavy scars of battle.


As Lusam looked around at the other dragons, he noticed that they too shared the slightly dishevelled look of the larger emerald. He wondered if Ryuu’s almost impeccable appearance had something to do with the fact that he was bonded to his father. He supposed Ryuu might have inherited a human-like desire to preen himself through his bond, but he doubted it. From what Ryuu had told him about the fire-pools of Eindryl, and how the dragons liked to use them for bathing and killing parasites, he got the distinct impression that preening themselves was natural behaviour for them.


Lusam sensed rather than saw the movement off to his right. When he turned, he saw that a copper coloured dragon had ventured down onto the platform where they were standing. It was smaller than the others, but still, an imposing sight as it slowly moved towards him, tilting its head from side to side as if studying him in minute detail. Lusam instinctively strengthened his magical shield and desperately fought the urge to move away from the approaching beast. He wondered if his father or Ryuu had even noticed the dragon’s stealthy approach, but a moment later, his father’s voice sounded in his mind and confirmed that they had.


“Stay calm, and don’t show it any fear,” his father implored.


“That’s easy for you to say,” Lusam replied nervously as the dragon continued towards him. Its huge golden-amber eyes seemed to study him with a depth of intelligence and curiosity beyond anything he had ever seen before. Twenty feet away from him, it stopped, then slowly lowered its head towards him.


“Remove your shield and let it take in your scent,” his father said.


“What! Are you crazy?” Lusam replied as the massive head of the dragon came towards his face. Lusam suddenly found himself staring deep into the huge golden-amber eye of the dragon, and somehow, he knew at that moment that it meant him no harm. He couldn’t explain how or why he knew it; he just did. Without hesitation, he lowered his magical shield and spoke the words that seemed to want to erupt from his very soul.


“Blood recognises blood,” Lusam said out loud. The dragon’s snout almost touched his face as it took in his scent, but Lusam stood resolute before it. A small part of Lusam’s mind screamed at him to flee and protect himself with magic, but something deep within him gave him the courage to remain.


The copper dragon lowered its head away from his face, then in a deep, awkward voice, it replied, “Blood recognises blood.”


A split second later, Lusam found himself staggering backwards when a powerful mental attack struck his defences. The copper dragon roared in pain, swinging its head towards the larger, emerald dragon with a brief challenge, before lowering its head in a more subservient manner and backing away.


“WE DO NOT RECOGNISE HUMANS!” the emerald dragon roared, sending out another mental assault towards the copper dragon. The smaller dragon hissed and backed away still further. But as it did so, it kept its eyes firmly fixed on Lusam.


The emerald dragon swung its head and locked its gaze of Ryuu. “Who are you, and why do you sully our lands with these filthy humans?”


Lusam saw the massive muscles twitch in Ryuu’s shoulders with the insult, but somehow, he managed to remain calm and answer the emerald’s question.


“My name is Ryuu, and this is my bond-mate, Arlo, and his son, Lusam.”


“You are Magru?” the copper dragon asked in surprise.


“SILENCE!” the emerald bellowed at him. The copper lowered its head in forced deference and looked away. “There are no Magru left in this world! They are all dead,” the emerald snarled.


“What’s a Magru?” Lusam asked silently.


“It’s the name they give to a bonded dragon,” his father replied, stepping confidently towards the emerald dragon.


“Yet here we stand; a Magru and a Guardian,” Arlo replied defiantly. “And we have come to request the help of our brothers and sisters once more.”


“You are no Guardian, Human. Nor are we your brothers and sisters,” the emerald dragon snarled.


Arlo moved even closer. “Oh, I assure you that I am a Guardian,” he said, not even bothering to mask the challenge in his voice. “And if your God, Driden recognises me as your kin, then I would ask why you do not?”


The emerald dragon snarled in reply, unable or unwilling to challenge his words.


“What is it that you want, Human?” the emerald asked, elongating the word ‘human’ as an intended insult.


Arlo ignored it and turned to address the other dragons directly. “We have come here to warn you about an impending disaster that threatens our world and to ask that you aid us in preventing it. As you know, two thousand years ago, Aamon tore open a great rift into the Netherworld, releasing countless vile creatures into our world. Those creatures, along with Aamon’s twisted desire to destroy everything, would have surely meant our mutual destruction if it had not been for the collaboration between Driden and Aysha. If they had not come together to create the Magru and Guardians, The Rift would have remained open, and this world would have ended long ago.


“Now that Rift has been partially reopened, and the same fate awaits us all if we do not act quickly to seal it again. Right now, Aamon is weak and vulnerable. But that will not be the case for long. Day by day, his power grows, and soon he will be strong enough to tear open The Rift once more. And if that happens, this world will end as surely this time as it would have the last.”


“You will get no help from us, Human. Not this time,” the emerald dragon growled. “Let Aamon bring forth his Netherworld creatures and sweep the scourge of humanity from this world, and we will rejoice in your passing. Our ancestral memories serve us well. Sometimes too well. We remember the cost of helping you once before. Hundreds of our brethren were slaughtered fighting your war, and those few that did survive ended up fighting a battle of their own after they returned home. A battle they all ultimately lost.


“And do not think, Human, that we are not aware of how you dishonoured our fallen by stealing their sacred hearts and using them for your own ends. Just like the humans of this land, you believed us to be nothing more than a commodity to be bought and sold and used at your discretion. Well, I will not allow that to happen again; ever. So be gone, Human, before I decide to feast on your corpse.”


Ryuu let loose a mighty roar and leapt towards the emerald dragon, his huge talons tearing up the rock as he skidded to a halt only a dozen feet away. The emerald shifted its stance ready to defend itself but defiantly held its ground.


“RYUU, NO!” Arlo called out, moving quickly to intercept him.


“I will not allow this pathetic upstart to threaten us! He is without honour! He does not deserve to lead my brethren!” Ryuu replied, his words full of menace in Arlo’s mind.


“Calm yourself, old friend. I agree wholeheartedly with you, and I know it’s your right to challenge him for leadership if you wish, but I implore you to put those feelings aside for now. Our objective here is to find a bond-mate for Lusam so that we can seal The Rift, not get embroiled in a leadership battle.”


The huge muscles in Ryuu’s shoulders flexed and twisted as if he was about to pounce on the emerald dragon. His scaled lips pulled back in a snarl, revealing dozens of deadly, razor-sharp fangs, and his eyes remained firmly locked onto the smaller dragon in open challenge. Lusam glanced around nervously at the other dragons, but none of them moved. For the time being, at least, they seemed content to remain where they were and watch the events unfold.


The stand-off between the two dragons lasted no more than a few seconds, but it felt much longer than that. Arlo knew how hard it would be for Ryuu to back down from the challenge, and in all honesty, he wasn’t sure that he would. When he finally did, however, it wasn’t without a defiant roar towards the emerald dragon first. Arlo breathed a silent sigh of relief and vowed to praise Ryuu for his self-control later.


“Listen to your human master, Ryuu,” the emerald sneered, seeing him back down from the challenge.


Arlo spun towards the emerald dragon. “YOU!” he bellowed, pointing a finger. “Be quiet. Or Ryuu will challenge your leadership, and I assure you, it will not end well for you. We did not come here seeking conflict, but to warn you of danger and ask for your help, yet you treat us like enemies. You speak of dishonour, yet you have not even told us your name. I knew your predecessor, Draffen, and he would never have treated us this way.”


“Draffen is dead,” the emerald dragon snarled back.


“I’m sorry to hear that. Draffen was a good friend and a good leader. He will be sorely missed,” Arlo said. He waited a few moments for the dragon to tell him its name, but when it became apparent that it wasn’t going to oblige, he continued regardless, raising his voice so all could hear. “I do not know of what you speak regarding the humans of this land, nor to my shame, the personal suffering of the dragons that returned here after losing their Guardians at The Rift. But I do know that your claims of dishonour and theft regarding the sacred hearts of your fallen brethren are unfounded and untrue. Did we try to keep the information from you? Yes. And I regret that decision immensely. But at the time, we thought it was necessary to preserve the Guardian’s knowledge in secret, just in case we should ever need it again; as we do now. But did we steal those sacred hearts? Absolutely not!


“During the final days of the war, more often than not, both dragons and Guardians were killed together, leaving no survivors from the bonded pair. Without a Guardian to defend their remains, many of the dragon hearts were destroyed by the Netherworld creatures feeding off their power before they could be retrieved and brought back to Eindryl. There were occasions, of course, when one of the bonded pair survived, leaving the other to suffer the deep loss of their partner. And it was from that sense of loss that five brave dragons chose willingly to remain with their bonded partners after death and help secure a future that they had fought so hard to gain; for both dragons and humans alike.


“Only five Guardians, including myself, survived the final battle at The Rift. And only I was fortunate enough not to lose my bond-mate. Now, Ryuu and I are the last of our kind, but we are not enough to thwart Aamon’s plans alone. We need another. We need a brave dragon to step forward and take up the challenge and bond with my son, Lusam. Then together, we can close The Rift before it’s too late for all of us. So, who among you will answer the call and ensure that your ancestors’ sacrifices were not made in vain?” Arlo asked, looking around hopefully at the gathered dragons.


Lusam followed his example, turning slowly to see if any of the dragons had stepped forward; but none had. Most didn’t even meet his gaze. Instead, they focused their attention on their leader as if awaiting further instructions. One dragon, however, did meet his gaze, and that was the copper dragon he had spoken to earlier. As he turned, he noticed it staring at him with its golden-amber eyes. Lusam smiled at it, then immediately felt foolish, realising that the dragon was unlikely to know anything about human interactions, and possibly thought that he had just snarled at it for all he knew. He suddenly wished that he had spent more time with Ryuu and learned more about his kind, but it was too late for that now. For a brief moment, he contemplated lowering his mental defences and trying to communicate directly with the copper dragon, but the booming voice of the leader scuppered those thoughts.


“As you can see, the lies and empty words of the Deceiver’s spawn no longer carry any weight here, Human,” the emerald dragon snarled at Arlo, before turning to look at Lusam. “And even if they did, your weak and pathetic excuse of an offspring is not worthy of such an honour.”


Lusam noticed his father’s face suddenly turn a deep shade of scarlet as his anger flared with the insult. But even before he could respond, Lusam had stepped forward to answer the challenge himself. His father had already explained that his worthiness to bond might be called into question, and if it were, he would be tested against a single foe as the dragon code of honour dictated. He just hoped that his father was right because he hadn’t seen much in the way of honour since arriving in Eindryl, so far.


“You accuse me of being weak and unworthy of bonding with one of you. Then I accept your challenge to prove otherwise,” Lusam said. Slowly, he gazed around the enormous amphitheatre at all the other dragons. “I would be happy to prove myself against any dragon here,” he called out, then without waiting for a response, he turned back towards the emerald dragon. “But, please, let it be you.”


The emerald dragon visibly flinched at the challenge and snarled openly at him.


Before arriving at Eindryl, Lusam hadn’t exactly relished the thought of fighting a dragon at all. But in the short time that he’d been here, he had taken a distinct dislike to the arrogant leader, and now found the prospect of doing battle with him more and more appealing by the second. It was clear now that the dragons’ leader would never willingly sanction a bond between him and another dragon, but maybe if he could convincingly beat him in combat, one of the other dragons would view him as being worthy and step forward; even without the emerald’s permission. On the other hand, he supposed it was just as likely that the other dragons would come to the aid of their leader and attack them en masse, and that was something that concerned him greatly.


As Lusam stepped forward to punctuate his challenge, he noticed a slight grin on his father’s face and knew instantly that he supported his actions. He was both grateful and surprised by his reaction, especially given their precarious situation. Lusam took a deep breath and bolstered his mental and physical defences, then locked eyes with the emerald dragon and awaited his response. The hatred and contempt in the emerald’s eyes were plain to see, but when he finally responded, it was not in a way that Lusam had expected.


“Your challenge is meaningless, Human. Win or lose, no dragon here will ever agree to bond with you. And even killing me would not change that. Your kind has taken far too much from us already. We cannot and will not give more.” The finality in the emerald’s voice left Lusam in no doubt that the conversation was over, as were his chances of finding a dragon with which to bond. He turned and looked at the hundreds of dragons around him, hoping beyond hope that one of them would step forward and agree to bond with him, but not a single one moved.


“DO YOU NOT UNDERSTAND?” Lusam bellowed in frustration. “If Aamon is allowed to escape, he will not stop at only killing humans. He and his Netherworld creatures will destroy everything! Surely you all know this from your ancestral memories of the last time The Rift was opened. How can you all sit idly by and watch as the world is destroyed, when all it would take is a single dragon’s help to stop it. Please. I implore you. Help us save this world.” Lusam turned and looked directly at the copper dragon, briefly making eye contact before it looked away. Desperation momentarily vied with his sanity as he dropped his mental barriers and reached out towards the copper dragon with his mind.


“Please, help us,” Lusam pleaded. The copper dragon startled and instantly rebuked his mental contact with a jolt of fear that sent him staggering backwards. Lusam slammed up the walls around his mind, but even as he recovered, he knew that the copper dragon had held back with its assault. He looked up and met the copper’s gaze, and in the briefest of moments, before it looked away again, he was sure that he saw something in its eyes. Maybe it was an unanswered question? Or maybe even a glimmer of understanding; he couldn’t tell what it was, but he knew that he’d sensed something.


Arlo came to stand by Lusam’s side and placed a hand on his shoulder. “We’ve done all that we can here, for now, Lusam,” he said silently.


Lusam dragged his eyes away from the copper dragon and looked at his father in surprise. “We can’t give up yet. We have to try and convince them to help us,” he said desperately.


Arlo nodded. “Yes, I agree, Lusam. But you’ve already given them all the information that they need to make the right decision. All we can do now is give them time to decide. Trust me; pushing the matter further now will not help our cause. Nor will staying and insulting any of them, especially their leader.”


Lusam knew that his father was right, but he couldn’t help thinking that the opportunity to save their world was quickly slipping through their grasp. He chanced one final, hopeful glance towards the copper dragon, but found that its attention was elsewhere. With a heavy heart, he turned back to his father and gave him a slight nod of defeat. Arlo gave his shoulder a small squeeze, then turned to address the emerald dragon one last time. His voice was loud and clear when he spoke, and Lusam knew that his intention was for all the dragons to hear his words.


“We hear and respect your decision here today, brother, and we will leave Eindryl in peace, as we found it. I only ask that you think carefully about our words once we are gone and give them the consideration they duly deserve. For now, however, we will return to the former human settlement on the southern coast, where we will remain until first light tomorrow; just in case you change your mind,” Arlo said, climbing up onto Ryuu’s back and offering his hand to Lusam.


“I would have thought that your pitifully short human lifespans would have taught you to use your time more wisely than to wait around for something that will never happen,” the emerald dragon replied.


“I truly hope that does not prove to be the case,” Arlo said, as he fastened himself into the saddle. “Because if it does, I fear that we will all soon have pitifully short lives ahead of us.”


Chapter Twenty
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Aamon examined the new life-form that he had created and what he saw pleased him greatly. Although it still resembled the mosquito-like sapfly from the northern swamps, its underlying nature was now very different. It had taken him many failed attempts before he’d managed to perfect his creation, but now that he had, he was confident that it could achieve what the other Netherworld creatures had not; rid him of the meddlesome paladins and magi guarding the entrance of The Rift.


The small, dark spot of energy buzzed around frantically inside his magical container, desperate to escape and start its reign of terror. This was the third such creature that Aamon had created, but he had been forced to destroy the first two because he had been unable to contain them successfully. He knew that if he inadvertently allowed one of them to escape, it would undoubtedly cause the same level of destruction within the Netherworld, as it would in the outside world. And although he held no love for any of the creatures inside the dark realm, he also had to consider the possibility—no matter how remote or distasteful it was—that his plan to escape might fail. Spending the rest of eternity trapped inside the Netherworld would be traumatic enough for him, but being stuck there surrounded by millions of the new creatures would be infinitely worse.


Aamon knew that the time had finally come for him to act. He had sensed both the Guardian and boy-mage leaving several hours before and suspected they had gone to Azmarin to seek out the Guardian book that was hidden within its walls. If that were the case, Lord Zelroth would soon be dead, and the constant stream of power that he was sending through the Aznavor would also end.


The thought of the Guardian killing Lord Zelroth rankled Aamon more than he cared to admit. He would dearly have loved to kill the man himself. He couldn’t begin to remember the number of ways that he’d thought of to make the man suffer for his failure to reopen The Rift. He just hoped that the Guardian would leave his corpse relatively intact so that he could bring him back to life and take his slow and painful retribution.


Aamon turned towards The Rift and removed the spell that he had used to temporarily seal the opening. Immediately, he felt the weak flow of magic begin to enter the Netherworld from the few remaining creatures on the other side. No more than twenty at most, he guessed. And certainly not enough to make any real difference.


Less than a minute later, Aamon felt the unmistakable magic of the weak magi trying to counteract what he had just done. He sneered at their arrogance. How could they possibly expect to seal The Rift, when a Guardian had already tried and failed? Apparently, the magi came to the same conclusion a short time later, when their combined efforts came to an abrupt end.


Now that The Rift had been unsealed again, Aamon knew that the entrance would be watched carefully for any sign of Netherworld creatures emerging. And although he doubted that either the magi or paladins could stop his new creation, he still preferred to ere on the side of caution all the same. If they expected him to make a move, then that’s precisely what he would do. And once they falsely believed that they had defeated his latest efforts, then he would let loose his new creature on them.


Aamon’s first course of action was to release a fresh wave of darkness through The Rift. He knew the magi outside had been taught by the Guardian how to counteract it, but that didn’t matter to him in the slightest. The darkness was a natural phenomenon in the Netherworld, and it took very little power to coax it towards The Rift’s entrance and push it through into the world beyond. The weak magi would exhaust themselves long before he ever ran out of it. Not that he intended for it to go on so long.


Next, Aamon called upon several Netherworld creatures that he had gained control over during the past two millennia. ‘Control’ was probably overstating the relationship he had with them if he was honest. It was more like an uneasy truce through mutual respect and understanding that had often benefited both parties.


At the time of his imprisonment inside the Netherworld, Aamon had been weak and vulnerable, but still, many of the creatures had been attracted to his remaining magical reserves and had tried to feed on him. In an attempt to escape their attention, Aamon had retreated to a quiet corner of the dark realm, but the move failed to have the desired effect.


It was around that time that Aamon first encountered the Vesdari. His depleted magical reserves continued to shine like a bright beacon to the hungry Netherworld creatures, and hordes of them descended on him every day in an attempt to feed. Even the Vesdari tried to feed on him in the beginning, but they soon discovered that he was a formidable foe and quickly shifted their attention elsewhere. The fact that his magic was attracting so many Netherworld creatures to the area made hunting for the Vesdari extremely easy, and soon they were acting like unwitting guard dogs and keeping the other creatures at bay.


That uneasy relationship lasted for a long time, and it was only after Aamon had discovered the trickle of magic entering the Netherworld through The Rift that it changed. It took Aamon centuries to regain enough of his power reserves to feel confident enough to reach out to the Vesdari. Early on, he had recognised them as one, if not the apex predator of the Netherworld, and knew from the way they acted that they were intelligent. But he didn’t realise how intelligent until he tried to communicate with them. At first, they ignored him entirely and actively avoided any contact with him, whatsoever.


Eventually, though, after years of failed sporadic attempts, the Vesdari approached him. It was during a period when he began to venture further afield in the hopes of finding a viable source of power to replenish his reserves. The small amount of magic that steadily trickled in through the remnants of The Rift was barely enough for him to survive in the hostile environment. And long before he discovered how to tap into and utilise the unpalatable magic of the Netherworld creatures, he still held out hope of finding a plentiful supply elsewhere in the vast, dark realm.


It was on one of those forays that Aamon first succeeded in interacting with the Vesdari. He had been aware that he was being followed by a group of them for quite a while, but he didn’t realise that they were using him as bait until he was attacked by a large group of Carazhal. At the time, the attack itself didn’t concern him. He was more than capable of defending himself against the heavily armoured, twelve-foot tall creatures. His shield made him impervious to their wicked fangs and claws, but the power drain that he would have suffered to fight them all off would have been significant in his weakened state. Fortunately, he didn’t have to because the Vesdari ambushed the larger creatures and killed most of them with apparent ease. One Carazhal, however, was much larger than the others, and even its black carapace-like armour appeared to be thicker than its smaller brethren. The Vesdari attacks had little effect against the towering creature, and several of them were torn apart by its vicious claws when they inadvertently strayed within range.


It quickly became apparent to Aamon that the Vesdari were losing the battle. He usually wouldn’t have cared whether they survived or not, but he couldn’t deny that they had been useful to him, and even to that day, they still kept the other Netherworld creatures away.


Of the nine Vesdari that had followed him, four were already dead, and a fifth was in the process of being torn apart by the monstrous Carazhal when Aamon decided to intervene. It seemed pointless to try and communicate with them using words. After all, they had not been created by any God that he knew of, so therefore, there was no reason to believe they would understand his language. Instead, he projected a simple image directly into their minds. One that showed the four Vesdari standing behind him while he destroyed the Carazhal.


Aamon expected the creatures to ignore him as they had done countless times before, but to his surprise, they didn’t. As one, they suddenly stopped circling the massive Carazhal and turned to look in his direction. Then after a very brief pause, they moved swiftly behind him for the protection he had offered.


It was already too late to save the captured Vesdari, and a moment later, the Carazhal tossed its eviscerated corpse aside and turned its attention on Aamon. It took less than three strides towards him before he obliterated it from the inside. It exploded outwards in a shower of innards and body parts, covering the ground in slick, black goo. The remaining Vesdari began to make a low clicking sound, and when Aamon turned to see what they were doing, he found them standing no more than five feet away. He guessed that the clicking sound was their way of communicating with one another, or possibly even an attempt to communicate directly with him. Whichever it was, he didn’t understand it, so he simply turned and headed back towards the place he now called home.


The four Vesdari followed Aamon all the way back like a pack of faithful hounds and barely left his sight for the next several months. Their continued presence proved beneficial to him, as they kept the other Netherworld creatures away while he slowly replenished his power reserves.


Later, and for no other reason, than to stave off the monotony and boredom of his continued incarceration, Aamon attempted to communicate with the Vesdari again. This time, he offered to help them capture some prey by using his powerful aura as bait. Even as he offered up the images to their minds, he wondered if the concept might be beyond their grasp; but it wasn’t. They understood him perfectly and executed the ambush with skill and precision. At first, it was nothing more than light entertainment for Aamon, with the added benefit of thinning out the number of local Netherworld creatures. But later, he realised that he could use the Vesdari in other ways, too, and began testing the boundaries of what was possible.


Aamon could sense the magic being used against the darkness on the other side of The Rift and knew the humans would be expecting to see more Netherworld creatures emerge now that it was back. He had no intention of disappointing them.


Aamon had always despised the world that his siblings had created without him, and he hated his sister’s contribution above all else. The humans were like a disease, spreading uncontrollably across the world and claiming everything in their path, whether it be land, animals or even vegetation. They acted like they were the gods; as if they had created it all for themselves. As far as he was concerned, their demise could not come soon enough.


The humans did, however, have one redeeming quality, and that was the ability to bend the will of lower life-forms to serve their needs. Like the domesticated wolf that he had once witnessed a human using to round up a herd of hoofed animals. It was that memory which had first spurred him on to use the Vesdari in a similar manner. And once he succeeded, they had become instrumental in rounding up various Netherworld creatures for his experiments. All he’d had to do was communicate his requirements to the Vesdari, and they willingly obliged by driving them towards his traps. In exchange for their services, he promised them half of the bounty. They could never have contained so many creatures by themselves, so the new partnership between them worked well. He got his creatures to experiment on, and the Vesdari got to feast on the others at their leisure.


This time Aamon had sent the Vesdari to round up a few Sentah; a small, insignificant four-legged Netherworld creature with heavy armour plates covering its entire body. They were neither fast nor particularly aggressive, but they would keep the paladins and magi busy while he released his true weapon undetected. He smiled as the first of the creatures came into view, chased by the pursuing Vesdari.


A moment later, he corralled the first of the panic-stricken Sentah towards The Rift and watched as it vanished into the world beyond. He waited until several of them had gone through, then moved towards the opening with his new creation. He held up the magical container to take one final look at his masterpiece, then with a satisfied grin, he released it into The Rift.


“Soon, little sister…” he whispered into the void.


Chapter Twenty-One
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Jaylen suddenly crouched and raised a clenched fist, signalling to the other four paladins to stop.


“What is it?” Quentin whispered in his ear.


Jaylen slowly shook his head. “I’m not sure. I thought that I saw something move,” he replied, pointing deeper into the forest. Everyone froze. The recent memories of the emerging Netherworld creatures were still fresh in their minds. No one knew what they were or what they were capable of doing. But they did know that three of them had escaped into the forest, despite their best efforts to kill them. Their thick armour had even withstood Alexia’s arrows, as well as several other heavy strikes from blessed weapons. The magi had fared little better with their magic, either, and had soon given up to concentrate on removing the swirling darkness from around The Rift, so that the paladins could deal with the emerging creatures more effectively. Thankfully, no one had been injured by the strange creatures, as their only apparent ambition was to flee from the immediate area.


At first, the paladins considered it a victory, but Alexia soon pointed out that the same tactics had been used before by Aamon. Netherworld creatures had previously emerged from The Rift and fled into the forest, only to procreate and return later in far greater numbers. This time, she wasn’t about to make the same mistake again and ordered several scouting parties to hunt down and destroy the creatures before they had the chance to fulfil their potential—whatever that was.


Jaylen squinted off into the darkness of the forest, but nothing stirred. He reached over his left shoulder for his sword and withdrew it as silently as he could, then slowly stood up. He turned and indicated to the others to remain where they were, then began moving as stealthily as possible towards the place where he thought he had seen the movement. His heart thundered in his chest, and his legs felt like lead as he slowly placed one foot in front of the other. Three days ago, he had been elated when Alexia had promoted him to squad leader, but right at that moment, he would have given anything to have that decision rescinded.


None of the paladins were veterans. In fact, they had all joined up together as fresh recruits only a few months earlier. The previous standing order that at least one veteran paladin should be attached to each patrol unit was no longer feasible after the heavy losses that they had suffered recently.


Jaylen paused and listened for any movement, but the only thing he could hear was his own heart pounding in his ears. Frost coated many of the fallen leaves and branches on the ground, but sweat still ran freely down his face and back. He took a deep breath to steady his nerves, then chanced a quick glance back at his squad. They hadn’t moved a muscle, still frozen in the same crouched position as he had left them. Quentin, the smallest man in the group, gave him a nod of encouragement. He nodded in reply and turned back towards the forest. Two or three more steps and he would be at the large tree where he thought he had seen something move. He held the blessed sword out in front of him and took another small step. A dried twig suddenly snapped under the weight of his right foot, and a grey flash of movement blurred in front of him. He cried out in shock and fell backwards to the ground with a heavy thud, brandishing his sword blindly out in front of him. The rabbit bolted into the forest, weaving from side to side as his entire squad roared with laughter.


Jaylen cursed under his breath, as his heart frantically tried to beat its way out of his chest. He sat up just in time to see the small, grey streak of fur vanish between the trees, and wondered if he shouldn’t have followed in his father’s footsteps and become a tailor instead. The others were still in hysterics when he finally got to his feet, and although he liked a laugh as much as the next man, he knew they had a serious job to do.


“Alright, that’s enough,” Jaylen said, brushing the dirt and leaves from his armour. “Remember; we need to stay quiet. Those creatures could be anywhere.”


“They ain’t anywhere near here, that’s for sure,” Kian replied between belly laughs.


“You don’t know that for certain,” Jaylen said.


The paladins roared with laughter again.


“Actually, we do,” Colby managed to say between bouts of laughter.


“How?”


“The same way we all knew there was nothing behind that tree. Well, nothing scary enough to make you fall on your ass, anyway,” Colby replied, pointing towards Jaylen’s sword and causing another wave of laughter to erupt. Jaylen looked down at his weapon and suddenly realised for the first time that it wasn’t glowing. He felt such a fool. How could Alexia have trusted him to lead, when he couldn’t even get the basics right? And how could the others trust him as their leader?


He sighed heavily. “I’m sorry, I don’t think that I’m cut out to be in command. I’ll have a word with Alexia when we get back, see if she’ll promote one of you instead.”


“No, don’t do that,” Quentin replied in a serious tone.


“Why not?”


“Well, if you do, who’ll scare away those deadly rabbits for us?”


Loud laughter pierced the forest once more, but it quickly came to an abrupt end when their blessed weapons suddenly began to glow with an eerie blue light.


“Wheel!” Jaylen commanded without hesitation. A moment later, the five paladins were standing back to back with outstretched swords in a defensive formation that resembled the spokes of a wheel, watching the forest for any signs of movement.


“Anyone see anything?” Dylan asked nervously.


“Not yet, but stay alert,” Jaylen replied, scanning the surrounding trees. “Did anyone notice whose weapons started to glow first?”


“No, I don’t think so. We were all looking at you when we saw your weapon start to glow,” Kian replied.


“That’s a shame. It might have given us a clue as to which direction it’s coming from.” Jaylen said.


“Yeah, whatever ‘it’ is,” Colby replied with a nervous laugh.


It was difficult to see much beyond fifty feet in the dimly lit forest. The combination of the dense tree canopy above and the dark clouds of the winter sky made the late afternoon feel more like night. None of the paladins either saw or heard the tiny, pulsating speck of darkness as it flew in above them and descended on their group. Its tiny, black, non-corporeal form was almost invisible against the dark shadows overhead, and its mosquito-like buzz was swallowed up by the noise of the wind blowing in the treetops.


Dylan swatted at the creature as it buzzed next to his ear, but his hand passed right through it, leaving an icy, tingling feeling in its wake. He lifted his hand and looked curiously at the small blackened patch in the centre of his palm where the flesh had died. He drew in a sharp breath as the pain began to spread up his arm, then suddenly stiffened as the tiny creature entered his ear and latched onto his mind. He fought against its control with every fibre of his being, but it was not enough. The creature seized control of both his mind and body, forcing him to lower his weapon and step away from the group. He screamed out to warn his friends, but no sound passed his lips.


“Dylan! What are you doing, man? Get back into formation!” Colby said.


Dylan’s head turned towards the sound of Colby’s voice, his eyes vacant of the life they once held.


“Are you alright? You look…” Colby began to say, but his words were cut short, and a puzzled look spread across his face as he looked down at the sword sticking out of his chest. Dylan watched helplessly as he saw his own hand pull the sword free and his friend slump to the ground; dead.


Rage, fear and remorse exploded within Dylan, and he suddenly heard himself screaming out loud. The creature immediately wrestled back control of his mind, then lost it again as a fresh wave of emotion assaulted him. “Kill me… Please…” he begged, as the three remaining paladins stared dumbfounded between him, and Colby’s bloodied corpse. He tried to explain that the creature was inside him, but it was already too late; it had regained control, and this time its hold over him was utterly complete.


Jaylen barely saw the flash of steel as Dylan’s blade fell towards him. Instinctively, he blocked the blow with his sword, but the strength of the attack almost broke his arm. He cried out in pain, backing away from his advancing former friend and colleague. Dylan swung his sword again in a wide arc, barely missing Jaylen’s head. Quentin and Kian called out in alarm and pleaded for Dylan to stop, but Jaylen already knew that his friend was no longer there. His eyes were as vacant as any corpse he had ever seen. And his movements were jerky and uncoordinated as if he was struggling to control an unfamiliar body.


Jaylen parried four heavy blows, then sidestepped several more in quick succession. The strength of the attacks was incredible, but thankfully, they were easy for him to avoid. Dylan had always excelled at swordsmanship during their training at the High Temple, but now he wielded his weapon as if he had never held it before. Still, the strength behind the vicious attacks forced Jaylen to give ground continuously, and he soon found himself struggling to stay upright as he backed through the undergrowth.


Kian and Quentin’s frantic calls continued to ring out through the forest, but it was fast becoming obvious that they were falling on deaf ears. Kian watched in horror as Jaylen got his foot caught in some roots and stumbled backwards, landing hard on his back. Dylan stepped forward and raised the blessed sword above his head, ready to cleave the fallen man in two.


“NO!” Kian shouted, stepping forward to block the downward strike. At the same moment, Quentin also stepped forward and drove his sword through the back of his former best friend. Dylan’s sword came down hard, almost dislocating both of Kian’s shoulders with the incredible strength of the impact. Kian gasped at the sudden pain, but the deadly strike was deflected harmlessly away from his friend on the ground. Jaylen frantically worked his foot free and scrambled backwards away from his attacker, while Quentin and Kian moved in front of him to form a defensive line.


Dylan’s mind began to clear, and he found himself looking down at where the sword had been plunged into his chest. Strangely he felt no pain, only a sense of peace and well-being as he stood there, bathed in Aysha’s light. He looked up at his best friend, Quentin, and smiled. “Thank you,” he mouthed silently, as the light finally took him and he fell forward to the ground; dead.


An almost eerie silence seemed to descend over the forest as they stood looking down at their two dead friends. No one seemed willing to speak about what they had just seen or done, but they were all aware that the danger had not yet passed. Their blessed weapons still glowed as brightly as they had before, and a moment later, the reason for that became apparent.


The soft insect-like hum was almost imperceptible to the gathered men, and if they hadn’t been focused on the corpses in front of them, they probably would never have even noticed it. Jaylen cursed loudly when he saw the tiny speck of darkness emerge from his dead friend’s ear. For a brief moment, it moved sporadically in short bursts, before finally stopping and hovering a few feet above Dylan’s body.


“What in the Seven Hells is that?” Quentin asked, brandishing his weapon towards it. Jaylen shook his head, but before he could reply, the spec of darkness began to vibrate. The humming sound grew louder and louder, and the tiny creature vibrated so violently from side to side that there appeared to be two of them. Suddenly, and without warning the sound and movement stopped, and the terrifying truth was revealed to them; it was no longer alone.


The creature had split into two.


Quentin swung his glowing sword towards the creatures, but they easily avoided his attack. The two buzzing specs of darkness separated and began moving towards Quentin and Kian. Jaylen watched helplessly as the two men frantically swung their blessed weapons to ward off the advancing creatures. They moved so quickly they were almost impossible for the men to hit. Twice, though, Jaylen thought the blessed weapons had struck their targets, but he couldn’t be certain of it from where he was standing. The third time, however, he was positive they had. He couldn’t believe it when he saw Kian’s weapon pass right through one of the creatures with no apparent effect.


“You just saw that, right?” Kian called out, as he continually backed away to give himself more room. “I just hit the damn thing, and nothing happened.”


Quentin cursed. “I thought that I’d hit mine, too. But I was hoping that I hadn’t.”


“What in the Seven Hells are we going to do now?” Kian asked desperately as he stumbled backwards.


A sinking feeling of panic descended over Jaylen as he realised they had no defence against the creatures. They were at least a mile, maybe more, away from their camp, and they had no idea how fast the creature could move. One thing, however, was certain; they would all die if they remained where they were. It took him a moment to find his bearings, but as soon as he was sure of their camp’s direction, he called out to his men.


“Fall back! We have to try and get back to the others and warn them.”


Jaylen turned and began running as soon as he saw his friends do the same. A moment later, he glanced back over his shoulder to see if they were still there and almost went sprawling to the ground as he tripped over a root. His knee jarred painfully, and he cursed, but thankfully, he managed to stay on his feet and continue running. He had caught a brief glimpse of his two friends running behind him, but it was impossible to see the creatures against the backdrop of the dark forest.


A boyhood memory suddenly flashed through Jaylen’s mind of a time when he had inadvertently disturbed a wasps’ nest in the woods near his home. He had been nine or ten years old at the time and had suffered countless stings before the wasps had finally given up the chase. Apart from the obvious, never to disturb a wasps’ nest again, he had learned two important things that day. The first was that he couldn’t outrun wasps; they were at least as fast as he was. And the second was that wasps didn’t give up easily. They had chased him for the better part of a mile through the woods and had only given up when he had been fortunate enough to enter a field where the farmer was burning his crop-stubble. The smoke had been enough to discourage the wasps, but not before they had left their mark both physically and mentally on him. He just hoped that these creatures, whatever they were, couldn’t fly as fast or as far as the wasps. Those hopes, however, came crashing down a moment later, when he chanced another glance over his shoulder and found that Quentin and Kian were no longer anywhere to be seen.


Jaylen skidded to a halt, his heart hammering hard in his chest. He tried to control his panicked breathing and listen for any signs of his friends, but he heard nothing. Only the wind in the treetops and the occasional haunting hoots of an owl broke the silence of the dense forest. Indecision paralysed him. He didn’t know whether to continue and warn the others of the new danger they faced or go back and look for his friends. He closed his eyes and prayed for guidance, but only the owl answered.


Jaylen reached over his shoulder and drew his sword. Relief washed over him when he saw that it was no longer glowing. He looked in the direction of their camp and sighed, then turned and headed back the way he came. He knew that he didn’t have a choice; he had to go back for them.


Slowly, and with his sword held out in front of him, Jaylen moved between the trees. He listened intently for any sign of his friends, or gods forbid, any buzzing sounds, but still, there was nothing. He thought about calling out to them, but the idea of announcing his presence to the creatures made him think better of it. Instead, he continued onwards as silently as he could, straining his senses for anything that might give him a clue as to where his friends had gone.


He didn’t have to wait long.


Almost simultaneously, his sword began to glow, and the sound of steel on steel rang out through the forest. He froze momentarily, his mind racing through all the possibilities of what might be happening. But only one thing made any sense; one of his friends was still alive, and the other was trying to kill him. He cursed to himself and set off running towards the sound of battle.


As Jaylen got closer to the sounds, a cry of pain suddenly echoed through the forest. He skidded to halt, his sword still outstretched and glowing before him as he listened for any signs of life. The sound of steel on steel had now stopped, but he thought that he could hear movement somewhere up ahead. He took another step, then froze as a figure suddenly emerged from behind a large tree about fifty feet away from him. It was Kian, and he was nursing what appeared to be a very badly injured right shoulder. Blood soaked his armour and ran freely down both arms as he stumbled blindly through the undergrowth. His attention seemed more focused on what was behind him than where he was going.


“Kian! Over here,” Jaylen called out.


Kian’s head snapped towards the sound of Jaylen’s voice, but he never got the chance to respond. His body suddenly stiffened, and his eyes went wide with fear as the tiny creature entered his body and latched onto his mind. He fought against its control with every ounce of strength that he had, but he knew deep down that it was a battle he could not win. Memories of his wife and child flashed before his eyes. His parting words had been a promise to return to them, but now he knew that would never happen.


Anger at the injustice boiled up inside Kian as he fought against the creature’s influence over his body and mind. He heard Jaylen’s voice calling out to him again, but he couldn’t even turn his head to look at him, let alone reply with any kind of warning. He realised that if Jaylen also died here, his wife might never get to know what happened to him, nor would the others back at the camp learn of the danger that they now faced.


Kian knew that Quentin couldn’t be far behind him and expected to feel the bite of his blade at any moment. Once he was dead, the creature would leave his body just like it had done after Dylan’s death; then Jaylen would be its next victim. The terrible thought sent a fresh wave of anger through Kian, and he felt the creature’s influence over his mind slip momentarily. It wasn’t by much, but he thought it might be enough. He seized the opportunity and called out a warning to his friend, but the words only sounded in his mind. Frustration mingled with his anger as the creature reasserted its control over him again. Mentally, he slumped to his knees in defeat, but his body refused to do the same.


Kian offered a silent prayer to Aysha, asking her to watch over his wife and child after he was gone, then prepared himself for his imminent death. A memory of his young son playing in the field behind their house suddenly came into his mind. It was last summer, and he and his wife were proudly watching him fly his first kite. His son was so excited when he managed to launch it into the air for the first time. His face beamed with pride and excitement as his mother and father cheered him on. The love that Kian had felt for his son at that moment came flooding back to him in a tide of emotion, the wave so powerful, it stunned the creature inside of him. He slumped to his knees on the forest floor before he realised what was happening, but he could already feel the creature trying to regain its control. He turned his head towards his friend and smiled, somehow knowing that everything would soon be alright.


“RUN!” he half-screamed at Jaylen, as the creature claimed him once more.


Jaylen watched helplessly as Kian dropped to his knees and yelled for him to run. He knew there was nothing that he could do for him, and when another dark figure emerged from behind a tree, Jaylen knew it was time to leave. He recognised the lumbering figure as Quentin, but he knew it was no longer him. Whatever it was now, its movements were stiff and uncoordinated as it stumbled through the undergrowth towards his defenceless friend on the ground.


Jaylen took a step towards Kian but stopped abruptly when he suddenly looked up towards him. He watched as Kian awkwardly regained his feet and picked up his sword from the ground. Even from where he was, Jaylen could see the vacant look in his eyes. His friend was gone.


Jaylen slowly backed away, expecting the two lumbering figures to follow him; but they didn’t. Instead, they turned to face each other and raised their swords. Jaylen cursed and turned to run when he saw them walking towards each other. A moment later, he heard two distant thuds as his friends’ lifeless bodies hit the ground, but he did not dare look back. If he had, he might have seen the two specs of darkness emerge from the bodies and split into four.


Chapter Twenty-Two
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“Let’s hope they have some better news for us,” Renn said, nodding towards another group of paladins returning from their patrol.


“Indeed,” Alexia replied, watching them emerge from between the trees and move across the clearing towards her.


It had been twelve hours since The Rift had become active again and the strange Netherworld creatures had emerged, and still, no one knew what the creatures were or what they were capable of doing. Three had escaped into the surrounding forest before they had been able to kill them, but since then, nothing had been seen of them.


Eight of the ten patrols Alexia had sent out had already returned, and each one of them had reported not seeing any sign of the creatures in the forest. One patrol had stumbled across an Aroichi during the night and killed it, but other than that they had found nothing. The small Netherworld creature was undoubtedly a remnant of the original Rift opening and didn’t concern Alexia in the slightest. Aroichi were amongst the weakest and most timid Netherworld creatures known to exist and posed little threat to any trained paladin. If given a choice, she would have preferred to face a hundred of them over the three unknown creatures now roaming the forest.


“Any luck, Pippa?” Alexia asked.


Pippa shook her head. “No, I’m afraid not. All we saw was a Shade, but thankfully, it moved on before any of us froze to death.”


Renn noticed that one of the male recruits had a large bruise on the side of his face and guessed immediately what had happened. The man looked away sheepishly when he noticed Renn watching him.


“What’s your name, lad?” Renn asked.


The man’s face flushed with embarrassment as everyone turned to look at him.


“Leo, sir,” he replied, trying to keep the bruised side of his face hidden.


Renn smiled and pointed towards his injury. “Looks like you owe someone a few ales for saving your life back there.”


Leo’s face deepened in colour as he glanced towards his squad leader, Pippa, then quickly looked away again. Her bruised knuckles were a testament to her actions, but Renn could barely control his amusement at the thought of the small, red-haired girl, knocking the much larger man unconscious. She grinned when she saw Renn looking at her. Her innocent looking freckles and deep-dimpled, rosy cheeks did little to change his view of her. Leo, by this time, looked like he wanted to crawl under the nearest rock to hide his shame.


Renn couldn’t help chuckling to himself loudly. “Don’t worry, lad, you’re not alone. The first time I encountered a Shade in the forest, my commander had to do the same thing to me. It’s nothing to be ashamed of, it happens to the best of us,” Renn said, trying his best to reassure him. What he failed to mention, however, was the fact that his former commander was a mountain of a man, and probably weighed at least a hundred and fifty pounds more than him at the time. Something he decided to keep to himself under the circumstances.


“Yes, sir. Thank you, sir,” Leo replied, looking a little less embarrassed than he had been.


“Okay, well done, everyone. Find yourselves something to eat and get some rest. The next patrol will be in six hours,” Alexia said to the group.


“Yes, ma’am,” they all replied in unison and eagerly headed off towards the mess tent for some well-earned food.


“Pippa,” Alexia called out, stopping her in her tracks. The other paladins stopped too, but Pippa instructed them to go on without her, reassuring them that she would join them shortly. Alexia waited until the others were out of earshot before speaking to Pippa. “Is everything alright?” Alexia asked.


Pippa raised her eyebrows and shrugged. “Yes, I guess so. Leo probably doesn’t like me very much at the moment, but I’m sure he’ll get over it,” she replied with a grin.


Alexia smiled and nodded. “I’m sure you’re right, but that’s not what I meant. I guess what I’m asking is; do you think he’s up to it? Or do you think he poses a risk to the rest of your squad? If you do, I can quietly reassign him to other duties. Better to do that than see him die out there, or worse still, for him to be responsible for the death of someone else.”


Pippa shook her head. “No. No, he’s fine. He’s a good man; really. I know he lost it a little out there today, but so did we all. None of us were comfortable around that thing, including me. But we were a team. We held each other together. And I know we could do the same thing again.”


Alexia nodded. “Alright, you know him better than I do, so I’ll concede judgement to you on this occasion. But if you have any doubts about him or anyone else in the future, you know that you can always come and speak to me in confidence about it,” Alexia said, then in a lighter tone she added, “But for now, I think you should re-join your squad before they’ve eaten everything.”


“Thanks, I appreciate that,” Pippa replied with a grin.


Renn waited for Pippa to disappear inside the mess tent before turning back to Alexia. “Remind me never to get into a fight with that girl,” he said, chuckling to himself. Alexia was about to agree with him but was interrupted by the haunting note of the signal-horn being blown. She spun towards the sound and saw the camp burst into life. Paladins poured from their tents to take up defensive positions around the temple foundations, their weapons glowing with an eerie blue light.


Alexia had strung her bow and nocked an arrow even before Renn had drawn his sword.


“THERE!” the lookout shouted, pointing towards the northern treeline as a man burst into the clearing, yelling for help. He looked exhausted and barely managed to stay upright as he slipped on a patch of frozen ground. Alexia recognised him immediately as the man she had recently promoted to a squad leader. Jaylen was his name, and she had sent him out on patrol with four other men, none of whom followed him into the clearing. The man looked terrified as he looked back over his shoulder into the dark forest at whatever was pursuing him. Alexia raised her bow and readied herself to release an arrow at anything that emerged from the trees, but she saw nothing else move. From the corner of her eye, she noticed Jaylen suddenly stiffen and go sprawling head-first onto the ground, but she dared not look away from the treeline. Two paladins ran to his aid, both with their glowing weapons drawn, and both with their eyes firmly fixed on the area of forest where Jaylen had recently emerged.


Alexia thought that she heard the word ‘run’ from Jaylen as the two paladins reached his side, but the commotion in camp as everyone prepared themselves for an ambush drowned him out. The focus of every man and woman was firmly on the northern treeline, and no one even noticed when Jaylen got awkwardly back to his feet and slowly gazed around with vacant eyes. The two paladins mistook his awkward and ungainly movements as being due to his exhaustion and tried to hold him steady on his feet before ushering him towards the safety of the temple foundations. Jaylen reached down and took a knife from one of the paladins’ belts and drove it deep into his chest with an upward thrust. The paladin’s eyes went wide at the sudden strike, his mouth working silently as he gazed down at the knife handle protruding from his chest. Jaylen snatched the glowing sword from his hand and swung it in a wide arc towards the second paladin. The man screamed as the blessed weapon severed his left arm and buried itself deep into his ribcage.


Alexia turned towards the commotion just in time to see Jaylen rip the sword from the man’s body. The paladin dropped to his knees, his life draining away in a fountain of blood from his severed limb and mangled body. She watched in horror as Jaylen raised his sword ready to strike again, her mind struggling to comprehend what she was seeing.


“SHOOT HIM!” Renn yelled by her side. Alexia flinched and instinctively released her arrow. Her aim was true, and the arrow struck Jaylen’s upper arm, but it had little effect. He didn’t drop his weapon as she had hoped he would, nor did he even seem to register the pain. Jaylen’s head snapped towards her only momentarily before returning his gaze to the dying man before him, but it was long enough for Alexia to see his vacant, dead eyes. She nocked another arrow and sent it hurtling towards Jaylen’s head as the sword came down on the dying paladin. But she was too late. The incredible force of the blow almost cleaved the man in two. Jaylen stiffened as the arrow struck his head, then slowly fell forward into the bloody carnage he had just created.


Alexia heard several people retching at the grisly scene and could feel her own bile rising as she tried to comprehend what had just happened. Four paladins ran towards the fallen men, but Alexia knew it was hopeless. The silence quickly gave way to whispered mutterings and then audible conversation in the camp as they all tried to make sense of it. Renn, as stunned as the rest of them, suddenly noticed that everyone’s blessed weapons were still glowing. He cursed under his breath, then turned towards the temple foundations. At the same time, Alexia noticed her bow still glowing as brightly as it had before and quickly nocked another arrow and aimed it towards the northern treeline. Unanswered questions and images of what had just happened raged through her mind, but she pushed them all aside, knowing that an army of Netherworld creatures could burst through the treeline at any moment. What had caused Jaylen to act the way he had, she didn’t know. But whatever it was, she couldn’t deal with it right now, nor her own feelings about killing him. She took a deep breath ready to issue new commands, but Renn’s voice suddenly bellowed out by her side.


“STAND FAST!” he commanded. “The danger isn’t over yet.” He paused a moment, then turned towards Alexia. “Sorry,” he half-whispered, realising that he might have just overstepped his authority by issuing an order without consulting Alexia first. Alexia let out a strangled laugh while still scanning for any signs of movement in the treeline.


“Don’t ever be sorry, Renn,” she replied in a low voice. “I’m relying on your judgement here as much as my own, if not more so. You’ve had far more experience at this than me. Plus, we both know that it’s only through unforeseen circumstances that I’m in command and not you.” She paused a moment, then after making sure that no one was in earshot, she continued “Renn, you should know that in my latest update to the High Temple, I requested that they officially promote you to the rank of Praefectus. I believe it’s what Hershel would have wanted, and I know the veteran paladins all respect you, as do the rest of us.”


Renn was stunned and humbled by her words. He knew that Aysha, herself had deemed Alexia fit to command her holy paladins. She may have originally been placed in command of the women recruits, but men or women, it didn’t make any difference to Renn, nor it seemed to any of the other paladins. They all knew that Alexia carried Aysha’s blessing, and they all trusted her judgement and carried out her orders without question. He knew that Hershel would have been incredibly proud of her; just as he was. The thought of being made Praefectus and having to fill his old mentor and friend’s shoes terrified him more than anything out there in the forest. He just hoped that if the High Temple did decide to grant Alexia’s request, he could make Hershel as proud of him, as he was of Alexia.


An unnatural silence descended over the clearing as everyone watched intently for any signs of movements within the trees. It only lasted a moment, however, as a startled voice suddenly echoed through the clearing. Alexia tore her eyes from the treeline and looked towards the small group of paladins near the fallen men. One of the men was swinging his glowing sword wildly out in front of him while the other three seemed to be staring off into the distance.


“What in the Seven Hells is that?” Renn asked, stepping off the edge of the temple foundations and pointing towards Jaylen’s corpse. Alexia couldn’t see anything at first, and it was only when the light of the blessed weapon passed behind the spec of darkness that she noticed it at all. As she moved closer with Renn, she began to hear the high-pitched buzzing sound that it was making. Suddenly, it got much louder, and the dark spec seemed to vibrate from side to side at an incredible speed. She watched open-mouthed as the blessed weapons passed through it several times without any apparent effect. She hadn’t seen where it had come from, but she could guess. And it was hardly a large leap to assume whatever it was, was responsible for Jaylen’s earlier behaviour.


“Gods!” Alexia whispered as the implications of such a creature became apparent. “EARTH BIND!” She commanded, and the four paladins raised their swords and plunged them into the ground around the creature. Aysha’s light bathed the spec of darkness as it shook violently from side to side, its buzzing becoming ever higher in pitch. The Four paladins stepped back away from the creature as if expecting it to explode at any moment, but it didn’t. Instead, the blurred movement suddenly stopped to reveal not one, but two of the creatures.


Everyone watched dumbfounded as the two specs of darkness hovered above Jaylen’s corpse. Renn cursed under his breath and turned towards Alexia.


“How many men were in Jaylen’s party?” he asked in a low voice.


“Five, including Jaylen,” she replied, keeping her eyes firmly fixed on the creatures. “Oh, gods!” she gasped, suddenly realising why he’d asked. “You don’t think…” she began to say, but her worst fears were confirmed even before she could finish her sentence.


Everything seemed to happen all at once.


A cry of alarm rang out as three more tiny creatures emerged from the forest and immediately bore down on the paladins that had earthbound their swords. The paladins hesitated for only a heartbeat before turning and fleeing towards the safety of the temple foundations, but it was already too late for them. Mid-stride, their bodies stiffened, and they went sprawling head-first onto the ground, skidding through the frozen mud and ice. Several paladins came racing over to their aid, even as one of the fallen men pleaded for them to run away instead. Alexia watched in horror as the two creatures within Aysha’s light rose straight up into the air to escape its confines. One immediately fell on the remaining paladin, his body stiffening like the others as it mercilessly claimed control of his body and mind. The other flew directly towards the group of paladins offering assistance and took control of the nearest one. Alexia gasped as she saw her friend, Pippa, stiffen and her eyes go vacant.


Almost as one, the five infected paladins struggled ungainly to their feet. Several of the nearby men and women tried to hold them down but suffered severe bruising or even broken bones for their efforts. Renn noticed Pippa reaching for her sword and drew his own just in time to stop her cleaving a man in two. The incredible impact of the block almost broke Renn’s arm, causing him to cry out in pain and drop his glowing weapon onto the ground. A second infected paladin claimed it just as Pippa’s sword disembowelled the man closest to her. Alexia drew back her bow, reluctant to kill her friend, but knowing that she had little choice.


“No!” Renn called out to her, cradling his injured arm. “You’ll just make more of them.” Alexia paused and lowered her bow, knowing that Renn was right.


“Fall back to the temple foundations!” she commanded. Several of the paladins had been injured trying to fend off attacks, and many of them had lost their weapons just like Renn. The strength of the infected paladins was incredible. And now they were all armed.


Renn watched as the infected paladins began lumbering awkwardly towards the foundations. No one expected them to be able to enter the blessed area of Aysha’s temple—but they did.


During the next few minutes, chaos reigned as people died and suffered horrific injuries. Thankfully, the magi managed to hold them back behind magical barriers for a while until an organised resistance could be mounted, but soon, even they felt the incredible strength of the infected paladins. One by one, the magi weakened, and gaps began to open up in their defences. Alexia refused to call a general retreat into the forest. She had no idea how many of the creatures were out there. For all she knew, there could be thousands of them just waiting for hapless victims to wander by.


One of the infected paladins found a break in the magical barrier and stumbled into the mass of people beyond. It locked its vacant, dead eyes onto one of the exhausted magi and raised its sword. The mage held up his hands in a pitiful attempt to defend against the crushing blow about to end his life. Morgan saw what was about to happen and leapt towards his former colleague and friend, planting his foot squarely in the centre of his chest and sending him flying backwards off of the edge of the temple foundation.


“Beany, no!” Renn called out, but it was too late. Morgan watched in horror as his former friend was impaled on the end of a sword carried by another infected paladin behind him.


“Antonio!” Morgan yelled. The man’s vacant eyes cleared momentarily as he looked down at the sword protruding from his chest. He looked up at Morgan and smiled, his teeth crimson with the blood that flowed from his mouth. He tried to say something, but only a low gurgling sound passed his lips before he fell forward to the ground; dead.


Morgan startled when Renn’s hand clasped his shoulder.


“It wasn’t your fault, lad. Stay sharp and keep your head. We all need you right now,” Renn said, meeting his eyes. Morgan’s face looked pale and sweaty, and for a brief time, Renn thought that the man was going to lose it. Renn gripped his shoulder tighter and gave him a small shake. Morgan’s eyes suddenly seemed to refocus, and he gave Renn a slight nod.


“Good lad,” Renn said “There’ll be time enough to mourn our losses once this is over, providing any of us survive, that is.”


Morgan took a deep breath and gave Renn another brief nod, then turned back just in time to see the creature from inside his friend split into two just beyond the temple foundations.


Alexia had witnessed what had happened but decided to let Renn deal with it. Her feelings for Beany, and his for her, often complicated things on the battlefield and she knew that neither of them could afford any distractions right now. She raised her bow towards the two specs of darkness hovering outside the temple foundations and let an arrow fly. She didn’t expect her blessed arrow to have any effect on the creatures, and it didn’t. It passed right through the centre of one as if it wasn’t even there. She cursed under her breath and stepped back as the two specs of darkness started moving towards her. A bright flash of blue light erupted at the edge of the temple foundations as the creatures tried and failed to pass its boundary. Over and over, the two tiny specs of darkness collided with the invisible barrier and were blasted backwards by Aysha’s light.


A desperate cry for help tore Alexia’s gaze away from the two creatures still trying to cross Aysha’s boundary. One of the magi had collapsed to his knees, exhausted with the effort of holding back the advancement of the infected paladins. The clash of steel and cries of pain that followed sent chills up Alexia’s spine as the remaining magi struggled to close the gap in their defences. Men and women fought side by side to prevent their infected friends and colleagues from overwhelming their defences. Bones shattered, and several died from horrific injuries as they attempted to push their ferocious attackers back. Eventually, the magi re-established their magical barrier and the paladins retreated behind them. Only Pipa had managed to break through the defensive line before the barrier was back in place, and now she was wreaking havoc amongst the paladins. Two men and a woman died in quick succession to her blows as she swung her blessed weapon like a scythe out in front of her. In the confines of the magically protected area, there wasn’t enough room for them to fight back effectively against such strength and aggression.


Alexia knew that Pippa needed to be stopped before she killed anyone else. With a heavy heart, she nocked an arrow and raised her bow. She closed her eyes and prayed for forgiveness for what she was about to do to her friend and asked Aysha to watch over Pippa’s soul. Alexia opened her eyes ready to fire and gasped as she saw Morgan step up behind Pippa with his sword raised above his head. But instead of killing her with his blade, he struck the back of her head with the hilt of his sword. Pippa dropped to the ground like a sack of coal, and Morgan stepped forward to kick away her weapon.


“Fetch me some rope,” Morgan said as he knelt down next to Pippa’s unconscious form. But before anyone could move, Morgan noticed a quiet buzzing sound start. He cried out in shock and stumbled backwards, landing hard on his backside a few feet away as he saw the tiny, dark creature emerge from Pippa’s right ear. Everyone gasped and tried desperately to move further away from it, but in the confined space, it was almost impossible. A soft blue light suddenly enveloped the creature and rapidly intensified in strength. The creature buzzed loudly and vibrated violently from side to side as if trying to escape the light’s touch. The blue light grew brighter and brighter until it was impossible to look directly at it. Everyone turned their faces away from the blinding light to protect their eyes, and a moment later, the tiny, dark creature exploded, knocking several of the nearby paladins to the ground.


Alexia’s ears rang from the explosion, and her vision swam with the after-effects of the blindingly-bright light. It took everyone a moment to realise what had just happened, but hope suddenly flourished again within their camp when they did. They had just discovered a way to save their friends and kill the creatures at the same time.


“Do you think you could open a gap in the barrier and allow one of them at a time to pass through?” Renn asked one of the magi. The man looked at his other struggling colleagues for guidance, but none was forthcoming.


“Yes or no, man. Which is it?” Renn snapped at him, still cradling his injured arm.


The mage flinched and nodded. “Yes. Yes, I think so,” he replied, looking towards his fellow magi again for support, but still not finding any.


“Alright. On my command, let one of them through,” Renn said, moving back to give himself some room. He reached over his shoulder and retrieved his shield with his good arm, then took up a stance which suggested his intended action.


“You can’t be serious?” Alexia said, stepping towards him. “You’re already injured. You can’t take another hit like that, let alone several of them.”


“Then you better make sure that someone knocks them unconscious quickly enough, so I don’t have to,” Renn replied.


“No! Wait, you can’t,” the mage suddenly said. Alexia and Renn turned to find him staring down at Pippa’s unconscious form.


“You just said that you could do it,” Renn replied in an irritated tone.


The mage tore his gaze away from Pippa and turned towards Renn with a confused look on his face. “The barrier,” he said as if confirming to himself what Renn was talking about. “Yes. Yes, of course, we can open the barrier and let them through, but I didn’t mean that.”


“Then spit it out, man! What did you mean?” Renn said, not even bothering to hide his growing irritation. He knew that the other magi were weakening rapidly, and every second that they wasted now could mean more deaths later. The mage suddenly seemed to regain some of his confidence under the harsh glare of Renn and stood up taller to reply.


“You can’t do that,” he said, pointing down at Pippa’s bleeding head. “Well, you can, if you intend to kill them all or turn them all into vegetables. You’re lucky that she’s still breathing. Aysha knows what damage I’ll have to repair once I get a chance to examine her. That’s if she survives that long, and if I’m able to fix the damage at all.”


“We don’t have any choice, man,” Renn retorted. “If we don’t act now and the barrier collapses, we won’t have any choice but to kill them all. At least this way they have a chance of surviving. Not to mention the rest of us,” Renn replied, retaking his defensive posture for the impending attacks.


“No, wait. There might be another way,” the mage said. He didn’t wait for Renn’s reply. Instead, he swiftly jogged over to speak with the other magi. They conferred with one another for a few seconds, then the mage quickly returned and revealed his alternative plan.


“I believe that we have another option, but we must move quickly. I can use my magic to render them unconscious without causing them any permanent harm, but only if my power isn’t being used to maintain the barrier as it is now. The others are almost exhausted. They will not be able to hold the barrier for long without me.”


Renn turned to look at Alexia, and she nodded her approval of the plan. “Then let’s do this now. One at a time. Start when you’re ready,” Renn said, planting his feet firmly in place.


The mage shook his head. “No, you don’t understand. We can’t do this one at a time. We must move everyone closer together so that my colleagues can protect them behind a new, smaller barrier. Hopefully, the infected paladins will come after us rather than attack the barrier.”


“Wait,” Alexia said, stepping towards the mage. “Are you saying that you and Renn will be outside the protection of barrier?”


The mage nodded. “Yes, there’s no other way I’m afraid. I’m the strongest mage here, and without my power, the barrier would collapse quickly if they all attack it. Hopefully, when they see that we are exposed, they will come after us instead.”


“Can’t one of the others render them unconscious instead of you?” Alexia asked.


The mage shook his head. “No. That’s what I went to ask. Apart from one of the coastal refugees, I’m the only mage here with any healing knowledge. Unfortunately, neither he nor any of the others know the required spell, and we certainly don’t have time for me to teach it to them now.”


Renn turned to look at the far edge of the temple foundations. It was maybe a hundred and fifty feet away, and in between them and the far side lay dozens of tents, barrels and other obstacles. “This spell that you’re talking about; do you have to cast it just the once to render them all unconscious?” Renn asked, still looking in the opposite direction.


“No, unfortunately not. I have to cast it for each.”


Renn snorted. “Of course, you do. And how long does this spell of yours take to cast?”


“That’s the problem,” the mage replied. “Each casting will take around fifteen to twenty seconds, and that’s if I’m not interrupted.”


Renn turned to look at the three remaining paladins still battering at their magical defences. He didn’t need to be a genius to work out that at least one of them would make it to the far end of temple foundations before the mage had finished casting all of his spells. It was no more than about thirty paces to the edge of the temple foundations, and even considering the slow movement speed of the infected paladins and the obstacles in their path, he doubted that it would take them much longer than thirty seconds to cover the entire distance. Then there was the question of how they would get the infected paladins to follow them at all, instead of simply attacking the new magical barrier which protected the others. That question, however, resolved itself a moment later, when Alexia announced that she would be going with them. Renn tried to argue the point with her but eventually conceded that he probably did need her help after all. They had already witnessed the limited effects that an arrow had on the infected paladins; unless it was to their head. Firing an arrow into each of their legs to gain their attention would do little to slow them down, and providing that their overall plan worked, the resulting wounds could easily be healed later by the mage—assuming that he didn’t get himself killed, of course.


“Alright, let’s do this,” Renn said decisively. “Everyone move as close as you can to the other magi. If anything goes wrong and their magical barrier fails, try to remain inside the foundations. You don’t want to be straying outside its boundary with those two creatures still out there.”


There were plenty of nervous faces as the paladins gathered into a tightly packed group behind the magi. Alexia took up a position about forty feet away from where they intended to allow the three infected paladins to enter the temple foundations, and Renn and the mage headed straight towards the far side to give themselves as much time as possible to finish the castings. As soon as they arrived, the mage summoned a small globe of orange light in his right hand. Renn nodded to Alexia, and she nocked her first arrow.


“Ready when you are,” Renn said, tightening his grip on his shield. The mage released his orange globe of light into the air as a signal to start, and the effects were immediate. Two of the infected paladins crashed heavily into the ground as they attempted to strike a barrier that was no longer there. The third, seeing an opportunity, trampled over the bodies of the other two to gain access to the temple foundations and headed straight towards the tightly packed paladins. The infected paladin raised its sword above its head, ready to strike at defenceless-looking men and women. Alexia drew back her bow and released an arrow towards the threat. It struck the infected paladin in the thigh with a dull thud, momentarily causing him to lose his balance. There was no sign of pain on the man’s face as he turned towards her. She nocked and drew back another arrow as if about to fire again and was relieved to see that the threat of it was enough to draw his attention away from the others.


The other two infected paladins slowly regained their feet and promptly found an arrow protruding from their legs, too. One of them immediately turned towards Alexia, but the other stubbornly went after the huddled men and women behind the magical barrier. Alexia reluctantly took aim to shoot again, but a high-pitched buzzing noise suddenly had her diving for cover. She had noticed the first infected paladin fall to the ground a moment before but hadn’t expected the creature to emerge from him so quickly. She barely managed to duck behind a nearby barrel before the explosion sent a shockwave through their camp.


When Alexia lifted her head, she noticed that the infected paladin that she’d threatened to shoot for the second time was already heading in her direction. But it wasn’t him who grabbed her attention; it was the closer of the two. While she had been taking cover behind the barrel, the second man had closed the distance between them at an alarming rate. His raised sword whistled through the air towards her as she tucked in her head and rolled nimbly to the side. The wooden barrel exploded under the heavy impact. Splinters of wood rained down and gallons of water washed across the temple foundations. Alexia slipped and stumbled as she tried to regain her feet and avoid the next killing blow.


Anxious voices called out from both ends of the camp as Alexia narrowly avoided another blow. Bright sparks erupted from the point of impact as the blessed blade struck the stone flag where she had just been. As she turned to run, her foot suddenly got caught in one of the tent-lines, and she fell awkwardly to the ground. Her bow slipped from her grasp, and she watched helplessly as it skidded out of reach. She kicked out desperately to free her leg from the rope as she spun towards her attacker, but it was already too late.


Alexia watched in horror as the infected paladin slowly raised his sword above his head, ready to cleave her in two. She heard the anguished cries of Renn off to her right and knew that he was already sprinting towards her, but she also knew that he would never reach her in time. She closed her eyes and prayed to Aysha that her death would be as painless and swift as possible, then awaited the blade’s bite.


Alexia gasped when she felt the sudden impact. But it wasn’t the impact that she had been expecting. It wasn’t the deadly blade of the infected paladin that struck her; it was the paladin himself that had fallen unconscious on top of her. It took her a moment to realise what had happened, then a whole series of emotions assaulted her. Relief came first, swiftly followed a wave of thankfulness to both the mage and Aysha for sparing her life.


Then came the overwhelming fear as the buzzing sound suddenly began.


Alexia desperately pushed and pulled at the dead weight on top of her, but try as she might, she couldn’t move him. Her foot remained firmly tangled in the rope as the buzzing grew louder and louder. She tried to reach for her knife so that she could cut her foot free, but even that was beyond her ability. From the corner of her eye, she suddenly saw the bright flash of steel in the sunlight as the paladin’s sword shifted. Her fear spiked at the thought of being pinned down by her attacker, but a heartbeat later, that fear was replaced by relief when the man’s unconscious body was dragged off of her, and she saw Renn standing there. He still cradled his injured arm, but he had discarded his shield in favour of the infected paladin’s sword. The resounding sound of metal, striking stone, rang out in the clearing as he severed the rope binding her foot with a single swing.


Renn dropped the sword back onto the ground and grabbed Alexia by the leather straps of her armour and hauled her to her feet, before half-dragging her away from the emerging creature. They barely got ten feet away before the creature exploded, sending them both crashing to the ground once more.


Voices suddenly cried out in warning, swiftly followed by rapid footfalls to their left. Alexia looked up towards the commotion and noticed several of the paladins sprinting towards the far end of the temple foundations. Even before she could turn to see what they were running towards, Renn’s curses filled the air. He jumped back to his feet and grabbed the sword from the ground, then turned and sprinted towards the preoccupied mage. Alexia gasped when she realised what everyone was doing.


The mage was oblivious to his imminent demise as he stood motionless with his eyes closed, casting his final spell. The remaining infected paladin was no more than fifteen feet away from him and had already raised his weapon in preparation to deal the killing blow. Alexia knew there was no way that Renn or the others would reach the mage in time to save his life. Several conflicting thoughts tore through her mind as she dived towards her bow. She tucked in her head, rolled, and came back to her feet, her arrow already nocked and her bow drawn and centred on the advancing threat.


The next few seconds were probably the longest and hardest of Alexia’s life. She knew the infected paladin well. Lucian was her friend and a well-respected soldier among his peers. She knew that he had a wife and two small children back in Lamuria. She had even met them once and knew their names. And now, she had him in her sights and was about to kill him to save a mage that she didn’t even know. How could she ever explain that to his wife and children? How could she justify saving a man that she didn’t even know over a friend and family man? At that moment, it boiled down to two choices; either she killed Lucian, or she allowed Lucian to kill the mage. She hesitated for only an instant, but it was still too long.


Lucian’s sword whistled through the air towards the unsuspecting mage as dozens of voices called out in warning. She saw the mage open his eyes as the sword came down towards his head. His eyes went wide as he lifted his hands in a pitiful attempt to defend against the deadly blow. A heartbeat later, the sword smashed into an invisible barrier and the mage fell backwards as his legs gave way beneath him. Alexia’s head snapped towards the other magi just in time to see two of them slump to the ground through exhaustion. Whatever magical barrier they had managed to create to protect their friend was now gone, along with the last of their power. She turned back to see Lucian raise his sword once more above his head, but he never got a chance to bring it down on the defenceless mage. Renn’s strike came swift and hard to the back of his head, and he slumped to the ground. Renn reached down and lifted the mage back to his feet as if he weighed no more than a child, then dragged him behind a stack of wooden crates only seconds before the creature emerged and exploded.


Alexia finally lowered her bow, her mind awash with conflicting feelings and thoughts. She knew that her indecision to act could have had far graver consequences than it had. The mage could have died, as could Lucian and many others if Renn hadn’t taken him down so quickly. Not for the first time, she suddenly found herself having doubts about her ability to lead. How could she expect the others to trust her to make decisions for them when she couldn’t even make them for herself?


Chapter Twenty-Three
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Alexia heard Renn’s approach as she watched the two specs of darkness continually try to gain access to the temple foundations. Bright flashes of blue light erupted with each attempt, but if it caused the creatures any pain, it certainly didn’t dissuade their efforts.


Alexia had asked Renn to gather the precise casualty figures for the attack. She knew that she could have asked anyone to do it, but she had chosen Renn so that she could have some time alone to think. She kept going over and over it in her mind. Was there anything that she could have done differently? Was there any way that she could have prevented so many deaths? The truth was, she just didn’t know.


Renn cleared his throat as if to announce his presence then stepped up beside her. He paused a moment, then in a low voice, he said, “It wasn’t your fault, you know. None of us has ever seen the likes of those creatures before. Seven Hells, none of us have even read about such things before.”


Alexia swallowed hard before replying. “How many?” she asked, trying her best to keep her voice neutral.


Renn sighed. “Assuming that Jaylen’s entire patrol was lost in the forest, we have twelve dead and fifteen injured. Plus, Pippa, Lucian, Mark and Leo.”


“How are they? Have they regained consciousness yet?”


“Leo and Mark are fine; they’re recovering with the others. Lucian’s physical injuries are the worst, I’m afraid. And I’m to blame for that. I should never have hit him so hard,” Renn replied, shaking his head.


“But he still has a chance to recover?” Alexia asked, turning back towards the creatures so that Renn couldn’t see the guilt in her eyes.


“Skarp said that he has a good chance if he can stop the bleeding inside his head.”


“Skarp?” Alexia enquired.


“The mage who helped us save them,” Renn replied. “He’s the only real healer that we have. One of the coastal refugees can heal some of the minor wounds, but injuries such as Lucian’s is beyond him. We’re really lucky to have him.”


Alexia let out a strangled laugh. “You’ve no idea how lucky,” she replied under her breath. “How’s Pippa doing?” she quickly asked, before Renn could question her any further about the comment.


Renn paused a moment before replying, then in a sombre voice, he said, “Not too well, I’m afraid.”


Alexia spun towards him. “But she’s going to be alright, isn’t she?”


“Physically, yes. Her injuries were fairly minor, but mentally, I’m not so sure.”


“What do you mean?”


Renn sighed again. “Apparently, they can remember every detail of what happened to them while they were under the influence of the creatures. And as you can imagine, seeing herself kill one of her best friends has left her feeling distraught, to say the least. Worse still, Morgan took me aside and informed me that she was particularly close to the man that she killed. He believes that when this is all over, they were planning to leave the Paladin’s Order and get married.”


“Gods! I had no idea,” Alexia gasped as she turned to look for Pippa. Renn placed a hand on her shoulder to stop her rushing off to find her.


“She’s resting right now. I think it’s best that we leave it that way, too. There will be plenty of time for us all to grieve later, but first, we need to deal with those,” Renn said, nodding towards the two specs of darkness that were still trying to gain access.


“I’ll do it,” a familiar voice said from behind, startling them both. Alexia and Renn turned to find Morgan standing behind them, staring at the two creatures outside.


“You’ll do what, exactly?” Renn asked, with an air of concern in his voice.


“I’ll go out there and let one of them take me. Then you can knock me out and kill it once I’m back inside the temple foundations.”


“The hell you will,” Renn replied flatly, stepping in front of him.


“Well, someone has to do it, and it’s my fault that they’re there in the first place. I’m the one who killed Antonio and allowed them to multiply, so it should be me that fixes it,” Morgan replied, his eyes firmly fixed on the two creatures as they battered against the invisible barrier.


“That was an accident, Morgan, and you know it. We all saw what happened,” Renn replied.


Morgan shook his head. “That may be so, but it doesn’t alter the fact that my friend is dead and that I’m responsible for it.”


Renn drew breath to argue the point, but Alexia stepped forward and spoke before he had a chance to reply.


“I’m going with him,” she said, taking hold of Morgan’s hand and giving it a small squeeze.


“Have you both lost your minds?” Renn said.


“No, he’s right, Renn. We all know that Antonio’s death was an accident, but Morgan still needs to take responsibility for his actions, just as I do. I was the one in command when Jaylen first came running out of the forest, and I feel responsible for not recognising the threat soon enough. Good people died because I was too focused on the forest instead of seeing the real threat closer to hand. I allowed those paladins to rush to Jaylen’s aid without fully accessing the danger first. Then my hesitation allowed it to happen again, for the second time. Another four paladins under my command left the safety of these foundations and raced off to help the fallen men and became infected by those things out there. And all because I hesitated and didn’t stop them in time. Their deaths are on me, Renn, even if I didn’t kill them with my own hand.”


“Don’t confuse hesitation with diligence or wisdom, Alexia,” Renn replied, meeting her eyes. “You reacted to the situation based on the information that you had at the time. We all saw the much larger creatures emerge from The Rift and escape into the forest, so no one was expecting anything like this to happen. Seven Hells, until today, I couldn’t even have imagined such things existed, let alone that something like that would come out of the forest and cause so many deaths.”


Alexia let out a strangled laugh. “Wisdom, you say. It wasn’t wisdom that almost cost the healer his life a few minutes ago; it was my hesitation.” Renn gave her a questioning look but remained silent. Alexia sighed, then checked once more that no one could overhear their conversation before continuing. “I saw Lucian about to kill the mage, and I had him in my sights, but I didn’t shoot because I knew he had a wife and children back in Lamuria. If the other magi hadn’t erected their magical barrier in time, the healer would now be dead, and it would have been my fault. My hesitation almost cost him his life.”


“But it didn’t, and where you see hesitation, I see another trait. A trait that all great leaders share: compassion. A good friend of ours once told me: ‘Without compassion, you can only command people to follow you. But with it, people will choose to follow you’.”


“Hershel?” Alexia whispered. Renn smiled and nodded.


Alexia turned back towards the two creatures and watched the bright flashes of blue light as they collided with Aysha’s barrier. She missed Hershel and his seemingly effortless wisdom terribly and found herself voicing her thoughts before she even realised it. “What would Hershel have done right now?” she half-whispered. She already knew the answer before she had finished speaking the words. Hershel would not have asked anyone else to risk their lives, and nor would she. Morgan, she understood, needed to do this as much as she did for his own reasons. And for that, she loved him even more.


All hesitation and uncertainty fled Alexia as she turned back to Renn and spoke with fresh confidence. “Morgan and I will go as soon as the healer is rested enough. We will go out there unarmed and with our hands bound behind our backs. From what we have seen, the creatures take a few seconds to gain full control over their victims. You should use that time to bind our feet and get us back inside the temple foundations. With a bit of luck, the healer will have rendered us both unconscious before we can escape or cause harm to anyone.”


A faint smile briefly touched Renn’s lips, and pride flashed in his eyes as he stood to attention and replied, “Yes, ma’am.” He turned towards the magi at the far end of the temple foundations but paused mid-stride. He didn’t turn when he spoke, but his words came out clear and heartfelt when he said, “Hershel, would be proud of you, Alexia.”


Alexia woke an hour later with a throbbing headache and a vivid memory of the creature’s assault on her mind. Her wrists and ankles stung from where the ropes had rubbed away her skin away during her induced attempts to escape. She tried to sit up to see where Morgan was, but a fresh wave of pain from her ribs made her gasp.


“Take it easy,” Renn said, easing her back down onto her back. “You broke a few ribs and dislocated your shoulder trying to escape before the healer could knock you out. He’s repaired your shoulder as best he can for now, but he’s working on Morgan at the moment.”


“Morgan! Where is he? Is he alright?” Alexia asked, trying to sit up once more and wincing with the pain.


“He’s fine, don’t worry. He suffered a few more injuries than you, but nothing too serious. Skarp is repairing the worst of the damage right now, but the broken bones and other minor injuries might have to wait until he has recovered more of his power reserves.”


“What about the healer from the coastal village, can’t he help?”


“Probably, but unfortunately, he’s still unconscious from earlier and Skarp assures me that even when he does wake up, he won’t be in any fit state to render any assistance for a while. So, just lie back and relax for now. We have everything in hand,” Renn said, handing her a mug of steaming liquid. Alexia thanked him and took a sip of what she assumed to be tea, before promptly gagging on the foul taste of it.


“Tastes as bad as it smells, eh?” Renn said, chuckling to himself.


“That’s disgusting! What in the Seven Hells is that?” Alexia said, grimacing wildly.


“Apparently, it’s a tea made from a fungus called Fevercap. One of the magi brewed it to alleviate his friends’ magically induced headaches, but when Pippa and the others woke up complaining about headaches too, he made even more of it to hand around,”


Alexia involuntarily dry-retched at the thought of consuming the mug’s contents, the faint, vile taste still lingering in the corners of her mouth. It took her a moment before she felt confident enough to speak again without vomiting. “The others,” she said, swallowing hard mid-sentence, “they actually drunk that stuff?”


“No, they all pretty much had the same reaction to it as you,” Renn replied, grinning. “As far as I know, only the magi have drunk any of it.”


Alexia puffed out her cheek as she exhaled and shook her head. “Well, all I can say is; either they have cast-iron stomachs or their magically induced headaches are far worse than anything I could imagine, because I can’t think of any other reason why they would drink the stuff.”


“I take it that you don’t want this then?” Renn asked, holding up the mug of steaming liquid and trying hard not to laugh at her reaction.


Alexia composed herself and gritted her teeth against the pain as she struggled first to her knees, and then slowly to her feet.


“Take it easy,” Renn said, rushing over to offer her a hand up. “You should rest until Skarp can heal you fully.”


“I’m fine,” she replied, cradling her broken ribs and taking shallow, painful breaths. She passed her gaze over the men and women under her command and was surprised to see how many of them were watching her. Eventually, her eyes came to rest on a covered mound at the far edge of their camp. She didn’t have to ask what was under the canvas sheets; the outlines of the bodies were clear to see. She closed her eyes and offered a silent prayer to Aysha for the souls of her fallen friends and comrades.


When Alexia finally opened her eyes again, she found her attention drawn towards the deepening shadows of the surrounding forest. She had no idea how many of the tiny, dark creatures were still out there, and that terrified her. But almost as fast as the fear rose in her, it subsided again and was replaced by a feeling of pure clarity and purpose. They were all paladins; Aysha’s holy soldiers. Their job was to track down and kill Netherworld creatures, and that’s all those things were. They were no more dangerous than any other Netherworld creature; just different—and now they knew how to kill them. When she turned back to towards Renn, she did so with a renewed sense of purpose and confidence.


“Organise two groups to cut wood for the funeral pyres. Tonight, we will remember and celebrate the lives of our fallen friends.”


Renn nodded gravely, then asked, “And tomorrow?”


Alexia met his gaze squarely and replied, “Tomorrow, we hunt.”


Chapter Twenty-Four
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Neala had barely finished whittling her small statue from the lump of driftwood when she heard the unmistakable sound of an approaching dragon. She froze for a moment, listening intently for any human voices that accompanied the sounds, but heard none. Her heart thumped hard in her chest at the thought of being cornered by a hostile dragon inside the small, unstable house. Lusam and Arlo had strengthened the structure magically before they had left, but even so, she doubted that it would withstand a direct assault from a dragon.


Neala stood up and slipped the small carving into her pocket then moved stealthily towards the closed window shutters to take a look outside. She didn’t manage to see anything before she was forced to turn her face away and protect her eyes from the sudden sandstorm that assaulted the front of the building. The downdraught from the dragon’s wings whipped up the black sand in great swirls as it came into land on the beach only a few feet away. She waited a moment for the peppering of sand to ease, then peered out through a narrow slit in the shutters and breathed a sigh of relief when she saw that it was only Ryuu and the others.


Neala reached for the door but paused before opening it as she suddenly realised they had returned alone. Lusam had travelled to Eindryl with the sole purpose of finding a bond-mate among the dragons, and she knew the fact that he had returned alone didn’t bode well for any of them. She forced a smile on her face and opened the door to greet them. The look of dejection on Lusam’s face told her all she needed to know as he trudged up the beach towards her.


“I guess it didn’t go as well as you’d hoped,” Neala said, as they reached the house. Lusam shook his head mutely and stepped inside the ramshackle house, Arlo closely following in his wake. She had barely closed the door before she heard Ryuu take flight again.


“What happened?” Neala asked, taking a seat on the floor next to Lusam as he warmed his hands over the makeshift heat source that Arlo had created earlier.


Lusam snorted derisively and replied, “Nothing much, really. Their leader refused to allow any dragon to bond with me. Then he insulted us, threatened us, and demanded that we leave Eindryl immediately.”


“Oh… I see,” Neala replied, turning to look at Arlo. “So, what do we do now?”


Arlo sighed and shrugged. “I don’t know. We told him that we would remain here until first light tomorrow, just in case he changed his mind.”


“Do you think he will?” Neala asked.


Arlo thought for a moment, then slowly shook his head. “No, I doubt it. He was very adamant about the whole thing. I was hoping that Draffen would still be in charge, but after such a long time, I suppose that I was expecting a little too much. He wasn’t exactly a young dragon the last time I saw him, and that was almost two thousand years ago, so I guess it’s little wonder that he’s dead now.”


An uncomfortable silence prevailed in the room as they each tried to come to terms with what might happen next. Neala’s thoughts turned to Alexia, Renn and the others back at The Rift, wondering how they’d take the news that there would be no new Guardian to come to their aid. She shifted uncomfortably on the floor, and her arm brushed past the lump in her pocket. She hesitated for a moment, then reached in and took out the perfectly formed wooden figure and held it in the palm of her hand. It needed some paint or stain to seal the wood and pick out the details of the carving, but she was still happy with the overall result.


“Here, I’ve made you something,” Neala said, offering Lusam the small wooden statue as she got back to her feet. “I know it’s not the dragon that you were hoping for, but at least this one won’t eat you if you upset it,” she said, grinning at him.


Lusam took the small, perfectly formed carving from her hand and examined it in complete awe. The detail was incredible, right down to the individual scales she had carved into the wood. It was an almost perfect likeness of Ryuu in miniature.


“It’s amazing! When you said that you wanted some driftwood to carve while we were gone, I didn’t expect anything like this. It’s incredible. Thank you,” Lusam said, pulling her into a tight embrace.


“You’re welcome,” Neala replied, hugging him back.


They had barely broken their embrace before the sound of dragon wings stirred the air outside once more. Arlo’s head snapped towards window shutters, and he quickly got back to his feet.


“Looks like Ryuu is back from his hunt already,” Lusam said.


“It isn’t Ryuu,” Arlo replied, carefully stepping towards the closed shutters. He spoke a few words of power, and a magical barrier sprung into life around them. He leaned in close to the shutters and peered through one of the ill-fitting slats, then immediately took a step back with a thoughtful look on his face. “It’s the copper dragon,” he said, moving out of the way so that Lusam and Neala could take a look for themselves.


“Do you think the dragons have changed their minds?” Neala asked, hopefully.


Arlo took a breath to reply, but his attention was suddenly elsewhere. After a few seconds, he seemed to become aware of himself again and looked towards Neala as if trying to remember what she had just said.


“Problem?” Lusam asked, noticing his father’s strange behaviour.


Arlo shook his head. “No, not now. Ryuu sensed the other dragon’s presence and was concerned for our safety, but I’ve told him that everything is fine, at least for now,” he replied, before turning back to answer Neala’s earlier question. “I don’t know if they’ve changed their minds, Neala, but I guess there’s only one way to find out.”


Arlo cancelled his magical barrier and reached for the door.


The wind had dropped considerably from earlier that day, and snow no longer fell from the dark, leaden sky. The ocean waves still crashed onto the shoreline a few hundred feet further down the beach, but even they seemed to have lost some of their earlier ferocity. Lusam knew the worst of the winter storm had now passed. He just hoped that the arrival of the copper dragon didn’t signify a new kind of storm on the horizon.


The copper dragon watched warily as they stepped out of the house and made their way down the beach towards it. It held Lusam in its gaze the whole time, only once breaking eye contact with him to look at Neala. Lusam didn’t think that the dragon meant them any harm, but he wasn’t prepared to take any chances when it came to Neala’s safety and asked her to remain near the house until they had discovered what the dragon’s intentions were. Lusam thought that she might protest, but one look towards the unfamiliar dragon had her nodding in agreement and moving back up the beach towards the small stone building.


With a single thought, Lusam created a magical barrier around himself and moved towards the waiting dragon. Its golden-amber eyes followed him every step of the way. When he was about fifty feet away, he saw the dragon suddenly flinch and swing its head skyward. A heartbeat later, Ryuu’s deafening roar broke the relative silence and he half-landed, half-crashed onto the beach less than twenty feet from the copper dragon. The smaller dragon leapt away from Ryuu like a startled cat but showed no signs of hostility towards his actions. It lowered its head in submission towards Ryuu and allowed him to approach.


Ryuu towered over the smaller copper dragon as he lowered his massive head towards its exposed neck. The gesture of trust and submission was plain to see; Ryuu could have killed the smaller dragon easily with a single snap of his massive jaws, but instead, he took in the scent of the copper and slowly backed away.


“Blood recognises blood,” Ryuu said, and the copper dragon returned his ancestral greeting, alleviating the sudden build-up of tension on the beach. Arlo stepped forward and greeted the dragon in the same manner, swiftly followed by a slightly nervous-looking Lusam.


The formalities over, they each retreated to a respectful distance and awaited the copper dragon’s words. When they finally came, they seemed forced and unpractised as if the dragon was struggling to form the unfamiliar sounds out loud. It reminded Lusam of the dragon entity in Helveel, only much more subdued in its delivery.


“My name is Kanos,” he said, looking directly at Lusam again. “And I come with a warning. Persas, our leader, intends to lead a large force against you at sunrise tomorrow…”


Ryuu’s furious response was predictable, if not entirely expected, and made everyone including Kanos startle with its volume and intensity. Lusam didn’t recognise the words that Ryuu used to describe the dragon leader, but their derogatory nature was evident by his tone.


“Persas is without honour!” Ryuu snarled. “And I will challenge his right to lead our brethren.”


“That would not be wise, Ryuu,” Kanos replied, keeping his eyes firmly fixed on Lusam. Lusam shifted uneasily under his intense gaze.


“Why not?” Arlo asked.


Kanos turned to look at him but didn’t reply right away, then after a brief pause, he said, “Persas no longer considers Ryuu to be one of us. He believes, and has convinced others to believe, that Ryuu has been tainted by his bond to you…”


Ryuu’s angry roar tore through the air once more, and he swung his head towards Kanos.


“Wait!” Arlo called out silently to Ryuu, knowing full-well what he was about to do. “Kanos is not at fault, Ryuu. He has come here to warn us, and we should respect him for that. He cannot be held responsible for the actions of Persas, any more than you or I.”


“Please, continue,” Arlo said, once he was sure that Ryuu had backed down.


Kanos looked warily towards Ryuu, but when he realised that he wasn’t about to be attacked, he turned back to Arlo and said, “Persas has convinced many of our brethren that the same madness which afflicted the other Magru, has also affected Ryuu and that he should be cleansed of it.”


“When you say ‘cleansed’, I take it that you mean killed?” Arlo replied, not bothering to hide his anger.


“Yes,” Kanos replied, turning his head slightly so that he could see Ryuu’s reaction.


Arlo didn’t understand any of it. He didn’t understand the reference to the Magru’s madness, why the dragons were suddenly hostile towards all humans, or why their leader seemed to be ignoring the code of honour that they had all lived by since the time of creation; but he intended to find out if he could.


“Kanos, when we spoke to Persas, he mentioned something about the bonded dragons that had returned to Eindryl without their Guardians. He said that they had returned to fight a battle that they could not win. Are those the Magru that he is referring to when he speaks of madness?”


“Yes, and Persas speaks the truth. My ancestral memories of that time are quite clear,” Kanos replied.


Arlo nodded to himself as he slowly absorbed Kanos’ words. “Kanos, please forgive our ignorance in this matter, but we know nothing of what happened to those returning Magru. Could you please share with us your ancestral memories of those events so that we can better understand?”


“What is it that you wish to know?” Kanos asked.


Arlo thought for a moment, then replied, “What happened to them when they returned to Eindryl?”


Kanos shifted uncomfortably as if he was reluctant to speak about it, but his gaze rarely left Lusam. “My ancestral memories are from one of the Magru’s mates. Her name was Radhi, and her mate was called Fenisseth.”


“I knew Fenisseth well,” Arlo said sombrely. “He was a brave and courageous dragon who always fought with honour. His Guardian was called Tolen. He was a good friend of mine, and I watched him die at The Rift, along with many others during the final days of battle.”


“Yes, and the death of his bond-mate changed him forever, as it did all of the Magru. On their return to Eindryl, a madness descended over them, their human-amplified emotions spilt out uncontrollably and affected all of the other dragons around them. Spontaneous fights broke out among our brethren, and many were injured or killed due to the strength of the errant emotions. The slightest provocation within Eindryl became enough to trigger deadly confrontations between one-time friends or even mates. When Radhi realised how badly Fenisseth had been affected by his loss, she tried to console him, and offer her support, but he refused. Instead, like many of the other Magru, he continued to spiral out of control.


“Many of the dragons called for the returning Magru to be killed and their sacred hearts destroyed so that they could not contaminate future generations with their madness, but Draffen refused to allow it. He said that their bravery and sacrifice had earned them the right for the time to readjust, but they never did. Decades passed, and the emotions only grew stronger. Some Magru simply gave up and starved themselves to death, while others fell willingly from the sky to their deaths to escape their perpetual torment.


“It was during that time, that the first human incursions into our lands began. At first, we didn’t notice the sacred hearts disappearing. It had never been necessary for us to keep track of their number or location before the humans came. In the past, our sacred hearts had always remained safe where they had been laid to rest. Only Ega had ever taken them away from us when he came to reclaim the souls with his fire-rock. But when the humans came, all of that changed.


“We never knew how many had been stolen before we realised what was happening. The overwhelming emotions of the Magru had masked the presence of the humans and allowed them unrestricted access to our most sacred grounds. What little patience and understanding that remained for the Magru quickly evaporated, and several of them were found dead not long after.


“Persas had been at the forefront of the opposition towards the Magru since their return, and after the discovery of the human incursions and thefts, his following grew rapidly and he began to challenge Draffen’s decisions as leader openly.”


“Persas killed Draffen?” Arlo gasped, not believing it possible that the smaller, arrogant dragon could have bested the mighty Draffen in a fight to the death.


“Persas would not have been capable of defeating Draffen in combat without some form of treachery,” Ryuu growled.


“No, Persas did not kill Draffen. And that is another reason why I am here to speak with you. I know Persas told you that Draffen was dead, but that may not be true. Draffen was aware of the growing resentment towards the Magru and his continued support of them, and he also acknowledged the danger that their heightened emotions posed to both the dragons’ wellbeing and the security of the sacred hearts. I know from my ancestral memories that Radhi was aware that Persas was gathering support to challenge Draffen’s leadership, and she believed that Draffen knew that too because he invoked the Rite of Jawan.”


“Jawan?” Lusam asked, looking at his father.


Arlo took a breath to reply but paused and shook his head. “There isn’t a direct translation,” he said, then after another brief pause, he added, “I suppose the closest would be an extended sabbatical, but Jawan encompasses much more than that and describes any extended period when the current leader is away from Eindryl.”


“So Draffen left Eindryl?” Lusam asked.


“Yes,” Kanos replied. “Radhi believed that Draffen decided to leave Eindryl to stave off the challenge to his leadership from Persas and his followers. He announced that he would lead the Magru to the ancient outpost of Aster, in the eastern plains. There, they would be allowed to recover without their errant emotions affecting the other dragons, and once recovered they would all return to Eindryl together, and Draffen would reclaim his rightful role as leader. Persas opposed the plans at first, but when Draffen named him as his successor, Persas seemed content to let him and the Magru go. Two days later, they left Eindryl for Aster, and we haven’t heard from any of them since.”


“And no dragon has ever travelled to Aster to check on them?” Arlo asked, shocked that they would abandon their leader and kin so easily.


“No. Persas forbid it,” Kanos replied. “He refused to allow their madness to be brought back to infect the others.”


Arlo snorted derisively. “The Magru were not mad. They weren’t suffering from a disease that could be passed on to others. They were simply mourning the loss of their bond-mates, just as Ryuu once did for his mate, Ietha. And just like Ryuu, given enough time and support, most of them would have recovered.”


Lusam saw Ryuu shift uncomfortably when Arlo mentioned Ietha’s name. He knew that Ryuu still hadn’t discovered what had happened to her remains, and having just heard the story about the humans stealing the sacred hearts, he just hoped for Ryuu’s sake that hers were not among them.


Kanos turned to look at Ryuu, then swung his head back to face Arlo again, the confusion evident in his golden-amber eyes. Arlo sighed and shook his head, surprised by the level of ignorance that Kanos was displaying towards the Magru and the bonding process as a whole. “When a human and a dragon bond, each takes on certain traits of the other. Among the things that a dragon inherits from its human partner is a heightened level of emotion. In the past, a newly-bonded dragon often found it difficult to cope with the new emotions, and it usually took several months to master them through meditation and training at Coldmont. What I’m ashamed to admit, however, is that none of us gave much thought as to how a bereaved dragon might be affected by its heightened emotions once the stabilising influence of its human bond-mate was gone,” Arlo said sombrely.


Arlo expected more questions regarding the bonding process, but what Kanos asked next took him completely by surprise.


“What is Coldmont?” Kanos asked.


Arlo simply stared at him dumbfounded. For a while, he couldn’t comprehend that Kanos didn’t know anything about Coldmont, then suddenly, everything began to make much more sense to him. If the Magru had been ostracised from Eindryl, and their remains had never been returned, it stood to reason that all of their knowledge would also have been lost. For the first time, many of the things that Persas had said made sense to him. It was no wonder that he and the other dragons didn’t want to help. They had no memories of what had taken place at The Rift two millennia ago. Or if they did, they were probably incomplete or flawed.


From what Kanos had told him about the way the returning Magru had been viewed by the other dragons, it was highly unlikely that any of them would have willingly shared their minds with them, due to the risk of being infected by the imaginary madness. What few memories the dragons might still possess of that time could only have been acquired through verbal communication with the returning Magru, and even those memories had probably been discredited as the ramblings of a mad dragon. They had no real ancestral memories of the time on which to draw. All they would remember is that there was once an alliance between humans and dragons and that that alliance had ended in the apparent madness of their returning kin. The subsequent desecration and theft of their sacred hearts by the local human population would have done little to enhance their overall opinion of humanity, let alone encourage them to ever come to their aid in the future.


Arlo cursed and shook his head. “I’m amazed that the dragons didn’t just kill us on sight,” he said under his breath.


“What was that?” Lusam asked.


Arlo shook his head again. “Nothing, it’s not important. But I think I’ve just worked out why the dragons don’t want to help us,” he said, turning back to Kanos and seeing him in a different light. “They have no memories of what dangers they face; what dangers we all face.”


Chapter Twenty-Five
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It took Arlo the best part of half an hour to explain everything to the others, and throughout it all, Kanos remained silent, neither verifying nor denying anything that he said. Neala had joined them on the beach shortly after the discussion had started, apparently judging for herself that Kanos posed no danger, and participated in the conversation enthusiastically with many of her own questions.


By the time Arlo had finished speaking, most of what had previously occurred in Eindryl made more sense to Lusam, including Persas’ unwillingness to allow any of the dragons to bond with him. With Persas’ deep distrust of humans, combined with his lack of knowledge regarding the dangers that the world now faced, it was no wonder that he had acted the way he did, Lusam thought.


One by one, Arlo and the others turned towards Kanos expecting a response from him, but only the sound of distant waves breaking on the shoreline and the occasional screech of a passing gull broke the silence.


“You doubt my words?” Arlo asked after the silence had stretched on for an uncomfortably long time. Kanos shifted his feet slightly on the black sand. At first, Lusam thought it was because everyone was staring at him, but it soon became apparent that he had moved his position so that he could better see Ryuu before replying.


“No,” Kanos replied in a low, gravelly tone. “But you have to understand that I have no memories of what you say. Our history is remembered very differently from how you describe it and much of what you have just revealed, I have no memory of, nor do any of the other dragons as far as I am aware.”


Arlo nodded slowly to his words. “Then, let us show you what truly happened two millennia ago. Let us show you the dangers that you and your kin will face if you do not help us now.”


“How?” Kanos asked warily.


“Join minds with Ryuu and allow him to share our memories of battle with you,” Arlo replied.


Lusam saw Kanos flinch at his father’s words as if he had just been prodded with a sharp stick. His head swung towards Ryuu, and he shuffled back several feet away from the much larger dragon as if he had suddenly become contagious.


Arlo chuckled at the copper dragon’s reaction. “You don’t have to worry, Kanos. I assure you, Ryuu is quite sane,” he said, then with a wide grin, he added, “well, most of the time he is.”


Ryuu’s lips curled back into a vicious snarl, and he let loose a low rumbling growl towards Arlo. “Yes, sometimes I almost forget that I’m not supposed to eat him,” Ryuu replied, in a deep rumbling voice. Lusam and Neala burst out laughing at the comment and the look of dismay that appeared on Arlo’s face.


“That isn’t funny,” Arlo said, giving them both a stern look. Neala turned away and tried to stifle her amusement with her hand but failed miserably.


Lusam sucked in his cheeks in a pitiful attempt to straighten his face and shook his head. “No… not funny at all,” he managed to say, before bursting into laughter once more.


Kanos looked confused by the whole exchange, either unwilling or unable to see the humour in it all. His gaze rarely left Lusam throughout, as if he was studying his reaction to the situation.


Arlo waited patiently for the laughter to die down before turning back to address Kanos once more and continuing as if nothing had happened. “I understand your concerns, Kanos, but I give you my word as a Guardian that the condition suffered by the returning Magru was only brought on by the sudden loss of their bond-mates. If they had been given the right help at the time, most of them would have recovered fully from their perceived madness. It is not a disease. It never was. And you certainly will not suffer any ill effects by allowing Ryuu to share his memories with you. The only thing you will leave here with is the knowledge that you and your kin so desperately need to save us all.”


Kanos startled when Ryuu suddenly started moving towards him. When Ryuu came within striking distance of the smaller dragon, he slowly lowered his massive head towards him, and said, “On my honour, what he says is true, brother.”


The pause was almost imperceptible as Kanos lowered his head to meet Ryuu’s and spoke the dragon’s ancient greeting. “Blood recognises blood.”


Ryuu responded in kind, and a strange stillness seemed to descend over the beach as Ryuu began to share his ancient memories with the smaller dragon. No one spoke or even took their eyes off the two dragons during the time it took to complete the process.


Lusam saw the enormous muscles twitching in Kanos’ shoulders as he experienced Ryuu’s memories for himself. What wonders and terrors Ryuu was sharing with Kanos, he did not know, but he had seen for himself some of the creatures that had come through The Rift. He had fought them and almost died on several occasions. And he knew from the various conversations with his father, while inside the hidden realm, how much worse it had been two millennia ago when The Rift had been fully open and the hordes of Netherworld creatures had flooded through. Even having seen and fought such creatures, it was hard to imagine such horrors were even possible. For Kanos, who knew nothing about The Rift or the Netherworld creatures it was capable of spewing out, the revelation would no doubt be overwhelming for him.


It was almost fifteen minutes later when the two dragons lifted their heads, and Ryuu backed away from the smaller dragon. Kanos seemed to sway for a moment as if struggling to find his balance, then after a brief glance at Ryuu, he turned and fixed his gaze on Lusam again. Lusam didn’t know if he just imagined it, but Kanos seemed different now, somehow. It was almost as if there was a new level of understanding in his golden-amber eyes as he stared at him.


“Now you understand what the world will face if the dragons don’t help us,” Arlo said, drawing Kanos’ gaze onto himself. “Only this time it could be far worse if Aamon is allowed to escape. If we don’t seal The Rift soon, it will be too late for all of us.”


Kanos remained silent for a long time as he thought over Arlo’s words and the memories that Ryuu had shared with him. When he finally spoke, his words were not the ones that any of them had wanted to hear.


“I thank you for the memories that you have shared with me, Ryuu, but I’m afraid that they change little. Persas and his followers will still attack at dawn and kill you all if you do not leave this place. All I can do is return to Eindryl and share my new memories with as many of my brethren as I can and ask that they do the same. The new knowledge may eventually convince one of them to join you, but it would take time, and would not go unopposed by Persas. I believe that your best chance of securing a bond-mate for Lusam in time would be to travel east, to Aster. If Draffen or any of the other Magru are still alive, they would be much more likely to offer their aid than my brethren at Eindryl. And if that proves not to be the case, and one of my brethren does choose to aid you, we will know where to find you.”


Arlo nodded slowly to Kanos’ words then stepped forward towards him. “There is another way, Kanos,” he said, lifting a hand and pointing towards Lusam. “You could become his bond-mate.”


Kanos seemed almost as taken aback by the suggestion as Lusam did, both turning to stare at each other. Lusam had sensed a certain connection with Kanos from the moment he had met him, and when he had attempted to reach out to his mind in Eindryl, Lusam had been almost positive that the feeling was mutual. But never until that moment had he seriously considered Kanos could be his bond-mate, but the more he thought about it, the more he agreed with the notion. Almost without hesitation, he stepped forward and spoke.


“I would be honoured if Kanos would accept me as his bond-mate,” Lusam said, maintaining eye contact with the copper dragon. Kanos stepped back away from him as if he was being stalked by a large predator.


“I… I can’t. Persas…” he began to stutter but stopped abruptly and snapped his head skywards. Lusam watched as Ryuu mirrored his actions and a look of concern flashed across his father’s face.


“You must go now! They are coming for you. The dragon above is Kasig, a friend of mine. He agreed to come and warn me if Persas decided to launch his attack early,” Kanos said. “I must leave also. If they discover me here, they will kill me too for trying to help you.”


“Then go!” Arlo said, waving him off. “And thank you for bringing us the information about Draffen. It was a brave and honourable thing to do, and we won’t forget it.”


Kanos turned away from them and spread his large copper wings ready to leap into the air, but before he took flight, he spoke one last time. He didn’t address anyone in particular, but as soon as he spoke, they all knew who the words were meant for.


“If I am able, I will find her for you and let you know where she rests, brother.” Then without waiting for a reply or looking back, he launched himself into the air, and a moment later, disappeared through the low, grey clouds. Everyone’s gaze turned towards Ryuu just as he lifted his head towards the sky a let loose a mighty roar.


“I guess it’s time for us to leave,” Arlo said, as he climbed up onto Ryuu’s back. Lusam levitated himself and Neala up into the saddle behind him, and they began strapping themselves in.


“Are we going to Aster as Kanos suggested?” Lusam asked.


“I don’t see that we have much choice now,” Arlo replied as Ryuu launched himself into the air. “But Kanos was right about one thing; if Draffen or the others are still alive, they’re much more likely to help us.”


Chapter Twenty-Six
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Kanos banked hard to the south and followed Kasig further out to sea, all the while staying hidden within the thick, grey clouds that marked the tail end of the recent storm. Heading directly back to Eindryl would have been tantamount to suicide given the number of dragons heading towards the old human settlement on the beach. If they were lucky, the other dragons would sense their presence out at sea and presume they were hunting. If not, and they suspected them of helping the humans, they would no doubt be attacked and killed by Persas and his followers.


Kanos was smaller than his friend, Kasig, and he struggled to keep up with the larger dragon as he cut through the thick clouds. Instinctively, dragons prefer to fly above or below the cloud cover, and always far enough away from one another so that they can manoeuvre quickly and safely in the air. In this instance, however, Kanos knew that was not an option. He had seen flocks of migrating birds flying close to one another many times over the years and understood the reasons why they did so. He just never expected to have to employ such tactics for himself, but knew that if he didn’t, he would not be able to keep pace with Kasig for much longer.


A few moments later, Kanos tucked himself in tight behind Kasig and immediately felt the benefits as his friend punched a hole through the air in front of him. They intended to fly south until they could no longer sense the other dragons, then turn east and take a wide arc back towards Eindryl. Dragons often frequented the eastern plains due to its bountiful supply of prey animals, so their presence there should not raise any suspicions. They would simply become two more dragons among many, and from there be able to return to Eindryl unchallenged.


Or at least that was what they hoped.


An hour later, they reached the edge of the eastern plains undetected and went their separate ways. Kasig decided to stay for a while and take the opportunity to hunt, while Kanos continued on his way to Eindryl.


The moment Kanos arrived in Eindryl, he could sense the tension in the air and knew something was amiss. He suspected that either Ryuu and humans had been captured or killed, or that his deception had been uncovered and the other dragons were now hunting for him. With that in mind, he decided to choose a course that would take him close enough to the peak of Rynas to see the sacred amphitheatre at its base, but not so close as to draw any unwanted attention to himself. If Ryuu and the humans had been captured or killed, he knew that’s where they would be; on display for all to see.


Relief washed over Kanos a few seconds later when the empty arena came into view. He continued past the volcanic peak of Rynas and descended into the grasslands beyond, hoping to avoid any unnecessary contact with other dragons until he could discover what was going on. He knew it was also possible that Ryuu and the humans had escaped before Persas had arrived, and that the tension he had sensed within Eindryl could be due to that. But those hopes instantly evaporated when a mighty roar shook the sky above him.


Kanos barely had time to look up before a massive impact catapulted him backwards, causing him to crash through a ten-foot-high wall of solid fire-rock. He felt the air torn from his lungs as the rock exploded into thousands of pieces of obsidian-like rubble around him. His massive talons ripped at the ground in a desperate attempt to regain his footing before the next attack came, but he was already too late. The second strike caused him to howl in pain as several of his copper-coloured scales were torn from his body by the deadly talons of his attacker. This time, he managed to remain upright and instinctively swung his powerful tail towards his oncoming foe. It struck the larger dragon squarely in the side of the head, sending him crashing to the ground more than a dozen feet away. It was only then that Kanos recognised his attacker. His name was Jada, Persas’ second in command. The implications were immediately apparent; Persas knew that he had warned Ryuu and the humans of their imminent attack.


Kanos suddenly felt the death-pulse of a nearby dragon wash over him as he sprang into the air and began furiously beating his wings. Images of Ryuu’s broken body flashed through his mind as he desperately tried to gain altitude as quickly as possible. He knew that on the ground, he stood little chance against the bigger and more powerful dragon, but in the air, his nimbleness and agility might keep him alive for a while longer. He had no illusions of escaping Eindryl. He knew that he could never outrun Jada, let alone Persas and all the other dragons that would be searching for him now. He had only one chance, and that was to make it back to the sacred grounds of the amphitheatre. There, he would have to be given the right to a trial before any punishment could be handed down to him. That was the command of Ega, the first dragon, and he knew that even Persas would not dare to disobey that sacred law.


Jada’s frustrated roar reverberated through the sky as he sprang into the air in pursuit of Kanos. A moment later, Kanos chanced a glance back towards the larger dragon and was shocked to see how quickly he had closed the gap between them. The summit of Rynas loomed high above them, billowing its acrid black smoke into an otherwise clear blue sky. Its dark shadow stretched across the land below like a ghostly apparition, but it was a different shadow which caught Kanos’ eye. Jada was almost within striking distance, and he heard his immense jaws snap at the air behind him as he tried to latch onto his tail and bring him down. Kanos whipped his tail blindly towards Jada’s head but missed, then quickly folded his wings and dived towards the almost vertical rockface of Rynas.


Halfway through his dive, Kanos spotted another two dragons emerging around the eastern edge of the volcano. He recognised them both instantly and knew that Persas had sent them, or at the very least, they had been called upon by Jada to assist in his capture. He immediately flared his wings and banked hard towards the west. He knew that if they caught him, they would kill him, and then all Persas would have to do is make up a story to justify his death to the others.


Kanos filled his lungs and roared the ancient Call of Gathering. It was not his right to do so; it was Persas’. Only the dragon leader was permitted to call for such a meeting, but he had no choice. He knew the other dragons would hear his call; he just hoped that they would also heed it.


A moment later, as the sacred amphitheatre came into view, Kanos’ hopes were both rewarded and shattered in the same instant. More than twenty dragons already graced the tiered terraces, and he could see even more on their way. But lying in the centre of the arena was the lifeless, bloodied body of a dragon. Only it wasn’t the body of Ryuu as he had expected, it was that of his life-long friend, Kasig. Kanos lifted his head towards the heavens and roared to honour his friend’s sacrifice and to announce the journey of his soul to the afterlife. At least Driden and Ega would learn of Kasig’s true bravery from him if no one else.


Kanos folded back his wings and dived towards the relative sanctuary of the amphitheatre below, but he’d barely begun his descent before he was struck hard from above. He plummeted from the sky as huge, deadly talons tried to gain purchase on the scales of his back. He tried desperately to twist and break free, but he couldn’t, and all the while, the ground raced towards him at an alarming rate. He thrashed his tail wildly but struck only empty air as a razor-sharp talon slid under one of his scales and pierced his side. He howled in agony and threw back his head towards his attacker, exposing his unprotected neck in the process. But before his foe could take advantage of it, Kanos released a cloud of deadly venom. The attacking dragon roared in pain and instantly veered away from him, half-blinded by the attack, and its scales smouldering. Kanos flared his wings and tried to slow his descent, but it was already too late and a heartbeat later, he collided heavily with the ground.


Kanos’ vision swam with dark spots as he struggled to refill his lungs with air and get back to his feet. He staggered sideways and fell over once more, blood running freely from the open wound on his side. Again, he tried to stand. This time, he managed to remain upright, albeit swaying unsteadily on his feet. The muscles in his legs and thighs protested loudly under the exertion. He knew they had suffered damage due to the collision with the ground, but he also knew that if he showed any weakness now, it would only hasten his demise. He tried to focus his vision on the gathered dragons and was relieved to see that the crowd consisted of more than Persas’ close friends and allies.


Kanos turned just in time to see Persas land on the opposite side of the arena. The murderous look in his eyes was plain to see as he stalked towards him. His shoulder muscles bunched as if he would pounce at any moment, and Kanos found himself cautiously backing away. Slowly, they circled one another in a deadly waltz, as all the while, more and more dragons continued to arrive on the terraces above.


Kanos didn’t expect to survive the day, but before he joined Ega and Driden in the afterlife, he intended to invoke his right to a trial by his peers. He would share Ryuu’s memories with the others, and then they too would know the truth of what happened two millennia ago at The Rift. And also, what they would soon face again if they still chose not to help the humans.


Kanos had never liked Persas, and he certainly didn’t trust him. The ancestral memories that he’d gained from Radhi’s sacred heart during his Ceremony of Atroth had always made him wary of the leader’s motives and ambitions. He remembered, as clearly as if he had been there himself, the lengths to which Persas had gone to seize power for himself. But it wasn’t until he’d recently shared Ryuu’s memories that he realised just how careful and manipulative Persas had been in restricting the truth of what had happened all that time ago.


Persas had been a significant factor in convincing the other dragons of the Magru’s incurable madness. And when Draffen had eventually proposed his self-banishment to the east, along with the remaining Magru, it gave Persas the ideal opportunity to continue building on that deceit. His first decree as leader had been to make the banishment of the Magru permanent, both in life and death. No dragon would be permitted to search out the Magru, nor would their sacred hearts ever be allowed to return to Eindryl to corrupt future generations with their madness.


Radhi, along with many other dragons of the time, suspected Persas had manipulated the situation to gain power for himself. But because Draffen had named Persas as his successor and the other dragons had all seen and felt the impact of the Magru’s perceived madness for themselves, few openly questioned his motives.


The problem was, Kanos now knew it was all based on a lie.


“Mighty Ega, hear my words…” Kanos called out, but before he could say another word, Persas sprang at him with a deafening roar. Kanos immediately crumpled under the impact of the massive dragon.


“SILENCE, TRAITOR!” Persas boomed, as he looked down on the helpless form of Kanos pinned beneath his massive talons. Persas raised his head and roared his dominance to the world, but as he did so, he exposed the underside of his neck. Kanos was no fool. He knew that his venom would have little effect on the area, even though it was one of the most vulnerable parts of a dragon. The smaller scales which facilitated the movement of the head might not offer much protection against the jaws of a dragon, but they were more than capable of withstanding a venom attack. Unfortunately, Kanos couldn’t reach with his jaws, but he did have one weapon capable of striking the target. His opportunity came a moment later when several of the smaller scales on Persas’ neck separated at the pinnacle of his roar. Without hesitation, Kanos speared the sharp tip of his tail towards the small gap and embedded it deep into Persas’ neck.


Persas roared in pain as the barbed tail-tip punctured his flesh. Kanos felt Persas’ hold on him falter, and he kicked out with all of his might, sending the much larger dragon tumbling across the arena in a tangle of wings and limbs. Kanos scrambled back to his feet, then turned to see the incensed leader do the same. Crimson blood flowed freely from the wound on Persas’ neck as he roared his frustration at being bested by the smaller dragon. Kanos knew he wouldn’t get a second chance. If he didn’t act now, he would be dead within seconds.


“Mighty Ega, hear my words,” Kanos bellowed again. “I claim my right to a trial, as you decreed it must be.”


Persas launched himself towards Kanos with a deafening roar, but this time, Kanos was ready for him and leapt nimbly to side, narrowly avoiding his deadly talons. Kanos wasted no time and repositioned himself so that he could see both Persas and the majority of the gathered dragons. He knew now that Persas had little in the way of honour. He just hoped that he wasn’t prepared to show that in front of all the other dragons.


Persas was about to strike again when Kanos’ voice filled the air once more.


“You would disobey Ega’s most sacred law?” Kanos bellowed, for all to hear.


Kanos could see the powerful muscles twitching in Persas’ shoulders as he contemplated launching another attack. The murderous look in his eyes left Kanos in no doubt as to what he would have done in any other situation. But here, on sacred ground, he had to hope at least that Persas would want to appear honourable.


Persas snarled openly at Kanos and began stalking towards him. Kanos slowly backed away but soon found his way blocked by Kasig’s lifeless body. He saw the look of satisfaction appear on Persas’ face when he realised that he had him trapped. If Kanos tried to take flight or manoeuvre around his friend’s corpse, Persas would be on him in an instant.


“I have new information critical to our survival,” Kanos called out. Persas continued to stalk towards him, unfazed by his words, even though many of the other dragons on the terraces showed signs of interest in what he had to say.


“THIS IS RYNAS, EGA’S SACRED GROUND!” Kanos bellowed at the top of his lungs. “You will obey his word of law and allow me my right to a trial, or you will suffer his wrath and that of our brethren’s, too!”


Persas paused mid-stride as if the words had suddenly jolted him into an awareness of his surroundings. It was almost imperceptible, but Kanos saw his eyes lift towards the gathered dragons and pass over each of them in turn, before returning his glare to him once more. Kanos could sense the other dragons communicating with one another on the terraces and knew that Persas could too. They were not only watching his actions, but they were also judging them. And Kanos could see by the sudden change in his stance that Persas knew that to be true, too.


The silence which followed seemed to stretch on and on as Persas carefully weighed up his limited options. Eventually, he turned towards the gathered dragons and addressed them directly.


“Kanos, like his dead friend, Kasig, is a traitor to our kind. But it seems that I have little choice but to allow him to deliver his lies to us. As you all know, the mighty Ega decreed that all dragons, including traitors, must have the right to be heard and judged by their peers if they so choose. So, I ask, Kanos; what information do you wish to share with your brethren? What information is so important that you would turn traitor against your own kind to obtain it?” Persas asked, turning back towards Kanos as he delivered his final words.


“I am not a traitor!” Kanos snarled openly at him.


“Is that so? Then how did you obtain this new information?” Persas asked, not even bothering to hide the contempt in his voice.


Kanos shifted uneasily. He knew that Persas was leading him into a trap, but there seemed little that he could do about it. His loyalty was to his kin, not the honourless dragon standing before him. And they needed to know the truth about what they would soon face, even though it was unlikely that he would be alive to witness it for himself.


“Ryuu and the Guardian spoke the truth when they came to Eindryl. Our world does indeed face a terrible threat. As do we, if we do nothing to help them,” Kanos said, keeping a watchful eye on Persas as he addressed the crowd.


The recent arrival of two of Persas’ closest allies had not gone unnoticed by Kanos, and he knew by the scent on Kasig’s body that at least one of them had been involved in his death. Neither dragon attempted to hide their hatred of him as they glowered openly from the edge of the arena. But it was when Kanos suddenly sensed a mental communication from Persas and noticed both dragons turn their gaze towards him, that Kanos knew something was wrong. As one, the two dragons briefly glanced at him, then sprang into the air and flew off in different directions.


“And, you just took their word for that, did you?” Persas asked incredulously. “You believed the lies of a human and the mad rantings of a Magru?”


“Ryuu is not mad! Nor were the other Magru. And I didn’t have to take his word for anything; he showed me what happened two millennia ago at The Rift. And they also explained why the returning Magru acted the way they did,” Kanos spat back.


The look of smug satisfaction that appeared in Persas’ eyes sent a chill through his entire body, and at that moment, he knew that he’d fallen into Persas’ trap and that the noose was about to tighten around his neck.


“He showed you this, how?” Persas asked, his eyes lighting up in anticipation of the reply.


Kanos knew the implications of what he was about to say and how the other dragons might react to it, but he knew that he must, for their sakes, as much as his own. Although sharing memories with another dragon was not entirely forbidden, it was certainly frowned upon and only undertaken in the rarest of circumstances. The whole ethos of a dragon’s life was to better themselves through gaining knowledge from the world around them so that it could be passed down to the next generation. When a dragon reaches the point of ascension, it undergoes the Ceremony of Atroth; a sacred ritual where they get to choose a single dragon heart with which to bond. If Ega judges them worthy, they will be guided towards the heart of a once-great dragon and receive their wealth of knowledge. If, however, the ancient knowledge of the heart they choose lacks in any way, it then becomes the dragon’s responsibility in life to gain that missing information so that the next generation will fare better. And it was through that premise Kanos hoped to justify his decision to join minds with Ryuu. It was information that every dragon needed, even if they didn’t know it yet.


Kanos turned to face the gathered dragons so that they could see him clearly as he answered Persas’ question. “I received the information by joining my mind to Ryuu’s. His memories showed me…” Kanos began to say but was cut short by both the reaction of the other dragons and a sudden movement to his right. He barely managed to turn his head before an outstretched talon collided heavily with his neck and closed around it. A heartbeat later, Kanos’ head crashed into the ground as he was forced to yield to the larger, more powerful dragon.


Persas tightened his grip around Kanos’ neck, barely allowing him to breathe as he looked down in triumph from above. Kanos’ desperate struggle seemed pitiful against the vast bulk that pinned him down, and he knew that Persas could snap his neck whenever he felt like it.


“My command was clear, Kanos,” Persas said menacingly. “No dragon was allowed to aid the humans. Yet, you actively searched them out and warned them of our attack. And now you return to Eindryl and freely admit to joining minds with an infected Magru and bringing that infection back with you. Very few of us here today lived through the harrowing times of the Magru’s madness, but many still share the ancestral memories of that time, so they will understand when I say that I will not allow it to happen again.”


Kanos tried to speak, but Persas simply tightened the grip around his neck still further, until he gave up. Persas lifted his head towards the gathered dragons, then turned his gaze towards the lifeless, bloodied body of Kasig.


“It all makes perfect sense to me, now,” Persas said, returning his gaze to the other dragons. “When we discovered Kasig trying to steal one of our sacred hearts from its final resting place, we thought that he had become a traitor to his own kind.”


Hearing the blatant lies, Kanos renewed his struggle and tried to call out, but the extra pressure that Persas exerted on his neck almost made him black out, and the leader was allowed to continue with his lies unchallenged.


“When Kasig realised that his treachery had been discovered he tried to flee us, but when he found that he couldn’t escape, he attacked us instead, and we were forced to kill him. I couldn’t understand why he would do such a thing, and I had intended to ask if anyone here knew of any reason for his strange behaviour. But now it all makes perfect sense; he had been infected by the Magru’s madness, just like Kanos,” Persas said, looking down at him.


Kanos couldn’t see the other dragons, but he could hear their collective mutterings and knew that Persas had won them over. He also knew that it wouldn’t matter what he said now, they would still believe Persas’ version of events. Even the lies about his friend being a thief and a traitor; and that hurt him, deeply. Especially when he realised that Kasig’s heart would never be allowed to rest among their ancestors, nor would any dragon ever dare to communicate with his spirit to verify Persas’ story, due to the fear of being infected by the same madness. Then another thought suddenly struck him, and his whole world seemed to fall away from beneath him. It wasn’t only Kasig’s heart that would never be allowed to rest among their ancestors; it was his, too. When his time came, none of his knowledge or experiences would be passed down to the next generations. His, Radhi’s, and every other dragon’s memories in his line would simply be lost forever.


Persas lifted his head back towards the other dragons. “As is his right, Kanos has requested that you, his peers, judge his actions and decide his fate.”


“Death to the traitor!” one of the dragons called out from high in the terraces. Kanos recognised the voice, even though he couldn’t see who had spoken the words. It was Yllara, Persas’ mate. A ripple of assent followed from several more dragons around the arena. Kanos suspected that they were more of Persas’ cronies, but he realised that due to his lies and accusations it probably no longer mattered.


“Of course, Kanos’ fate is yours to choose,” Persas said, playing up to the crowd. Kanos felt certain that he was about to be condemned to death, but when Persas spoke his next words, they were not the ones that he had expected to hear.


“However,” Persas continued, “I ask that you all show leniency in your judgement. Kanos is still a young dragon, and I believe that he was unwittingly led astray by his friend, Kasig. Although his actions and words are proof enough of his contracted madness, I ask that you do not condemn him to death. Instead, let us give him the same opportunity to recover as we once did the returning Magru. I say, let us banish him from Eindryl for a period of no less than one century. If he recovers from his illness during that time, we will welcome him back as a brother. If not, and he succumbs to the infection, as many of the Magru once did, then at least the devastating effects will not have caused any further harm within Eindryl.”


Judging by the initially muted response from the onlooking dragons, it was evident that they were as surprised by Persas’ words as Kanos. The ominous silence, however, was swiftly replaced by a growing number of voices agreeing to their leader’s request for banishment.


Kanos struggled to comprehend why Persas would allow him to live when he had killed Kasig for doing far less, and then the reality suddenly struck him; he wouldn’t. Persas had planned this all along. The lies about Kasig’s attempt to steal a sacred heart to justify his death. The accusations that the Magru’s madness had infected him because he had joined minds with Ryuu. It had all been designed to discredit him and render the information he had worthless in the eyes of the other dragons. And most importantly, the mental communication he had sensed between Persas and the two dragons before they had left the arena a few minutes ago.


At least one of those two had been responsible for Kasig’s death, and he had little doubt that he would now be next. He suddenly realised it was no coincidence that they had departed separately and flown off in different directions. One had flown east, while the other had gone south; the only two routes he would likely travel after being banished. To the south lay the beach where he had met Ryuu and the humans, and to the east, lay the only other known dragon settlement; Aster.


“Then the matter is settled,” Persas said to the crowd. “Let it be known that from this day forward, Kanos is banished from Eindryl for a period of no less than one hundred years. If he should return before that time, his punishment will be death.”


Kanos felt Persas’ grip on his neck loosen, but he didn’t try to break free. He could hear the sound of movement on the terraces above and knew that the dragons were all turning their backs to signify their banishment of him. He was no longer one of them.


In their eyes, he no longer existed.


Persas released his hold completely and stepped away from Kanos with a look of smug satisfaction gleaming in his eyes. Kanos slowly got back to his feet and looked towards the tiered terraces above. The sight of their collective banishment struck at his heart like a thunderbolt, and he couldn’t help staggering slightly. Rage began to fill him at the injustice of it. All he had wanted to do was help his brethren survive by showing them the truth of what they faced, and now he had been banished for his efforts, soon to be killed by Persas’ assassins.


Kanos turned on Persas and considered striking out at him, but he knew his chances of causing any significant harm before he was killed himself was negligible at best. He could see both the challenge and the victory in Persas’ eyes. He had won, and he knew it. If he attacked Persas, he would be killed. If he fled Eindryl, he would likely be killed by Persas’ assassins. And if he remained where he was, and the dragons turned around to see him still there, he would be treated as an outsider and killed by them instead.


For a brief moment, Kanos considered the latter and contemplated giving up entirely, but the sight of his friend’s lifeless body sent a fresh wave of determination coursing through him. He looked towards his brethren and realised that it wasn’t their fault that he had been banished. Two millennia ago, Radhi had been right about Persas. He was without honour and would do anything to hold onto power.


Even sacrifice his entire race.


Kanos turned back towards Persas and gave him a defiant glare. He knew that he could not defeat the massive dragon standing before him, but he did know of one dragon that could; Draffen. Radhi’s ancestral memories showed him that Draffen was a true leader. One that would not stand idly by while his entire race was in danger. At that moment, he made himself and his brethren a silent promise. If Draffen were still alive, he would find him and bring him back to Eindryl, then finally the dragons would have a worthy leader again.


Chapter Twenty-Seven
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The painful sight of his banishment was hard for Kanos to take, but he stood resolute in the face of it knowing that one day he would return home, and when he did, he would not be alone. On that day, Persas’ lies and deceit would be revealed to all, and he would be welcomed home by his brethren.


Kanos tore his gaze away from the other dragons and turned back towards Persas. A smug look of victory shone brightly in his eyes, but Kanos met them squarely all the same. Kanos wanted to retort with a great many things, most of which he knew would seem petty and pointless if he managed to survive the day. Instead, he bit back his spiteful remarks so that Persas would not become aware of his true intentions.


He would find out soon enough, Kanos thought. In the end, he decided to say only one thing, but he did so with as much contempt as he could muster.


“One day, I will return,” he said, making sure everyone could hear his words.


Persas’ response, however, was far more subdued. “I doubt that,” he replied confidently.


Kanos glanced towards the dark clouds in the distance. He could sense the two dragons hiding in them, waiting for him to leave the safety of the sacred amphitheatre. He knew it was unlikely that they would attack him while he was still within Eindryl. But as soon as they discovered his intended direction of travel, they would join forces and begin their pursuit. He was under no illusion that he could outrun either of them. And he certainly couldn’t defeat them in battle.


The eastern shoreline of Podrana was less than twenty miles beyond Eindryl’s border, but between there and Aster, lay several hundred miles of open ocean. He knew that he had one chance of surviving, and that was to reach a small island that lay a dozen or so miles offshore. He had not visited it in decades, but he knew of a potential hiding place there that might just save his life. That was if he hadn’t already grown too large to access it.


Many young dragons first learned to hunt at sea, and Kanos was no exception. The prey there was often smaller and posed little or no threat compared to the much hardier hooved animals of the plains and savannah. Fish and seabirds were generally among the first to be taken. Then as a dragon continued to grow, it usually progressed onto hunting the larger sea mammals that inhabited the coastline. And it was while hunting those sea mammals that Kanos first discovered the small island many years before.


He had caught the unfamiliar scent of a creature on the early morning breeze and followed it all the way out to the island. There, he discovered a small colony of sea mammals warming themselves in the sun on the shoreline. The clear summer sky offered him no cover at all that day, and the creatures spotted his approach long before he had a chance to take one of them. He watched as dozens of them frantically scrambled towards the water’s edge and disappeared below the waves. He circled and waited patiently for one of them to resurface for a breath, but they never did. He couldn’t understand it at first. He knew that they needed to breathe air, yet they never returned to the surface. Eventually, he had got bored of waiting and went hunting fish further out at sea, but the same scenario played out several times over the next few weeks. Only when the cloud cover was thick enough to hide behind was he able to get close enough to take one of them. The problem was, the few times that he did manage to kill one of the creatures, left him wanting more. The blubber-rich meat satisfied his hunger like no fish or bird could ever do.


He soon found himself craving their delicious flesh and started actively hunting them underwater, as well as on the surface. Unfortunately, he had even less success catching them there than he had above. That was until one day when he noticed one of the creatures disappearing into what looked like a wall of solid rock. Upon closer inspection, he found it to be an underwater cave, and he quickly realised that it must have an air space above the waterline to enable the creatures to breathe.


The cave opening was far too small for him to squeeze through, but he did manage to get his head far enough through the gap to cause a great deal of panic among the six creatures seeking refuge there. The dim light that filtered up through the seawater was enough for him to see the extent of the cavern, and it reminded him a lot of the dragon hatchery inside Rynas’ fire caves. Hundreds of stalactites reached down from the cavern roof towards their stalagmite counterparts, and the walls looked like they had been polished smooth by the hand of Driden himself. The same kind of crystals found inside Rynas also peppered the walls around the cavern, and they glowed softly with his presence. No one knew why they acted the way they did, but in the presence of a dragon, the crystals always burst into life like a swarm of fireflies to light up the darkness.


Over the next several hours, Kanos found many more underwater caverns. Many were far too small for him even to fit his head through, but those that weren’t all shared two things in common; they all had a breathable air pocket, and they all contained at least one or more of the sea mammals. Eventually, he did discover one cavern entrance large enough to fit his entire body through, but even back then, it had been a tight squeeze. Now, though, he wasn’t sure if he’d still be able to get inside or not, but he knew that he had to try, because it was his only chance of survival.


An impatient flick of Persas’ tail suddenly startled Kanos out of his reverie. He knew his opportunity to leave Eindryl was quickly slipping away from him. And, so did Persas, judging by the way he had positioned himself ready to pounce. If the other dragons turned to find him still there, his life would be forfeit, and Persas would be first in line to administer his punishment.


Kanos’ injured legs protested loudly as he crouched and sprung into the air. As soon as he started to gain altitude, he turned south towards the beach where he had met Ryuu and the humans. He had no intention of making it his actual destination, but he hoped the deception might at least buy him a little time. He had barely left the ground before he sensed the communication between Persas and his two assassins. He would no doubt be reporting his direction of travel to them, and that suited Kanos just fine.


A few minutes later, Kanos reached the boundary of Eindryl and swooped down into thick cloud cover below. Once he was certain that he was obscured from view, he immediately changed his course and began flying east. Now, it would simply be a race. Either, he would reach the island and conceal himself before Persas’ assassins discovered his ruse, or they would kill him.


Kanos beat his wings furiously but seemed to make painfully slow progress against the strong headwinds. Typically, he would have avoided the worst of the wind by changing his altitude, but this time, that was not an option. The two dragons that Persas had sent to intercept him might not be able to pinpoint his exact location within the clouds, but if he left the cover that they provided, he would be spotted easily. As it stood, Persas’ assassins would be searching almost blindly for him. They would be able to sense his presence in the general area, but it wouldn’t be until they noticed it begin to fade, as they flew further south, that they would realise they had been duped. And once that happened, he knew they would swiftly be back on his trail again, as east was the only other viable alternative.


The problem was, it wasn’t only the two assassins that were flying blind; Kanos was too. Even though he knew that he was flying east because of the location of the sun, it was still impossible for him to know precisely how far he had travelled due to the strong headwinds and the inability to see the ground below. He was fairly certain that he had already gone beyond the coastline because he’d felt the distinct change in temperature as he left Podrana’s landmass behind. But it wasn’t until he caught the unmistakable scent of the island’s inhabitants that he dared to hope that he might actually make it.


Onwards he flew, knowing that the island had to be near. Slowly, he descended through the clouds, hoping to catch a glimpse of the ocean below without announcing his position to his pursuers. Suddenly, a small gap opened up in the clouds to reveal an angry grey ocean below. It only lasted for a brief moment, but it was enough to fill him with a renewed sense of optimism as he spotted the small island less than two miles ahead. He immediately adjusted his course and climbed higher into the clouds once more, but as he did so, a distant roar echoed through the sky.


Kanos’ mind raced as he pushed on against the seemingly strengthening winds. Had he been spotted by his pursuers? Or had they simply discovered his ruse and vented their anger at being duped? He didn’t know. But he did know that they would be closing the distance between them quickly now. Unlike him, the two assassins wouldn’t be forced to travel inside the clouds and against the wind. They would either fly above or below them, depending on which offered the least amount of wind resistance. Kanos could only hope that it was the former. If not, they would see him enter the water and simply wait for as long as it took to flush him out again. Or even discover the cave entrance and force him out with their venom. Either way, the end result would be the same for him.


A moment later, Kanos folded back his wings and dived towards the ocean below. As he burst through the cloud cover, he was relieved to see the island almost directly below him. He made a minor adjustment to his trajectory and headed straight towards the underwater cavern. Less than twenty feet away from the surface, another deafening roar reverberated through the sky above him, only this time, it was much closer than before. Kanos didn’t have time to look back before he collided heavily with the ocean’s surface. His damaged leg muscles jarred painfully on impact, and he cried out in agony as he plummeted down through the dark, turbulent water.


It had been years since Kanos had last visited the island, but he recognised the underwater landscape as if it was only yesterday. The entrance to the cavern looked even smaller than he remembered, and when he poked his head inside, his shoulders completely blocked the opening. Calls of alarm echoed inside the cavern as several of the creatures desperately tried to escape, but there was no room for them to pass. Instinctively, Kanos snapped his jaws at them, ending their cries before they could alert his pursuers to his presence. Dragons had excellent hearing, but it wasn’t the sound that really concerned him, as it was unlikely that they would be heard through so much solid rock and water. But dragons had other, much more acute senses, such as the ability to pick up on the waves of panic emanating from other creatures.


The silence restored, Kanos began to squeeze his vast bulk through the small opening. Twice, he thought the task impossible, but eventually, he managed to wriggle his way inside, but not before tearing free three of his scales and damaging several more on the jagged rocks. His damaged leg muscles and tendons screamed at him as he dragged himself clear of the water. He could sense the two dragons searching for him outside and knew that it was only a matter of time before they homed in on his position. He needed to mask his presence on the island, and there was only one way that he could do that. He needed to enter a deep state of meditation known as Ega’s slumber. It would not only hide his presence, but it would also speed up the healing process of his damaged legs, especially with a full stomach. Without hesitation, he snapped up the three, blubber-rich sea mammals and swallowed them whole.


The crystal-studded walls glowed with Kanos’ presence and illuminated the cavern more than enough for him to see. The familiar high-water line was clearly marked by barnacles and other crustaceans clinging to the rocks a few feet from the water’s edge. Experience told him that the water was almost at its lowest point at the moment and that it would be at least another six hours before the reverse was true. He knew that he could use that fact to limit the amount of time that he spent in deep meditation.


Ega’s slumber was often used in times of hardship and famine by dragons. Occasionally, natural disasters such as fires or disease reduced the number of available prey animals to the point where they could no longer sustain the whole dragon population. Ega’s slumber was a way of overcoming that problem. Dragons would sometimes remain dormant for several decades to allow the number of prey animals to recover. But during that time, there would always be a small number of dragons who would remain awake so that they could monitor the situation and wake the others once the time was right. Without that safeguard in place, the slumbering dragons could quite easily remain that way until they slowly starved to death.


Kanos had no intention of sleeping anywhere near that long, so he shuffled around to face the wall and placed his long tail along the high water-line. If the two assassins discovered his hiding place at least his face would be protected from their venom, while the water lapping on his tail at high tide should be enough to wake him. If all went well, six hours from now, his pursuers would have given up the search and returned to Eindryl, and he could resume his journey east, to Aster. There he would search out their old leader, Draffen, and return with him to Eindryl so that he could help vanquish Persas and reclaim his rightful place among his brethren.


As he closed his eyes and slipped into Ega’s slumber, his last thoughts were strangely not about revenge or a new future for the dragons of Eindryl, but of a seemingly insignificant human that he had met only hours before, called Lusam…


Chapter Twenty-Eight


  [image: ]


As the early morning sun crested the horizon, Aster finally came into view. A shimmering desert of white dunes and sparse vegetation, edged by an azure blue ocean greeted them. Lusam couldn’t decide if it was a picture of paradise or hell, but he guessed that they would soon find out.


They had flown throughout the night and had barely escaped the planned attack on the beach. If it had not been for Arlo’s quick thinking and Ryuu’s speed, things might have turned out very differently. Fortunately, Arlo had used the same spell to mask their presence as he had used when he and Lusam had first emerged through the portal from the hidden realm. It had not fooled the dragons for long this time, but it had given them enough of an advantage so that they could escape without any confrontation. Everyone knew that they were never in any real danger. Defending themselves against a dragon attack using magic would have been simple enough, but no one wished to harm any of them unnecessarily if they could avoid it.


As they left the ocean behind and flew further inland, the heat began to build steadily. The wind no longer kept them cool as it had out at sea. Instead, it now felt more like a blast furnace as it tore away the moisture from their eyes and lips and parched their mouths. Neala buried her face into Lusam’s back to shelter from the worst of it and was about to ask him if he could do anything to help when he created a magical barrier around them both and began cooling the air inside.


“Thanks,” Neala said, lifting her head and rubbing at her eyes.


“No problem,” Lusam replied.


To describe the landscape below as bleak would have been an understatement. There were no signs of life anywhere. No animals. No birds. Not even any evidence in the sand of their passing. The whole place seemed to be a vast, lifeless desert.


“Are you sure this is the right place?” Lusam called out to his father.


Arlo chuckled. “Yes, I’m sure,” he replied. “Although Ryuu’s ancestral memories of it are quite different.” Lusam drew breath to ask how they were different, but he never got the chance to speak. “Over there!” Arlo said, pointing off into the distance. “That’s Aster. The dragons’ easternmost homeland.”


Lusam and Neala looked towards where Arlo was pointing, but neither of them could make out any signs of habitation. Apart from the spot being slightly elevated above its surroundings, it looked almost the same as everything else for miles around. Only when they got closer did it become evident that Aster had a natural water source. Several hardy trees clung to life around a natural depression on the southern edge of the vast rock formation. The low, early morning sunlight reflected off a small body of water in its centre, but still, Lusam could see no signs of life anywhere. If this indeed was the fabled dragon outpost of Aster, then he guessed that it was abandoned long ago.


A few moments later, however, Lusam’s assumption was proven incorrect as a far graver truth revealed itself.


Arlo cursed as the images slowly resolved themselves through the shimmer of the desert heat. Dozens of enormous, sun-bleached, dragon skeletons littered the landscape below, their massive arched ribcages half-buried in the shifting sands. Lusam felt like he’d just been punched in the gut as he realised the last hope of saving their world was now gone. They could no longer hope to stop Aamon’s escape and the subsequent destruction of their world. Soon, the bones of all humanity, along with every other living thing, would share the same fate as the dragons below.


Ryuu’s cry to the heavens was the most mournful and haunting sound that Lusam had ever heard. If proof were ever needed that dragons could feel emotional pain, it was at that moment. Ryuu circled only once before landing near the small oasis. No one spoke or even attempted to move for several minutes as they all took in the desolate scene before them. Eventually, Neala was the first to break the silence, but Lusam wasn’t sure if what she said was an open question or just a statement of hope.


“Surely, they can’t all be dead?” she said quietly as if scared that she’d somehow wake the dead dragons’ spirits.


Lusam shrugged mutely, but Arlo didn’t even seem to hear her words. Lusam guessed that he was communicating silently with Ryuu, and having witnessed the mournful cries, he decided to give them as much time as they needed before asking any questions.


A few minutes later, Arlo gave Ryuu a firm pat on the neck then unbuckled himself from the saddle and jumped down onto the sand below. Lusam and Neala followed his example, and as soon as their feet hit the ground, Ryuu moved off towards the first of the dragon remains. All three watched as he snuffed at the bones, then Arlo spoke a single word.


“Uten,” he said, bowing his head.


“Uten?” Neala asked a moment later when it became apparent that he wasn’t going to elaborate any further. Her words seemed to startle Arlo a little, and it took him a moment to gather himself before he replied.


“Uten was the name of the dragon.”


“Was he a friend of yours?” Lusam asked, cringing the instant the words left his mouth. Of course, Uten was his friend, Lusam berated himself. They all were. They were all Magru. Every dragon there was once bonded to a Guardian. And every one of them fought side by side with his father and Ryuu at The Rift. It was no wonder Ryuu reacted the way he did. Lusam could only imagine how it must feel to discover a graveyard full of your closest friends, especially when you didn’t even know any of them were dead.


“I’m sorry,” Lusam said before his father could respond. “I didn’t think before I spoke.”


Arlo nodded and smiled at him. “It’s alright, Son. And yes, Uten was my friend, as was his Guardian, Aziel,” he said quietly, turning back to look at the remains. After a brief pause, he shook his head and sighed. “We never found Aziel’s body. Uten blamed himself for it, but the truth was, there was nothing that he could have done to prevent it. Four Netherworld creatures ambushed Uten as he flew above the treetops near The Rift. Aziel somehow managed to fight one of them off even while being drained of his power, but the others cut through the straps of his saddle before any of us were able to reach him. I watched helplessly as Aziel and the Netherworld creatures plummeted through the tree canopy. I knew he couldn’t use his magic while the creatures were latched onto him, but still, he didn’t die from the fall. The nearest clearing was several hundred feet away and by the time Ryuu had landed, we’d already felt his death pulse. I knew it was too late to save him, but I still searched for him, nonetheless. To this day, I don’t know if I was hoping to avenge his death by killing the creatures responsible or simply attempting to recover his body because that’s what I would have wanted for myself. Either way, if it hadn’t been for Ryuu’s incessant pleas for me to return to the clearing, my life would probably have ended in the forest that day, too. The only thing I ever found was Aziel’s damaged weapon and his blood-soaked saddle.”


Lusam wanted to say that he was sorry again, but the word didn’t seem adequate somehow. Instead, he took Neala’s hand and watched in silence with his father as Ryuu moved from one pile of bleached bones to the next. Each time Ryuu paused to take in their scent, Arlo spoke another name out loud. Lusam felt certain there would be other, equally traumatic stories attached to each of the names spoken, but he decided that if his father wanted to tell those stories, he could do so at a time of his choosing.


The sun’s heat soon became oppressive out in the open, so Lusam and Neala decided to retreat to the shade of the trees at the water’s edge while Ryuu and Arlo went about their grim task. The list of names continued to grow steadily over the next hour, and Ryuu even discovered several more sets of remains buried deeper under the sand. Arlo used his magic to excavate the bones, but with each new set that he revealed, Lusam noticed his frown deepen. Ryuu seemed content to identify the remains and move on, but his father always lingered behind at each skeleton, often digging in the sand as if looking for something.


“What do you think he’s doing?” Neala asked when she noticed Lusam looking towards his father.


“I’m not sure,” he replied, shaking his head. “But I know that look on his face, and something is definitely wrong.”


“Then let’s go and find out what it is,” Neala said, getting back to her feet and heading off in Arlo’s direction before Lusam could even reply.


“Wait!” Lusam called out after her. “Don’t you think we should give him some time alone?”


“He’s already had more than an hour alone. I’m tired. I’m hot and sweaty, not to mention, hungry. And if that isn’t bad enough, my boots are full of sand, too. I’ve had enough of this god-awful place. As far as I’m concerned, the sooner we get out of here, the better.”


“Don’t you think that’s a little unfair?” Lusam asked, surprised by her tone. “I mean, they’ve just found out that all their friends are dead.”


Neala let out an exasperated sigh as she turned towards him. “I know. And for that, I’m sorry. But, no, I don’t think it’s unfair,” she replied sharply. “We came here to ask the dragons for their help, but they’re all dead. Or at least long gone from here. You know the situation that we face. The danger that our friends are in right now at The Rift. So surely, given the limited amount of time that we have left, we should be spending it looking for some living, breathing dragons, not reminiscing over piles of their bleached bones.”


“I agree,” Arlo said, startling them both a little. Neala face flushed as she turned towards him.


“I’m sorry. I didn’t mean…” Neala stuttered.


Arlo held up his hand to stem her apology. “No, you’re absolutely right, Neala. There’s nothing here for us now.”


“I know, but they were still your friends,” Neala replied.


Arlo turned back towards the dragon remains and slowly nodded his head. “Yes. Yes, they were. But neither Ryuu nor I expected to find them all still alive anyway. Many of them were already in their second millennia when they bonded with their Guardians, which means they would have been over three thousand years old by now. And although that’s not unheard of for a dragon, it’s still quite an age, especially in a hostile environment such as this. The thing is, though, I don’t believe any of these dragons died from natural causes.”


“What do you mean?” Lusam asked. Arlo took a breath to reply but paused, then beckoned them with his hand to follow. He led them both to the nearest skeleton and pointed towards several vertebrae lying on the ground. One of them had been crushed completely, and the other two showed clear signs of bite marks. Neither Lusam nor Neala had to ask what creature had caused it; only a dragon had teeth and jaws capable of inflicting such damage.


“Do you think Persas was responsible?” Lusam asked.


“No,” Arlo replied, shaking his head. “Persas would not have been capable of killing these dragons. Even now, he is barely their size. When these dragons died, he would have been far too small to kill any of them.”


“But he might not have come alone,” Neala suggested.


Again, Arlo shook his head. “I thought of that too, but there are no remains of any other dragons here apart from the Magru. If Persas had mounted an attack on them, there would surely have been casualties on both sides, but there’s no evidence of that.”


“Wait a minute,” Neala said, looking rather confused. “I thought that the dragons’ memories and consciousness lived on in their hearts after death, so why not just ask one of them what happened?”


“I wish that were possible, Neala, but the dragon hearts are all gone.”


“Seven Hells!” Lusam cursed loudly as he realised the implications of someone like Lord Zelroth gaining access to so many dragons hearts. If he or whoever else that might have taken them found a way to access their power, the amount of magic that they could then wield would be incredible. Even he and his father combined would not be able to defeat them. Lusam felt almost breathless as he asked the inevitable question. “Who do you think took them?”


Arlo shook his head. “No one took them.”


“But you just said that they were all gone,” Lusam replied.


“Yes, and they are. But no one took them,” Arlo said, bending down and scooping up a handful of sand from inside the dragon’s ribcage. He held it up so that Lusam and Neala could better see it. At first, it just looked like regular sand to Lusam, but on closer inspection, he noticed that mixed in with the sand was what appeared to be tiny glass beads.


“What are they?” Neala asked, picking up a few from his hand.


“The remains of a dragon heart,” Arlo replied, tipping the contents of his hand back onto the ground.


“Someone destroyed them all?” Lusam gasped.


“It appears so. And it was done by a dragon. There are very few things in this world capable of destroying a dragon’s heart, but the venom of another dragon is one such thing. The question is; why?”


Lusam thoughts immediately turned back toward Persas. He might not have been capable of killing these dragons, but if he had discovered their remains after they had died, he could easily have been responsible for destroying their hearts. In fact, he would have had a vested interest in doing so to prevent the truth ever being revealed about his bogus claims regarding the Magru’s imaginary disease that caused their madness. Not only that but destroying the hearts would also prevent any knowledge about what actually happened at The Rift from ever being passed down to future generations. And even if the destruction of the hearts was ever discovered, he could simply claim that he’d done it to prevent them from falling into the hands of humans or even being taken back to Eindryl to contaminate the other dragons.


Lusam drew breath to give voice to his theory about Persas, but before he could speak, a strange expression flashed across his father’s face and his head snapped towards a large wind-worn rock formation in the distance.


“Well, it looks like we might find out what happened here, after all,” Arlo said with a grin. “Ryuu has just informed me that he can sense the presence of a dragon somewhere inside a cave up there.”


Chapter Twenty-Nine
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“I don’t even see a cave,” Neala said, scanning the rock face in front of them. It was much larger than it had appeared to be from the oasis. The surrounding desert had given the illusion of it being much closer than it actually was, and by the time they had reached its base and reunited with Ryuu, they were all thoroughly drenched in sweat, and their lips felt parched.


“It’s definitely there,” Arlo replied. “In fact, there are over twenty caves large enough for a dragon to enter along this ridge, as well as many other smaller ones, too. The problem is, they all seem to have been buried over time by the sand.”


“Are you sure there is a dragon in there? I can’t sense anything from here,” Lusam said, probing towards the rock face with his mind.


“Lusam, stop!” Arlo snapped when he realised what he was doing. “Don’t try to make contact with it.”


“Why not?” Lusam asked, a little confused. “I thought they were all your friends?”


“Yes, they were, and probably still are. But the only reason that a dragon would be buried under all that sand is if it entered a deep state of hibernation a very long time ago. We have no idea why it decided to do that, or what mental state it was in at the time. If you inadvertently link your mind to it and wake it from its slumber, it could do irreparable damage to you even before you had the chance to explain who you were, let alone what you were doing there. No, it’s far too dangerous. Ryuu should be the one to make contact first. Hopefully, whoever it is that’s buried under there will still recognise him as a friend, but if not, at least he will have the strength to break the mental link between them.”


Lusam nodded his understanding and couldn’t help feeling a little foolish at what he’d just done. He remembered all too well his terrifying experience in Helveel when the dragon heart entity had seized his mind and dragged him down into the depths. He had been powerless to stop it, and if it hadn’t chosen to relinquish its hold over him, he would have certainly died that day. He could only imagine the immense mental strength that a living dragon would possess in comparison. He had, of course, felt Ryuu’s mind when they’d first met, but that had been through his mental barriers, and even then, he had barely broken free of his hold. He shuddered at the thought of ever opening his mind willingly to such a force.


“Can’t you tell who it is?” Neala asked, jolting Lusam back to the present.


Arlo shook his head. “No, I’m afraid not. Ryuu has already tried to make contact with the dragon, but it seems to be too deep in its slumber to hear his calls. I believe the only way we can wake it is through physical contact. That’s if it hasn’t already been dormant for too long.”


“What do you mean, ‘for too long’?” Neala asked.


Arlo took a deep breath and sighed it back out again. He paused and turned to face Ryuu as if communicating silently with him, then with an almost imperceptible nod, he looked back towards Neala and Lusam again. “Dragons have the ability to enter a deep meditative state at will. I suppose it’s similar to the hibernation process of other animals, only much deeper, and with added benefits and drawbacks. They don’t use the ability very often, but it’s sometimes employed to heal a particularly bad injury, or even survive a natural disaster such as a severe drought or flood, when their prey may be in short supply for a while.”


“And the downsides?” Neala prompted.


Arlo raised his eyebrows and sighed again as he glanced towards the buried cave entrance. “Well, there are only two that I’m aware of, but they’re pretty big ones at that. The first is that once a dragon enters its deep meditative state, it’s unable to emerge from it again without some kind of external prompting or interaction. Usually, another dragon would wake them when enough time had passed for their wounds to have healed, or when the environment had recovered sufficiently from whatever disaster had befallen it.”


“And the second drawback?” Lusam asked.


“The second may well prove to be the worst of the two in this particular case. You see, the problem is, a dragon can sometimes remain in a dormant state for a very long time indeed. But even though it might appear that the dragon has shut its body down entirely, it has, in fact, only reduced its functions to such a point that it can no longer be detected by others. And that means their bodies still need sustenance to survive, albeit to a far lesser degree than normal.”


“So, what you’re saying is, he or she is going to be very hungry when we wake them?” Lusam said.


“Well, I certainly wouldn’t recommend standing too close to the dangerous end when we do wake it up,” Arlo replied with a slight grin. “Having said that, rousing a dragon that’s hungry enough to want to eat you is probably the best-case scenario that we could hope for in this instance.”


“What!” Lusam gasped in disbelief. “How can you consider me getting eaten by it as being the best-case scenario?”


Arlo laughed loudly, and even Neala struggled to contain her amusement at the look of horror and indignation on Lusam’s face.


“That’s not what I said, or what I meant,” Arlo replied, still chuckling to himself. “I said, rousing a dragon hungry enough to want to eat you is probably the best-case scenario. And the reason I said that is because the alternative would be far worse. It’s quite possible that the dragon’s body has already gone past the point of no return and used up too many of its resources to survive the reawakening process. If that’s the case, there will be nothing that we can do to help, and whoever it is in there will die the moment he or she regains consciousness.”


Arlo noticed Neala take a breath to speak, but she held her tongue. “Is there something on your mind, Neala?” he asked.


Neala inhaled again but paused and shook her head. “It’s alright; you can speak your mind. What is it?” Arlo reassured her. She glanced towards the rock face. Neala knew whoever the dragon was inside the cave was likely to be a close friend of Arlo and Ryuu’s, and she didn’t want to seem callous or uncaring with her comments. But the burning question that she had on her lips refused to be silenced.


“The dragon inside the cave, it can’t help us, can it?” she blurted out a moment later. “I mean, even if it does survive, it won’t be strong enough to bond with Lusam, will it? Even if it wanted to.”


“It’s unlikely,” Arlo replied sombrely, slowly shaking his head. “It would take far too long for it to regain enough of its strength to undergo the bonding process, let alone act as a catalyst for Lusam while he reads the final Guardian book.”


“Then if that’s the case, why are we planning to wake it up?” Neala asked, then quickly added. “I don’t mean that we shouldn’t wake it at all. I was just wondering if now is the best time to do it? After all, if it turns out to be as frail as you expect, surely it won’t be capable of flying or hunting for itself, and that means we will have to stay here even longer to help it recover. I know that you’d like to find out what happened to the other dragons here, but I guess what I’m saying is; do you really think it’s worth the time to do it right now when so much is at stake with The Rift?”


Lusam agreed wholeheartedly with Neala’s sentiments, but he knew his father well enough to know that he would have undoubtedly considered those same points already. If Lusam had learned anything about his father during the months he’d spent inside the hidden realm, it was that he never did anything without a good reason. And in this case, he thought he knew exactly what that reason might be.


“Information about the other dragons isn’t the only things that he’s hoping for,” Lusam said, grinning at his father as if he’d just beaten him at some unspoken game.


Arlo raised an eyebrow and stifled a smile. The reaction immediately confirmed to Lusam that his assumption was right. It was a look that he had seen countless times before during his many months of training with his father. His father would ask him to undertake one task or another but would give him no instructions on how to achieve it. And when Lusam eventually asked for help—usually after several failed, and often painful attempts by himself—he would invariably be greeted by that same look, and if he was lucky, a cryptic clue about what he should be doing differently. For a long time, it infuriated Lusam, as did his father’s excuse for doing so; which was that if he learned how to do something by himself, he would be far more likely to remember how to do it the next time. But eventually, Lusam realised it was just a game to him, and he knew that his father was playing that same game now.


Neala glanced between Arlo and Lusam for an explanation, but they both seemed content to remain silent and grin stupidly at one another. A few moments later, Neala let out an exasperated sigh and asked Arlo directly.


“So, what else are you hoping for?”


Arlo didn’t reply, but Lusam did.


“He’s hoping that the dragon inside the cave is Draffen,” Lusam said, grinning broadly at his father. “My guess is that Draffen’s remains were not among the ones Ryuu and he found, so he’s hoping that Draffen is the dragon inside the cave.”


Arlo’s smile widened at his words and Lusam knew that he had guessed correctly even before his father replied. “Yes, you’re right,” he said, conceding defeat with a slight nod. “Draffen’s remains weren’t among the ones that we found. But it’s far from certain that he’s the one inside the cave. I know of at least five or six other dragons that should be here, too, but there are no signs of them either.”


“Then it’s possible that they might have left here and gone somewhere else instead?” Neala said.


Arlo shrugged. “It’s possible, I suppose. But it’s just as likely that their remains are still somewhere here, buried deeper under the sand. The only way that we’re going to find out for sure is to speak to whoever is in that cave.”


Lusam gasped as he suddenly realised the full implications of his father’s hopes. “And if it is Draffen that’s in there, he could still have enough influence over another dragon back in Eindryl to convince them to join us.”


“Exactly,” Arlo replied, beaming him a wide grin.


“Then what are we waiting for? Let’s get that dragon out of there, right now,” Neala said excitedly, causing Lusam and his father to chuckle loudly at her sudden change of heart.


Chapter Thirty


  [image: ]


Lusam was wondering what kind of spell his father might use to clear the sand from the cave entrance, but when he heard the words of power spoken, he frowned. Although he still found it strange that anyone, let alone a Guardian, had to recite an incantation to perform magic, he’d started to recognise several of the more common spells that his father used. This one, however, confused him more a little. He knew it was a spell to create a magical barrier but couldn’t understand why he would need one. For a moment, he wondered if his father was going to use a modified version of the spell to scoop up the sand, but knowing his father as well as he did, he quickly dismissed that idea as being unlikely.


As Lusam turned to ask his father what he intended to do with the magical barrier, all became clear. Ryuu suddenly leapt into the air, and the downdraught from his wings created a localised sandstorm that enveloped them all. Lusam and Neala were almost blown off their feet as they stumbled around half-blinded by the sand. Lusam managed to erect a magical barrier around himself and Neala, but not before they were both thoroughly pelted with sand. They coughed and spluttered and rubbed at their eyes as Lusam tried to magically filter the dust out of the air inside his magical barrier.


Lusam spun on his father to berate his thoughtless actions. He expected to be greeted by a mischievous grin, or at the very least a faux look of innocence, but instead, his father looked genuinely remorseful, and that caused Lusam to bite back on his intended comment.


“Thanks for the warning,” Lusam said sarcastically, still rubbing at his sore eyes.


“Sorry about that,” Arlo said with a grimace. “Sometimes I forget that you can’t hear Ryuu when he speaks to me directly. We’ve been together for so long now that I often don’t even notice if he’s speaking out loud or not.” Lusam gave him a stern look but decided to leave it at that, while Neala continued to cough and splutter beside him.


“Anyway, best keep that barrier of yours in place for now, because it’s about to get very windy.” his father said with a hint of a smile. Before Lusam could respond, his father raised his hands and began chanting a new spell. Almost immediately, the sand around them began to swirl due to a magically induced wind. A moment later, a miniature tornado eighty-feet high and twenty-feet wide formed directly in front of them. Arlo shifted his arms towards the rock face, and the swirling mass of air moved in the same direction. It tore through the sand with incredible force, sweeping aside everything it touched in a matter of seconds. It reminded Lusam of a waterfall in reverse, only made of swirling sand instead of water.


It soon became apparent to Lusam that his father didn’t know the precise location of the cave entrance, as the small tornado seemed to roam randomly back and forth just below the ridgeline. Eventually, a small indentation revealed itself in the rock face, and his father began to excavate the area with his magical creation. More and more dust filled the air with every passing second, and soon the emerging cave entrance was entirely obscured by it. Lusam slipped into his mage-sight to see if that helped, but surprisingly, it didn’t. All he could see was the residual magic contained within the tornado and a strange, golden glow permeating the rock face. He wondered if it had somehow absorbed its magic from the dragons. He didn’t remember seeing anything similar at Eindryl, but there again, he hadn’t had any reason to look, either. He decided that he’d ask his father about it later, once they had freed the dragon from the cave.


For several minutes the magical tornado tore away at the packed sand blocking the cave entrance, sending plumes of it high into the air above. The desert wind carried some of it away, but most of it came back down directly on top of them, covering Lusam and Arlo’s magical barriers with a thick coating. Lusam kept flexing his barrier outwards to dislodge it, but after the fifth or sixth attempt, he gave up and decided to rely on his mage-sight to see what was happening instead.


Eventually, the roaring sound of the tornado began to dissipate, and the sand falling from the sky started to ease. Lusam had found himself staring at the same spot for more than a minute and had watched in awe as the unmistakable outline of a dragon slowly revealed itself to his mage-sight. It was deep inside the cave and still partially obscured by the magically charged rock.


A mixture of fear and excitement coursed through Lusam at the thought of what they were about to do. He suddenly realised it was possible that the dragon might not be in as bad a shape as his father feared. And if that were so, perhaps this would be the dragon that he would spend the rest of his life bonded to. He wanted to race off into the cave and take a look, but his father’s earlier warning and the fact that Neala was holding onto his arm gave him a reason to pause. He knew that he could defend himself easily enough against the dragon if it did stir from its slumber and attack him, but he didn’t want to endanger Neala merely to satisfy his curiosity.


“I’m going to take a look inside the cave,” Lusam said, giving Neala’s hand a small squeeze. Her grip instantly tightened like a vice.


“I’m coming with you,” she said flatly. There was no room for negotiation in her voice, but Lusam knew it was too dangerous to take her along. He met her eyes and smiled, then slowly shook his head in reply.


“No, Neala, you can’t. Not this time,” he replied, giving her a gentle kiss on the cheek. It didn’t seem to appease her, and the withering look that she gave him almost made him change his mind, but the curiosity burning inside him was too powerful for him to ignore. He took a deep breath and sighed, knowing that he would pay dearly for his decision later. She wouldn’t let him off lightly; he knew that.


“Neala, if it’s safe inside the cave, I promise that I’ll come straight back out for you, okay?” he said, releasing her hand and stepping away from her before she could reply. With a single thought, he created a second magical barrier outside the first and stepped through into it. The air outside was still thick with dust, but he could see the cave entrance above clearly with his mage-sight. He began to levitate up towards it, but his father’s voice halted him in his tracks.


“Lusam, wait until the air has cleared, and Ryuu has landed, then we’ll all go in together,” he called out.


“I’ll be fine, I won’t get too close to it,” Lusam called back, then began moving upwards again towards the cave entrance.


“Make sure that you don’t,” his father yelled after him.


Lusam came to rest on a wide, rocky ledge directly in front of the cave entrance. Deep talon-gouges in its surface were a testament to the cave’s long-term use by countless dragons over the centuries, and he wondered how many of them had once called this home.


The dust outside the cave was finally beginning to clear, but inside it still hung heavy in the air. Lusam walked towards the cave entrance but paused at its boundary to look and listen for any signs of movement within. To his normal sight, the cave’s deep blackness seemed foreboding and uninviting, but to his mage-sight, the walls inside glowed with a soft golden hue that illuminated the path before him. His senses told him there was nothing to fear inside the cave, but he knew better, and the hairs on the back of his neck and arms stood on end as he crossed the threshold into the cool darkness beyond. He had already strengthened his magical barrier before stepping inside, but he couldn’t help pouring even more power into it as he ventured deeper into the cave.


From the ground outside, Lusam had only been able to see a small part of the dragon, but now the full scale of the creature began to reveal itself to his mage-sight. It took him a few moments to work out what exactly he was looking at because its body seemed to glow with uniform intensity. There was, however, one small area of the dragon that glowed slightly brighter than the rest, and he felt confident that it must be its heart. Once he’d established that area as a reference point, it became much easier for his mind to resolve the image into something that he could comprehend. Viewing things with his mage-sight was very different from using his regular sight. Details and textures that could be seen with the naked eye were often absent, and in their place, a myriad of strange, glowing surfaces and structures revealed themselves. But even with that in mind, Lusam knew there was something amiss as he stared across the cave at the slumbering dragon.


He could detect no movement at all — not even the slightest flex of its ribcage to indicate a shallow breath. And the more Lusam studied the glowing outline of the dragon, the stranger it appeared to him. He knew that he needed to see it with his own eyes, but to do that, he would first have to clear the cave of the residual dust. As he contemplated the best way to achieve it, he heard the unmistakable sound of a dragon coming in to land outside the cave, swiftly followed by Neala’s and his father’s concerned voices.


A mischievous grin spread across Lusam’s face when he realised an opportunity to get even with his father had just presented itself. He waited patiently until they were both well inside the cave, then created a protective barrier around Neala and magically anchored it in place. He knew he was already in trouble for leaving her behind, so the last thing he wanted to do was make it any worse for himself by including her in his prank. With a single thought, he created a smaller version of the tornado that he’d seen his father using earlier and tilted it on its axis outside the cave entrance, before rapidly increasing its strength. He felt his ears pop as the air pressure inside the cave suddenly plummeted, and the dust-laden air was sucked out through the opening. He grinned, expecting to hear the curses of his father at any second, but instead, all he heard over the roar of the wind was the sound of scraping and breaking rocks. Confused, he turned back towards the cave entrance and found himself cursing instead. Neala and his father had been standing right behind him, both safely cocooned inside a magical barrier. But when he looked past them towards the cave entrance, he saw Ryuu tearing frantically at the cave floor with his massive talons trying to stop himself from being sucked outside by the tornado. Lusam only hesitated for a split second before cancelling his spell, but it was already too late. He watched, slack-jawed, as Ryuu disappeared out of the cave entrance in a tangle of wings and claws, roaring with fury as he went.


As the tornado dissipated, the cave was plunged into complete and utter silence. Lusam’s heart hammered in his chest as he listened intently for any signs of life outside. When it finally came in the form of a distant, angry roar, he wasn’t sure if he was happy to hear it or not.


“Well, that’s not good,” Arlo said, startling Lusam out of his thoughts of self-preservation.


Lusam slowly shook his head, then tore his eyes away from the vacant cave entrance to look at his father. “No, it’s not,” he agreed wholeheartedly. He half-expected to see his father wearing a smug grin, or at least be attempting to hide one, but instead, his face held a distinct look of sadness as he looked deeper into the cave. Lusam turned to see what his father was looking at, and his heart sank at what greeted him.


The dragon was dead.


Loose skin and scales still draped over its skeletal remains, but no visible flesh remained. It looked like it had curled up like a giant cat and simply gone to sleep, never to wake again. Its long tail curled towards its face, and its legs tucked neatly underneath. Lusam had no idea how long it had been dead, but one thing was certain, it was a very long time. As Lusam stared at its remains and contemplated what they would do next, his father’s voice startled him for the second time in as many minutes.


“Well, at least you don’t have to worry about it eating you,” Arlo said, turning back towards the cave entrance. He only took three footsteps before he paused and added, “Although, I can’t say the same thing about Ryuu.”


A distant roar suddenly punctuated his father’s words, causing him to chuckle loudly as he stepped outside into the bright sunlight.


* * *


The atmosphere inside the cave felt tense as they all approached the dragon’s remains. Lusam had tried to apologise to Ryuu for the earlier incident, but he had barely acknowledged his words, let alone showed any signs of accepting his apology. He couldn’t tell if Ryuu was genuinely still upset about what had happened, or if he simply shared his father’s abstruse sense of humour and wanted him to suffer for a while longer. Either way, Lusam decided to keep his distance until he knew for sure.


Lusam created four magical light orbs and levitated them up towards the ceiling of the cave. Their light reached deep into the darkness, illuminating areas that he had not known existed with his mage-sight. It was easily big enough to accommodate at least twenty dragons, possibly even more. Deep talon gouges covered the entire floor of the cave, interspersed by several large, smooth, shallow hollows in the rock. Lusam presumed that they had been caused by the wear and tear of dragon scales against the surface over countless centuries as the creatures slept. They were certainly of the correct size and shape, judging by the curled-up dragon remains in front of him, he thought. It was just difficult for him to imagine that so many dragons had ever inhabited such an inhospitable place, and for such an extended period. Lusam watched as Ryuu lowered his head towards the dishevelled remains and sniffed deeply.


“Gruken,” Ryuu said without lifting his head.


Arlo cursed under his breath. Lusam didn’t have to ask why. The disappointment that they hadn’t found Draffen was clear to see.


“Well, look at it on the bright side; maybe Draffen is still alive,” Lusam offered.


“I truly hope that’s the case. But regardless, it doesn’t help our situation right now, unless Gruken knows where he is.”


“Then shouldn’t you ask him?” Neala said, nodding towards the desiccated remains.


“Yes, but there is something that we must do first. Or more accurately, something that Ryuu needs to do,” Arlo replied sombrely. Before either Neala or Lusam could ask what that was, Arlo began to recite an incantation in a low voice. Lusam felt his skin start to prickle as the magic inside the cave intensified. Neala must have felt it too because she reached for his hand and snuggled up closer to him. Lusam smiled at her and gave her hand a small squeeze just at the moment his father’s spell was released.


Lusam and Neala watched in silence as Gruken’s remains slowly began to rise into the air, leaving only his undisturbed heart behind. There was an air of dignity about the way Arlo carefully relocated the skeletal remains at the far end of the cave, and when they finally came to rest on the ground, he and Ryuu didn’t move or speak for a long time. Lusam guessed that they were communicating with each other privately, possibly sharing the memories they had of Gruken’s life, as well as, no doubt, mourning his death. But whatever the reasons were, Lusam decided to give them as long as they needed, and Neala followed his example.


Several minutes of silence passed before Arlo turned towards Lusam and Neala and indicated for them to cover their ears. Ryuu raised his head and let loose a long mournful roar. Lusam and Neala felt the rock beneath their feet vibrate with its intensity, and Lusam found himself instinctively creating a magical barrier around them both just in case the cave ceiling suddenly gave way. Dust and small pieces of loose rock rained down all around them, but neither Arlo nor Ryuu seemed the least bit fazed by it.


Eventually, the silence within the cave was restored, and the falling dust and debris quickly abated. Ryuu lowered his head and moved slowly towards the remains of his friend. Lusam wondered if he intended to pay his final respects to Gruken, but when he heard his father’s quiet incantation, he knew that wasn’t the case. The words of power that his father spoke were very familiar to Lusam now, and as he slipped into his mage-sight, he witnessed a magical barrier spring into existence around the three of them. He turned towards his father with a questioning look on his face, but as he did so, he noticed Ryuu making a strange motion with his head. It almost looked like he had something stuck in his throat and was trying to cough it up, but when he opened his massive jaws a moment later and sprayed the skeletal remains with his deadly venom, Lusam couldn’t help taking a step back and pulling Neala along with him.


Neala quietly cursed as the dragon bones began to melt away before their eyes. Even the stone floor of the cave bubbled and steamed where the venom made contact with it.


“What’s he doing?” Neala gasped, unable to tear her eyes away.


“He’s performing the Final Rites of Tinara,” Arlo replied as if that would explain everything. The confused look on Lusam and Neala’s faces told him otherwise.


Arlo turned back to look at the smouldering remains and sighed.


“I know it will be hard for you to understand; it was for me the first time that I witnessed it,” he said, pausing to watch Ryuu, as he continued to spray his venom over Gruken’s bones. A moment later, he turned to Lusam and asked, “Tell, me; what do you see?”


Lusam and Neala both glanced at each other, then towards the far end of the cave. Acrid smoke billowed up towards the ceiling then cascaded out in all directions as if searching for a means of escape. Lusam shrugged. “I see Ryuu destroying Gruken’s remains.”


Arlo smiled at him. “Now, look again,” he said. “Only this time, use your mage-sight. What you can see with your eyes is only a small part of what is truly happening.”


Lusam frowned but did as his father asked, then gasped at what he saw. Mixed in with the smoke was a glowing stream of golden particles. They moved in strange ways as if they were aware of their surroundings. Some vanished into the rock of the cave, but most of them seemed to be heading towards the cave entrance and world outside.


“What is it?” Lusam asked breathlessly.


“Magic,” his father replied with a grin. “Dragon bones contain a vast amount of it. Nowhere near as much as their hearts, of course, but still a significant quantity, all the same. One of the reasons why the Final Rites of Tinara is performed is to release that magic back into the world. As you know, all living things contain magic, and when they die, they eventually decompose and release their magic back into the world. That is the natural order of things. Dragon bones, however, are different. If they are not destroyed in this way, they will remain in the world indefinitely, and that would eventually become catastrophic. You see, magic is a finite thing. There is only so much of it in the world at any given time. So, if the ritual were not undertaken, over time, that amount of magic would dwindle until no living thing could exist.”


As Lusam watched the golden streams of magic slowly dissipate into the rock and air around him, he realised for the first time the true importance of it. Until that point, it had simply been something that he could use. Something that he could bend and twist to his own will. But now he was beginning to understand just how vital it was for the survival of the world as a whole. Then something suddenly struck him.


“The magic that the Netherworld creatures absorb and send back to their realm is lost, isn’t it?” he gasped.


“Yes, it is,” his father replied glumly. “And it can never be replaced. The true danger to our world doesn’t come directly from the creatures that escape through The Rift, or even Aamon, for that matter. It comes from the loss of magic associated with their presence here. Once the Netherworld creatures have stripped our world of its magic, nothing will survive here. Because without magic, there can be no life.”


“That’s a cheery thought,” Neala said, with a nervous laugh.


“Yes, indeed,” Arlo replied, turning back to watch Ryuu complete his grisly task. Lusam couldn’t help thinking about all the other dragon remains that littered the area outside. The amount of magic that they collectively contained was mind-boggling. Then he suddenly realised something else.


“If any Netherworld creatures had found this place…” he said, letting his words trail off as he thought about the consequences of losing so much magic in one fell swoop.


“Fortunately, that was unlikely ever to happen,” Arlo replied. “But there are others, humans and creatures alike that would covet such a prize. The likes of your Lord Zelroth, for one. If he or someone like him had ever found this place and harvested the remains, their power would have been significant, to say the least. Not even I would have been able to stand against them. Which is why we must make sure that never happens by destroying them all before we leave.”


Lusam winced inwardly at the thought of facing Lord Zelroth if he had indeed found Aster and its secrets. He knew from painful experience that the only way to win a magical battle was to possess more power than your opponent. He had failed to rescue his mother from Irragin, not because he had been a weaker mage than Lord Zelroth, but because he had possessed a smaller reservoir of magic from which to draw. The premise of any battle was quite simple; either attack or defend. Both used up power reserves, and whoever had the greater quantity available to them would invariably win.


“Why?” Neala suddenly asked, startling Lusam out of his thoughts.


“Why, what?” Arlo asked, looking a little confused.


“You said that it was unlikely that the Netherworld creatures would ever find this place. Why?”


Arlo shrugged. “For the same reason that no Netherworld creature can enter one of Aysha’s temples. Aster is sacred ground, just like Eindryl. A temple of Driden, if you like. Even if the creatures somehow stumbled across this place, they still couldn’t set foot within its boundaries.”


It was Neala’s turn to look confused. “I still don’t understand. You said that humans and creatures alike would covet this place, but if the Netherworld creatures can’t see or enter it, why be concerned about them at all?”


“Because I wasn’t referring to Netherworld creatures. I was talking about basilisks.”


“What’s a basilisk?” Neala asked, her frown deepening.


“A basilisk is a rare and vile creature that feeds on the remains of dragons as well as their eggs if given a chance. It’s possibly the only creature that has ever posed a real threat to the dragons. None of the gods has ever laid claim to them, so no one truly knows their origins. Some people believe that they escaped from the Netherworld at the point of creation, and have chosen to make this world their own ever since. Others claim they were secretly created by Aamon to destroy Driden’s dragons because he was jealous of his brother’s creations. But whatever the truth, one thing is clear; they feed on magic, and the more of it that they consume, the more numerous they become.


“As far as I know, their numbers have always been relatively low because of the precautions that the dragons take, but if they had discovered this unguarded cache of magic, it would have caused a population explosion the likes of which has never been seen before. Alone, or in small groups, the dragons have few problems dispatching basilisks. But in greater numbers, the dragons could easily be overrun by them, especially if they were ever caught off guard. The Basilisks could devastate the dragon’s hatchery and wipe out an entire generation even before they were discovered, and they would certainly claim the lives of other dragons, too.


“They might not be anywhere near as large or as powerful as a dragon, but their magically imbued scales render them almost invulnerable to a dragon’s venom, not to mention their jaws. Once they latch on, they use the dragon’s own magic against it. The basilisk taps directly into its magical reserves and uses the power to enhance its own defences. The harder the dragon bites, the more magic is drawn into the basilisk to strengthen itself.


“If a single basilisk attacks a dragon, it can usually be overcome and despatched with the help of another dragon. But if they were to attack in numbers, a dragon would stand little chance of surviving the power drain from multiple creatures. It’s one of the main reasons why the dragons made their homeland in Eindryl. It’s a far more defensible position due to the vertical walls of rock that surround it. It’s not impenetrable, however. The basilisks have been known on occasion to find their way inside Eindryl through the lava tunnels that pepper the mountain, but thankfully, they rarely do.”


“Do they attack humans, too?” Neala asked, glancing around nervously.


Arlo chuckled. “No, not generally,” he replied, shaking his head. “I doubt that they would even consider a normal human worth harvesting. Having said that, there are several well-documented cases from during the war at The Rift, where basilisks showed hostility towards a Guardian or regular mage when they stumbled across one of them in the forest. As far as I know, though, no one was killed or injured by them. In reality, they’re pretty easy for a mage to avoid, as long as they see them coming. All they have to do is levitate out of their reach because they can’t fly. Our main concern at the time was reaching the fallen dragons and dealing with their remains before either a basilisk or Netherworld creature could find them. We didn’t always succeed, however, and we had to deal with the resulting population explosion after The Rift was sealed. They weren’t that difficult to kill, especially if they hadn’t fed recently. But even if they had, it was only a matter of attacking them until their power reserves ran out, then they died just like anything else.”


Neala nodded mutely to his words, but she still glanced around nervously for any signs of movement in the deep shadows.


Arlo smiled at her. “I wouldn’t worry about basilisks, Neala. I’m quite certain there hasn’t been any around these parts in a very long time.”


“How can you be so sure?”


“Because if there were any, all the dragon bones would have been drained of their power, and as a result, we would likely be neck-deep in basilisks right now,” he replied, chuckling to himself.


Neala nodded again, but she still didn’t look entirely convinced.


Lusam stared at the exposed dragon heart, alternating between his regular sight and his mage-sight. He knew now that the entity he had touched minds with, in Helveel, was a dragon heart. He also knew that a dragon heart was the source of power in Coldmont, and even at the High Temple in Lamuria, but he had never seen one with his own eyes before. The closest he had ever come was seeing the magical orbs at the High Temple that the acolytes used to store their power. But those were only fragments of a dragon heart, and like the intact heart which powered Lamuria’s defences, they had been completely depleted of their magic at some point in the past, and the dragon’s consciousness within lost forever.


To Lusam’s regular sight, the dragon heart reminded him of a giant gemstone as it reflected and refracted the light from above. The slightest movement of his head seemed to cause a myriad of colours to explode from its crystalline structure. But it was when he looked at it using his mage-sight that the real spectacle revealed itself. He had, of course, seen The Heart of the City above the High Temple before he had known its true nature. And at the time, he had been utterly stunned by its sheer beauty and majesty. But now, as he gazed upon this intact dragon heart, he realised how lifeless the former had been in comparison. It didn’t just glow with power; it positively pulsed with it. Extraordinarily complex patterns of light and energy seemed to leap out from it and arc across its surface, only to be reabsorbed a moment later. It was utterly mesmerising to watch.


A few minutes later, nothing remained of Gruken’s bones other than a pile of smoking ash. Ryuu turned slowly and moved towards Gruken’s heart, while Arlo began to chant a small incantation. The magically devoid ashes gradually coalesced into a tightly packed ball and levitated off the ground, before making their dignified final journey towards the cave entrance. Lusam and Neala watched from a respectful distance as Arlo gently surrendered the ashes of his friend to the desert winds outside. A long and awkward silence followed, but eventually, Arlo sighed deeply as if allowing his pent-up grief to be carried away on the wind too. When he turned back towards Lusam and Neala, he wore a forced smile on his face, but it did little to hide his true feelings.


“Well, I suppose we better ask Gruken what in the Seven Hells happened here,” he said, his voice faltering with emotion. He paused and cleared his throat, then in a slightly steadier voice, he added, “And let’s hope he has some good news about Draffen’s whereabouts.”


Chapter Thirty-One
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Arlo knelt down beside Gruken’s heart and reached out towards it. Upon contact, he immediately felt his consciousness being pulled down into its vast depths, but fortunately, the plummeting sensation quickly abated as Ryuu asserted his dominance over the dead dragon. Gruken’s response to the intrusion was swift and brutal. A powerful wave of fear crashed into Arlo’s mental barriers, but they held firm with the help of Ryuu’s superior strength. Several more attacks quickly followed, each one more powerful than the last. Despite the vicious mental assaults, Arlo could still sense the surprise and confusion emanating from Gruken as he tried to comprehend what was happening.


“BLOOD RECOGNISES BLOOD!” Ryuu’s voice boomed out. The mental assaults immediately faltered, and Arlo felt Gruken’s mind questing out towards him and Ryuu.


“Easy, old friend. It’s only Ryuu and Arlo. We mean you no harm,” Arlo reassured him.


There was a slight pause, then Gruken turned his attention entirely towards Arlo. He probed at the edges of his mind as if trying to confirm his identity. Slowly, Arlo relaxed his mental defences and allowed Gruken limited access. Having heard testimony from Persas about the returning Magru’s mental state and now witnessing the devastation at Aster for himself, Arlo was far from confident about lowering his guard, and when he felt a fresh wave of confusion wash over him a moment later, it did little to bolster that confidence.


“Blood recognises blood,” Arlo said, hoping that the ancient greeting would stir some kind of recognition in Gruken’s mind.


There was a brief pause as Arlo sensed even more confusion, then Gruken finally replied, “BLOOD RECOGNISES BLOOD.”


“It’s good to hear your voice again, old friend. It’s been far too long,” Arlo said, finally relaxing a little.


“Yes, it has,” Gruken agreed, “but I don’t understand how this is even possible. How is it that you still live, Arlo? Even bonded to Ryuu, you could not possibly have survived for so long. It has been at least five hundred years since we sought refuge at Aster, maybe even more.”


Arlo chuckled. “You’d prefer that I was dead, old friend?”


“No, of course not. But I know of only one way that a human can extend their lives to such an extent…”


“It is not through necromancy; I can assure you,” Arlo snapped, disgusted that Gruken would even consider the possibility of him engaging in such a vile act. To a Guardian, there was no greater sin.  For anyone to take another’s life in order to extend their own was a direct affront to Aysha and everything she and her Guardians stood for. And for Gruken to even insinuate that he could be capable of committing such debauchery hurt him deeply.


“Forgive me. I did not mean to speak out of turn or cause offence to you or Ryuu. Presently, my thoughts and memories seem to be wandering in ways that I am unaccustomed. Wake me, brother, so that I may clear the cobwebs from my mind, then we will hunt and feast together and share our stories, just like we used to do.”


Gruken’s words wrenched at Arlo’s stomach, leaving an empty pit of sorrow behind. He had lost many friends over the years, both human and dragon alike, and had even spoken to several of the dragons after their passing. But that had been different; they all knew they were dead. They had fought and died in battle and had full memory of what had happened to them. They had died with honour, in a way befitting any dragon. Not alone in their sleep, in a dark, lonely cave in the middle of a desert. Gruken had no memory of his death because he didn’t even know that he was dead yet.


“How do I possibly tell a dragon that they’re already dead?” Arlo asked Ryuu silently.


“Very carefully,” Ryuu replied, strengthening his mental barriers around himself and Arlo in preparation for the impending conversation.


“Oh, thanks. You’re a great help,” Arlo replied sarcastically. Ryuu grunted in response but offered no further insight into how Arlo should approach the delicate situation.


Arlo needed to know what had happened to the other dragons at Aster, as well as find out if any of them had survived, and if they had, where they had gone. He felt certain that the dragon remains outside the cave, although numerous, did not represent the entire population of returning Magru. Persas had said that a few had died in Eindryl, but even so, many names were still unaccounted for, including that of their old leader, Draffen. And it was his whereabouts that occupied Arlo’s thoughts the most. If they could locate Draffen, finding a dragon for Lusam to bond with should be no problem at all. Given the dire situation that the world now faced, it would not be hard to convince Draffen to retake his mantle as leader. Most of the dragons at Eindryl would willingly follow him, and those that didn’t, soon would.


For a moment, Arlo pondered whether or not to try and gain the information from Gruken before telling him the awful truth. He had no idea how he would react to the devastating news of being dead. For all he knew, it might be enough to push Gruken over the edge into the abyss of a full mental breakdown like the other Magru, and if that happened, the crucial information that he sought would be lost with him. Even so, Arlo decided that Gruken deserved to know the truth, no matter what the consequences were, and not just the truth about his demise.


“Gruken, there are things that you are not aware of that I must tell you about, and I’m afraid none of it will be pleasant for you to hear,” Arlo said, pausing briefly for a reply that never came. Arlo felt Ryuu’s mental defences tighten still further around him at the anticipation of what he was about to reveal. He was about to lead with the grim news of Gruken’s death, but at the last moment, he decided to take a different approach entirely.


“Gruken, I came here with my son in search of Draffen, with hopes of finding a dragon willing to bond with him. I am the last of my kind; the last surviving Guardian and The Rift has been reopened by Aamon once more. We need the power of another guardian to seal it again, but Persas has forbidden any dragon to bond with him.”


“Persas is a traitor and a coward! He is without honour!” Gruken snarled. “Wake me, and I will bond willingly with your son if he promises to help me seek justice against Persas for what he has done. Once we are rid of him, we shall fight side by side as brothers once more, and bathe in the glory of battle together.”


Even for Gruken, the response seemed a little insouciant. He had always been a risk-taker for as long as Arlo had known him. Always the first to join any battle, even without sufficient backup, and always the last to retreat from the battlefield when things didn’t go according to plan. Erin, Gruken’s Guardian, had shared the same flawed personality. Whether that was due to the bonding process or simply a coincidence, Arlo did not know, but he suspected that, at least in part, it had led to his ultimate demise.


Arlo couldn’t help wondering if Gruken had truly lost his mind. How could he possibly be more concerned about exacting his revenge over Persas than the fact The Rift had been reopened? After all, the whole reason why the Guardians and Magru were created was to ensure that Aamon never escaped his Netherworld imprisonment. Then there was the fact that he had just announced that he had a son, but Gruken had not even paused to ask how that was even possible, let alone asked to meet him before offering to bond with him. Arlo felt compelled to ask Gruken precisely what Persas had done to warrant such a reaction from him, but instead, he bit back the question, knowing that time was no longer on their side. Whatever it was, there were far more pressing matters at hand that needed addressing first.


“Gruken, old friend. We need you now more than ever,” Arlo said, pausing to find the right words for what he must say next.


“Then wake me, so that I may help you,” Gruken replied testily.


Arlo sighed heavily. “Oh, how I wish that were possible, old friend, but it isn’t. I’m afraid we arrived centuries too late for that. I’m sorry, old friend. I truly am.”


“Centuries? But that’s not possible. That would mean…” With his words came a whole array of emotions, from fear and trepidation to sorrow and anger. They crashed into the walls around Arlo’s mind with the force of a tsunami, rocking him to his core. He had forewarned Lusam to keep his mental guards up and also to shield Neala’s mind from any potential assaults before contacting Gruken.


He just hoped that he had listened to his advice.


“Gruken, stop! Please, we need your help,” Arlo called out as Ryuu’s furious roar echoed through his mind. He knew that Ryuu had the ability to subdue the dead dragon’s fury, but he also knew that Gruken had the innate ability to simply release his own essence at will and end his existence if he chose. If he did that, the magic contained within his heart would be returned to the world, and his consciousness lost forever, along with any vital knowledge that he may still possess. Arlo had spoken to Ryuu at length, in private, about not asserting his dominance over Gruken if at all possible, and he had not been happy about the request at all. In fact, it had caused more than a little tension between them, and Arlo was sure it one of the reasons behind Ryuu’s subdued mood and his apparent unwillingness to join in the conversation with Gruken. That and the fact that Ryuu never really cared very much for Gruken’s company in the past. They respected one another in the same way that soldiers often did, but in truth, neither would have called the other a close friend.


The waves of emotion continued to batter against Arlo’s walls, and with each assault, he could feel the anger and frustration building within Ryuu. Hope quickly turned into desperation. He knew that at any moment, either Ryuu would lose patience with the dead dragon and attempt to assert his control, or Gruken would simply give up the fight and end his own existence. The latter would never normally be an option for a dragon. Their whole reason for living was to acquire a lifetime of knowledge and experiences to pass onto future generations of dragons. Their wisdom and memories would then go on long after their souls had been reclaimed by Ega and his fire-rock at Eindryl. But here, in the deserted outpost of Aster, there was no fire-rock, and there were no other dragons with which to share his lifetime of knowledge. Only sand and the prospect of eternity alone lay before him, and Arlo knew the moment that he realised that to be true, it would all be over. In the act of desperation, Arlo decided to offer him the only thing that he knew he wanted: revenge.


“Help me, so that we can remove Persas from power,” Arlo called out. He stopped short of offering to kill Persas. If Draffen still lived and Gruken knew where he was, Persas’ reign would come to an end one way or another anyway. If not, their final hopes of sealing The Rift would soon evaporate along with Gruken’s spirit.


Arlo called out his message again, and this time, the waves of emotion lessened considerably. There was no reply from Gruken, but Arlo got a distinct impression that he was considering the offer.


With that in mind, Arlo decided to up the ante. “When Persas is removed from power, I give you my word that we will return your heart to the sacred grounds of Eindryl. But first, you must help us.”


The waves of emotion all but stopped, and a long, uneasy silence began.


“What do you say, old friend? Will you aid me in battle one last time?”


Gruken’s voice sounded very distant when he finally replied with a single word.


“How?”


“By sharing your knowledge with us,” Arlo replied, trying hard to keep the relief that he felt out of his voice.


There was another long pause, and Arlo began to have doubts about the outcome once more.


“What is it that you wish to know?” Gruken eventually asked.


Arlo thought carefully about his reply. He was acutely aware that asking Gruken to relive the memories of his past might just prove too much for him. If he asked the wrong questions and opened up any old wounds, it might very well end any chance they ever had of closing The Rift. What he needed was a way to convince Gruken to share his information willingly, and he thought he knew exactly how to do that.


“I want you to tell us your story so that we can share it with others,” Arlo replied. “Tell us everything that happened after you left Eindryl.”


Gruken snorted derisively. “Persas happened, that’s what,” he spat.


“Persas?”


“Yes, Persas,” Gruken replied, his voice no longer distant or calm. “Shortly after we arrived in Aster, Persas sent a messenger to deliver his latest decree. The message was clear; we were no longer welcome in Eindryl—ever again. Several of the others wanted to kill the messenger, but Draffen would not allow it. He said that we had enough problems to deal with without inviting further confrontation from Persas, and he was right; we did.


“Many of the dragons that Draffen convinced to come to Aster were already beyond saving; I know that now. But at the time, a few of us still believed they could be cured, and no one more so than Draffen.”


Arlo suppressed an urge to explain that the affliction was not something that could be ‘cured’ like a disease, it was an imbalance of the mind caused by the unfettered release of emotions due to the loss of their bond-mates. Ever since Arlo had learned from Persas of their suffering, he had wondered why the dragons hadn’t sought out the help of the humans at Coldmont. He felt sure that they could have helped to control their rampant emotions, either through magic or possibly even a temporary bond with another human until the dragon could learn how to deal with the feelings themselves. Sadly, Arlo also thought that he knew the answer to his own question. Draffen was a fine and well-respected leader, but unfortunately, he had never been bonded to a Guardian. So, when the Magru returned to Eindryl exhibiting strange and destructive behaviour, Draffen, like all the others, would have had no understanding of what they were suffering from. And like all dragons, Draffen’s innate and overbearing sense of honour and pride would doubtlessly have prevented him from seeking any help from the humans, even if it actually occurred to him to ask.


When Gruken spoke again, his voice carried a mixture of sorrow and anger that grew over time as he revealed his story.


“We allowed the messenger to leave and return to Eindryl, but Draffen stopped short of openly acknowledging Persas’ decree. He still held firm in his belief that once the Magru were cured, we would all return to Eindryl and resume our lives there as if nothing had ever happened. He would resume his role as our leader and decree that the Magru be accepted back into the fold and honoured for their sacrifices. Unfortunately, Persas had other ideas.


“When the Magru agreed to follow Draffen to Aster, we didn’t do it because of the devastating effect our heightened emotions were having on the other dragons in Eindryl. We did it simply because he was our leader. We were all too lost in our despair to even notice what was happening around us at the time. It wasn’t until much later, after I had sufficiently recovered, that I learned the truth from Draffen about what had truly happened in Eindryl. But even to this day, I believe he knew far more than he ever said.


“Apparently, it all started when one of the Magru finally lost control and killed another dragon. Draffen told me that he believed it was a provoked attack, but that meant little to the other dragons. Tensions between the returning Magru and the other dragons quickly grew, and soon, the first calls for our banishment started to be openly voiced. Later, those calls became darker in nature, but we were all still too caught up in our grief even to care. And at the forefront of it all, was Persas.


“It was around the same time that the first Magru bodies were discovered. Sixteen in total, over a period of three years; each one, an apparent suicide. With each death, Persas’ following grew, and although Draffen could not prove his involvement in the deaths, the connection seemed clear to him.


“Persas’ desire to lead us was common knowledge throughout Eindryl, but so was the fact that he stood little chance of besting Draffen in direct combat. Even so, he continued to use the situation to gather support in secret for a future challenge, but Draffen was already wise to the fact. He knew what was happening and could see the growing support for the removal of the Magru. Many of us were his friends, and he knew that we would all eventually be killed if he didn’t do something to save us. Draffen had no grounds on which to challenge Persas to direct combat, that call had to come from him, as our ancient laws dictated. But Draffen knew Persas would never issue any challenge until he had gained the full backing of the other dragons. Unfortunately, Draffen also knew it was only a matter of time before he did.


“Draffen’s plan was simple, or so he believed at the time. He would give Persas and the other dragons what they wanted; at least temporarily. He announced that Persas would take over from him as our leader while he led the surviving Magru to the ancient outpost of Aster. There, we would be given the time that we needed to heal, well away from the population of Eindryl. And once we had recovered, Draffen would then lead us all home again and retake his position as our leader. It all sounded so simple at the time, and the plan was generally accepted by all. What Draffen failed to realise, however, was just how far Persas was willing to go to hold onto his newfound power. The messenger he sent was just the start.


“When we first arrived at Aster, things quickly became chaotic. None of us was capable of functioning with any degree of normality. Emotions ran rampant and spontaneous fights broke out between life-long friends, often leading to severe injuries or even death. Forty-two of us travelled east to Aster that summer, but by the time the days shortened and winter arrived, only thirty-seven of us remained. Some, myself included, began to learn how to control our emotions, but it took many years for that to happen. Just how many years, I do not know, as it all seems like a hazy and distant memory now.


“At first, we all tried to stay together, believing that we were stronger that way. But soon, some of the recovering Magru started to show signs of regression, and the progress that they had made vanished almost overnight. They slipped back into their deep states of anguish and depression, often pulling others of the colony down with them.


“For decades, we seemed to be stuck in a cycle of recovery and regression before Draffen finally decided enough was enough. In an effort to separate the ones among us who were showing signs of improvement from those who were not, he set up a new coastal outpost about an hour north of here. Few of us lived there at first, but slowly our numbers grew until almost half of us resided in each location. We took it in turns to hunt for food for the less fortunate ones in Aster. That way, none of us were overexposed to the long-term effects of their destructive emotions.


“For a while, the sea provided us with a bountiful supply of food, but inevitably we eventually reduced the number of sea mammals and large fish in the area and had to travel ever further in search of new prey. It soon became clear why Aster had been abandoned aeons ago by our ancestors. Its ability to support a thriving dragon colony had ended when its surrounding grasslands had vanished, along with the herds of prey animals that once roamed freely there. They, like us, must have found it impossible to sustain a large colony due to the lack of food available. And although we struggled on for more than a century, we eventually realised that we must do the same thing as our ancestors, and leave Aster.


“By that time, we had two distinct groups living separately in two different colonies. Myself, Draffen, and seventeen of the others had recovered sufficiently enough to lead relatively normal lives, while the remaining dragons at Aster continued to deteriorate slowly, or at best, their condition remained unchanged. Those of us at the coastal colony knew we were not completely cured yet. We each had our good days and our bad, but with each passing season the number of bad days seemed fewer, and the periods of normality longer. With that said, no one was under any illusion that we were ready to return to Eindryl, but nor could we all stay where we were.


“Draffen told us all that he knew of an ancient outpost to the far north, one which predated even Aster. His ancestral memories of the place were vague at best, but what little he did know of it suggested that it once held an abundance of prey, as well as numerous hot springs that the dragons once used to bathe. It sounded idyllic to us. We knew that if even half of what he remembered about the place remained true, it would prove to be a far more hospitable place than the desert outpost we were currently inhabiting.


“With the discussion about leaving Aster, also came the inevitable question of what we should do with the others. More than one voice suggested that we leave them all behind to fend for themselves. They believed that they’d had the opportunity to recover as we had, and giving them yet more time was just prolonging the inevitable. I disagreed. And thankfully, so did Draffen. Even after so long, Draffen still refused to abandon anyone in Aster. He still believed that all they needed was enough time to recover, and given that, we would all one-day return to Eindryl together, the same way we had left.


“Three of us, including myself, volunteered to remain behind and help the others while Draffen and another fifteen dragons travelled north in search of the ancient outpost. If and when they ever found it, they planned to assess its viability for a new colony and send back word to Aster. None of us expected them to return quickly, but the days soon turned in to months, and the months into years, and we still heard no word.


“We continued to hunt and tend to the others, hoping that at least a few of them would recover sufficiently to join us at the coastal colony, but they never did. In fact, many of them deteriorated still further, slipping deeper into their destructive bouts of anguished depression. Earlier fears of not being able to hunt enough food to feed them all quickly evaporated as their appetites slowly waned. Several dragons refused to eat anything at all, while most of the others only ate sporadically at best,” Gruken’s voice faltered on his final words, and after more than a minute of silence, Arlo thought that he would say no more. Then suddenly, in a pained voice, he continued once again.


“I watched helplessly as my mate, Irsi, slowly wasted away before my eyes. I tried so hard to save her, as she had already undoubtedly saved me. If she had not been in Aster, I would never have recovered as I did. The loss of my bond-mate was devastating for me, but the thought of losing Irsi… I just couldn’t lose her, too. I just couldn’t. It was knowing that she was here and in need of my help, which gave me the strength to pull myself free of my despair. Each time the darkness threatened to take me, I used her image as my guiding light. And then that traitorous coward extinguished her light, forever…” The remorse in his voice was apparent, but it was the underlying anger and rage which carried his words the most.


“Persas killed Irsi?” Ryuu growled, breaking his long-held silence. He may not have considered Gruken a close friend, but Irsi was different. She had put her life on the line for him many times and had even saved Arlo’s life once during a particularly nasty skirmish at The Rift. He seethed inside at the thought of Persas killing her. He knew that if it proved to be true, he would avenge her death personally. Honour would allow him to do nothing less, but for now, other, darker thoughts took hold of him. Gruken’s story had awoken the painful memories of his own mate, Ietha. He knew all too well the effects of losing a mate. Witnessing Ietha’s death at The Rift had been devastating for him, but it had been nothing compared to losing her entirely when the dragons stole her heart and took it back to Eindryl. He shuddered inside at the thought of the dragons’ remains outside the cave. None of their hearts remained intact; all had been wilfully destroyed by another dragon’s venom.


And Irsi’s bones had been among them.


“Yes, Persas killed her,” Gruken snarled, contempt oozing from every word. “He killed them all. But the traitorous coward did not come to Aster himself. Instead, he sent more than thirty dragons to do his dirty work for him. I was hunting alone, several hundred miles away in the northern sea when it happened. They didn’t stand a chance. They were slaughtered like sheep. Most were too weak to fly, let alone defend themselves against such superior numbers. Only Ergym and Civna, the two dragons who remained behind with me after Draffen left, put up any kind of fight. But even they could not prevent the slaughter.


“Ergym was the one who made me aware of the attack. The images that he showed me were horrendous. Defenceless dragons were torn apart while they slept, their hearts ripped from their still-warm flesh and destroyed by their attackers. I watched helplessly as two large dragons swooped down on top of Irsi, and then the images suddenly vanished. Ergym had been killed. And I knew at that moment, Irsi was dead, too…”


Along with Gruken’s final words came a wave of anguished sorrow that washed over everyone in the cave. Arlo shuddered at the deep sense of loss, and Ryuu let loose an anguished howl at the painful memories stirred up of his similar loss.


A moment later, a profound silence descended over them all like a thick fog. No one spoke or made the slightest sound, and for a long time, Arlo thought that Gruken had said all he was going to. But then, Gruken continued, his voice flat and emotionless as if all feelings had been burned away from his soul.


“I flew faster than I had ever flown before. I knew I was already too late to save Irsi, but that fuelled a rage inside of me the likes of which I had never known. I was prepared to die. No. I wanted to die. But not before had I killed as many of them as I could, first.


“The images of Irsi’s final moments burned bright in my mind as I raced back towards Aster. All I could think of was her suffering as the talons tore away at her flesh. But it was another image that I had seen which drove me to the edge of insanity on the journey back, and that was of the attacking dragons destroying the hearts of their victims.


“I don’t know how long it took me to reach Aster, but it felt like an eternity at the time. In reality, it was probably less than twenty minutes, but I was already too late to help any of them. Their mutilated bodies lay strewn across the ground everywhere I looked. Most died where they slept, unable or unwilling to mount a defence against their attackers. Ribcages had been torn open to gain access to their hearts, spilling their internal organs and intestines across the ground. I knew where I had last seen Irsi in my vision, and that was precisely where I found her body. She, too, had been mutilated like the others. I remember looking down on her broken body and thinking how small she looked, while her blood slowly turned the sand crimson all around her. But it was when I saw the scorched sand and blackened remains of her heart that I truly lost control. All thoughts of pursuing the attackers died in that instant. I could barely breathe or think, let alone lay chase to them.


“I vaguely remember lying down by her side, but after that, the darkness of despair took me. I could no longer hold it at bay. I no longer wanted to. All I wanted to do was die, to join Irsi in the afterlife and leave this world behind forever. But Irsi wouldn’t let me. In my darkest hours, I saw her light once more, and instinctively I reached out for it. The brief moment of clarity that it gave me was enough for me to realise that I had to avenge her death. If I didn’t, I knew it would haunt me for the rest of eternity. But with that, clarity also came a harsher truth, and that was that I couldn’t do it alone. If I attempted to return to Eindryl and seek revenge myself, Persas would kill me long before I ever reached its borders, and the truth of what happened at Aster would die with me. I knew I had to be smarter than that.


“As far as Persas knew, no one had survived the attack. Therefore there were no witnesses to his treachery. I had no idea where Draffen’s fabled outpost was, or indeed, when or if he would ever return. But what I did know, was that I could not survive alone in Aster for long, sooner or later the darkness would reclaim my mind, and when it did, any chance of avenging Irsi’s death would be gone. I decided at that moment, there was only one way to ensure that that didn’t happen. I would seal myself inside one of the caves and wait for Draffen to return. Once he learned of what had happened at Aster and who was responsible, I felt certain that his retribution would be swift. Persas would be held accountable for his treachery, and one way or another, I would see him die for his actions. But now that will never happen. My life has ended, and I’ve failed Irsi in death, as I failed her when she was alive. Now, I will never get to see the look in Persas’ eyes as he dies knowing it was because of what he did to Irsi and the others—”


“Yes, you will; I swear it,” Ryuu growled. “Once we reseal The Rift, I will kill Persas myself for what he has done here. Of that, you have my word, brother. And when it is done, I will return to Aster and share my memories of his death with you, before taking your heart back to Eindryl, so that you can finally rest among our ancestors.”


Arlo agreed wholeheartedly with Ryuu’s sentiments. Persas did deserve to die for what he had done. But given the fact that no dragon in Eindryl would bond with Lusam, and Gruken didn’t know where Draffen had gone, let alone if he was still alive, resealing The Rift and returning to keep Ryuu’s promise might prove problematic to say the least, he thought to himself.


Chapter Thirty-Two
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“Are you sure you’re going to be alright?” Lusam asked, looking down at Neala. She looked up and nodded mutely, then leaned her head back against the rock face next to the cave opening. Her face looked pale and clammy, and she trembled from head to toe. His father had warned him to shield their minds from attack, and he was very grateful that he had. Even so, the mental assaults were so powerful that he had been unable to block out their effects entirely. He had endured similar attacks many times before during his nightmares with Ryuu, and later in the hidden realm, when they had met face to face for the first time. Neala, however, had not, and the mental assault had left her feeling decidedly weak and wobbly. He smiled and nodded back at her. He knew she would recover soon enough. He vividly remembered how bad he had felt after awakening from his first nightmare with Ryuu, and he didn’t envy her one bit.


Ten minutes later, Lusam heard movement within the cave behind him and guessed that his father and Ryuu had finished communicating with Gruken. He didn’t turn around to look. Instead, he continued to ponder the scene of ancient carnage far below. He couldn’t help wondering what had happened there so long ago. How had so many dragons died in the same place? A moment later, those ponderings ended abruptly when he felt Ryuu’s hot breath on the back of his neck. His body instinctively stiffened with fear, and his heart began to pound in his chest. Images of Ryuu accidentally being blown out of the cave entrance by his earlier spell flooded back to him, as did the fact that Ryuu had not shown any signs of accepting his apology for it. He suddenly felt a rush of air past his face as Ryuu inhaled deeply. He spun on his heels to face him and froze with fear when he saw Ryuu drawing back his head, ready to strike. His enormous jaws gaped wide open, exposing his deadly teeth as he drew in a massive breath ready to release his venom. Lusam heard his father mutter something to his left, but he couldn’t make out what it was over the sudden rush of air entering Ryuu’s body. He tried to call out to Ryuu, but no sound escaped his lips. He watched in abstract terror as Ryuu’s head reached the pinnacle of his strike and began to hurtle down towards him. He had seen the movement countless times during his many nightmares and knew precisely how it ended. Only this time, it was going to be for real.


Ryuu’s open jaws were less than ten feet away from his face before Lusam realised that he hadn’t even shielded himself against the attack. With a single thought, he instantly created a strong magical barrier and braced himself for the inevitable strike. It felt surreal watching Ryuu’s open jaws bear down on him at such speed. Pinned as he was between the dragon and the sheer edge of the cliff, he had nowhere to go. Not that his fear-weakened legs would have carried him far anyway. He cringed and turned his head away a split-second before Ryuu’s strike, but the impact never came. He opened his eyes and turned back to see Ryuu’s enormous mouth only a few inches away from his face. Slowly, he closed his mouth and pursed his huge, scaly lips as if he was about to blow out a giant candle, then before Lusam could say a word, he released a massive gust of air. Lusam instantly somersaulted backwards over the edge of the cliff and plummeted towards the ground below. He thought that he heard Neala scream, but he definitely heard his father’s laughter on the way down.


Lusam’s fall lasted no more than a second or two before he regained control and levitated himself back up the rock face, but it had been enough to scare the Seven Hells out of him, and Neala too, by the look on her face. His father, however, was all but rolling around on the ground in fits of laughter, and even Ryuu’s scaly lips were drawn thin in a reptilian-like grin.


“That wasn’t funny!” Lusam half-yelled, giving his father and Ryuu a hard stare. Ryuu suddenly crouched and sprang into the air without a word of apology, the downdraught from his wings almost sending Lusam over the edge of the cliff once more. Lusam cursed under his breath and watched as the massive dragon vanished off into the distance.


“Yes… it was,” his father finally managed to say between bouts of uncontrollable laughter.


“He could have killed me!” Lusam shot back.


“Yes, I suppose he could have if he’d wanted. I guess you should count yourself lucky, eh?” his father replied, trying hard to keep a straight face.


“Lucky! This isn’t a joke! I could have died if I hadn’t managed to levitate myself in time.”


“Oh, stop being so dramatic. You were never in any real danger. Take a look for yourself if you don’t believe me,” his father said, nodding towards the edge of the cliff. Lusam gave him a withering look, then reluctantly turned and peered over the edge. The rock face was almost vertical and ended abruptly several hundred feet below where the desert sands met its base. He couldn’t see any evidence of fallen rocks, but he was willing to bet there were plenty of them just below the surface. But regardless, he knew that he would never have survived falling from that height, even if it was only sand that he hit. He was about to point the fact out to his grinning father when something else occurred to him. He slipped into his mage-sight and peered over the edge once more and was amazed to see a sparkling lattice of power below. It looked like an enormous magical spider’s web, only far more complex and tightly knit. It hovered in the air less than thirty feet from the ground and stretched almost all the way to the top of the rock face.


Lusam kicked a loose rock over the edge and watched it fall onto the magical web below. Flashes of light suddenly erupted outwards from the point of impact and travelled along the countless magical strands in a myriad of colours. For a moment, he was mesmerised by its sheer beauty and wondered how his father had created it and when. Then he suddenly remembered hearing his father’s quiet mutterings just as he’d turned to find Ryuu poised for an attack, and the pieces of the puzzle all began to fall into place. His father was still grinning like a court jester when he turned back to face him with a scowl.


“You knew all along that Ryuu was going to do that, didn’t you?” Lusam said in an accusatory tone, nodding towards the edge of the cliff. His father’s grin broadened still further at his comments, and Lusam almost missed the sly wink that he gave Neala before turning back to face him.


Arlo shrugged his shoulders. “I have no idea what you’re talking about,” he said, trying his best to look innocent and failing miserably.


“No. Of course, you don’t,” Lusam replied as he slid down the wall to sit next to Neala, his legs finally giving way beneath him.


* * *


Kanos slowly stirred from his deep slumber as the cold seawater rhythmically lapped against the scales of his tail. It took a moment for the sleep haze to clear from his mind and for him to remember where he was and what he was doing there. Relieved that his plan had worked and the high tide had woken him from Ega’s slumber, he slowly shuffled himself around in the tight space to face the water’s edge. The natural crystals embedded in the cave walls still glowed as brightly as they had when he first entered the cave and gave off more than enough light for him to see.


Three dark red smears marred the rocks near the waterline marking the locations where he had killed the sea mammals earlier. His stomach rumbled at the memory of the blubber-rich meat they had provided, and he wanted more but knew there was no time for hunting right now. If he survived the next few hours, then maybe. But first, he needed to escape the cave undetected and put as much distance as he could between himself and Eindryl.


As Kanos expected, it was still daylight outside, and he was confident that it would remain so for at least several more hours. The reason he knew that was not only because of the dim, blue sunlight filtering into the cave from the seawater but also because he’d learned that the sea’s tides flowed and ebbed four times every day, alternating between high and low. He doubted that most other dragons knew or even cared about such things, but he had learned to exploit that knowledge as a young dragon while hunting in this very cave. At high tide the cave all but flooded, leaving little or no room for the sea mammals to rest, and he quickly realised that it made little sense for him to hunt there during those times. At low tide, however, the sea mammals were often found slumbering inside, just as they had been when he’d arrived this time. It was still early morning when he had entered Ega’s slumber and left his tail trailing along the high-water mark. Therefore he knew it couldn’t possibly be much past midday now that the water was at its highest point.


That fact, however, held both positive and negative implications for him.


He knew that if he left the cave during the hours of daylight, he was far more likely to be seen by any passing dragon than if he waited until after dark to leave. But he also knew that if he remained inside the cave until nightfall, he would have to do so outside of Ega’s slumber, and that meant any nearby dragon might still detect his presence within the cave. It didn’t take him long to conclude that, given a choice, he would rather take his chances outside than find himself trapped inside the cave with no hope of escape.


Carefully, he quested out with his senses to see if he could detect any nearby dragons. He knew that if he inadvertently brushed minds with one, he could alert them to his presence and the chase would resume once more. But after several nervous minutes of searching, he breathed a sigh of relief, confident that the skies immediately around the island were clear of danger.


The familiar itching sensation of new scale growth suddenly reminded him of the other injuries he had sustained. Tentatively, he flexed his damaged legs and was relieved to discover that the healing process of his muscles and tendons had also been hastened due to entering Ega’s slumber. He still felt a twinge of pain if he stretched or twisted his legs too far, but it was nothing compared to how bad it had been before, and he knew that given enough time they would eventually heal completely.


Kanos snorted as he glanced towards the small pool of seawater directly in front of him. Being discovered by a passing dragon after leaving the cave might yet prove to be the least of his concerns, he thought, as he stared at the narrow opening. It had been difficult enough for him to squeeze through on his way into the cave, but at least he had been able to breathe the air inside while doing so. Exiting the cave, however, would give him no such luxuries. He had no choice but to go headfirst into the water; his scales would not allow him to do otherwise. So, if he got stuck on his way out for too long, he would most certainly drown.


Kanos paused a moment and glanced around the cave one more time. He held fond memories of the place and knew that one way or another, this would be the last time that he ever saw it. It had been an invaluable discovery to him during his younger years and had often provided him with much-needed food when prey elsewhere had been in short supply. And although it had recently saved his life, he couldn’t help wondering if it was just about to claim it, too.


With a deep breath and a silent prayer to Driden and Ega, Kanos dived headfirst into the shimmering saltwater pool.


* * *


Over an hour later, Ryuu still had not returned to Aster. According to Arlo, he had gone to take a look at a coastal outpost that Gruken had mentioned earlier, with the hopes of uncovering a clue as to Draffen’s current whereabouts. Lusam couldn’t help feeling pessimistic about his chances, but for the time being at least, he was glad to have a little distance between himself and Ryuu.


After the cool interior of the cave, the afternoon sun felt oppressive by comparison. The spattering of trees which lined the small oasis beckoned them with the promise of a shady respite from the sun’s searing heat, and soon they were all trudging through the blistering sand towards it.


Lusam felt a strange, eerie sensation as he walked among the many dragon skeletons. The tiny hairs on the back of his neck stood on end and prickled in the magically charged atmosphere around him. He knew the hearts, and therefore, the consciousness of the dragons no longer remained with their bones, but something about them still felt alive to him. Their powerful magic pulsed with the regularity of a slow heartbeat to his heightened senses. It almost felt like the magic inside was trying to break free of its restraints. Like it no longer wished to be contained within the dead bones. Lusam shuddered and a chill run down his spine, mirroring the hot beads of sweat that preceded it.


Once Lusam passed the final skeleton, he released a pent-up breath, relieved to be leaving them all behind. Earlier, he had wondered how and why so many dragons had died in one location. Now, he was no longer sure that he wanted to know. But a few minutes later, when they arrived at the oasis, and his father began explaining what he and Ryuu had learned from Gruken, Lusam felt sure he was about to find out, whether he liked it or not.


The revelation of Gruken’s story proved to be far more disturbing and heart-rendering than either Lusam or Neala anticipated, and after Arlo had finished telling it, they both sat in stunned silence for several minutes as they slowly absorbed his words. Neala was the first to break the silence, but her statement was not really directed towards anyone in particular.


“Can you imagine being told by someone else that you’re already dead? That your life is over and you’ll never be able to do anything ever again?” Neala said breathlessly, looking towards the distant cave with eyes full of pity and remorse for a dragon she never knew. Lusam tried to think of something to say in reply but found himself nodding mutely instead. Arlo must have felt equally lost for words, too, as all he managed was a quiet grunt of assent in response to Neala’s observations.


No one spoke for several minutes, each lost in their thoughts and concerns regarding what they had found at Aster. For Lusam, it all boiled down to a simple truth; one which, no matter how he faced it, seemed to spell the end for everything he knew.


“So, now what are we going to do?” Lusam asked a moment later, with despair evident in his voice.


“About what?” Arlo asked, looking up at him.


“About this,” Lusam replied, nodding towards the graveyard of dragon bones and trying hard to keep the irritation out of his voice. “About closing the Rift. About saving the world! How are we going to do any of it if we can’t even find a dragon willing to bond with me?”


Arlo sighed and slowly shook his head. “I think…” he began to say, but mid-sentence his head suddenly snapped towards the western sky, and he bolted to his feet. Eyes shielded against the glare of the sun, he squinted off into the distance like a hawk tracking its prey.


“What is it?” Neala asked, unable to see anything herself.


Lusam thought he could just about make out a tiny dot on the horizon, but it was so far away that he couldn’t tell what it was. If it was indeed the same thing that his father was looking at, he had no idea how he had even noticed it, let alone how he could judge it as a potential threat. But Lusam knew that was exactly what his father suspected it to be. If his father’s sudden movement hadn’t been enough to alert Lusam to the fact, then the look of growing concern on his father’s face surely would have been.


“A dragon,” Arlo finally replied without averting his eyes.


Chapter Thirty-Three
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“Is it Ryuu?” Neala asked, hopefully.


Arlo shook his head. “No. Definitely not Ryuu. He was the one who alerted me to its presence. He sensed it as soon as it came within range, but it’s trying its best to stay hidden from him for some reason, and he doesn’t like it, nor do I for that matter. Ryuu is racing back towards us as we speak, but he won’t get here until after that dragon does. I can only see one at the moment, but that doesn’t mean there aren’t more of them out there, especially if they are more adept at hiding themselves than that one. If I were you, I’d take Neala back up to the cave and stay there with her until we know what’s going on,” Arlo said, scanning the horizon for any more dragons.


“Can’t you protect me here instead?” Neala asked, hoping to avoid being left alone inside the cave with the dead dragon. She didn’t know why, but being in such close proximity to it made her skin crawl, mainly because she couldn’t shake the feeling of being watched anytime she was near it. She knew that even the idea of it was absurd, but that didn’t change the way she felt about it. Lusam drew breath, but before he could reply, Arlo spoke again.


“I’m sure we could if it turns out to be a single dragon. But what happens if that one on the horizon is only a decoy and Persas has sent another thirty or forty dragons to attack us. It would be far easier and safer to get you inside the cave now before they get here, rather than attempt it during a full-scale attack. Chances are they wouldn’t even know you were there, but it’s easy enough to seal you inside magically, regardless.”


“Lucky me,” Neala said under her breath, turning and striding off towards the cave without waiting for a reply. Lusam scrambled to catch up to her on the loose sand and took hold of her hand. Reluctantly, she allowed it but didn’t slow her pace any.


“I know you don’t want to go, but he’s probably right on this occasion,” Lusam said. “If it does turn out to be more than one dragon, I’d feel a lot better knowing that you’re safe inside the cave while we deal with the threat.”


Neala stopped dead in her tracks and spun to face him, her face set like thunder.


“I don’t need protecting all of the time,” she hissed at him, dragging her hand away from his. Lusam knew better than to smile at her when she was in such a bad mood, but he just couldn’t help himself. The withering look that she gave him in return made him take an involuntary step back. He held up his hands in mock surrender, but the gesture seemed to have little effect.


“Neala, no one is questioning your fighting skills or your ability to defend yourself, but you have to admit, even you might struggle against a dozen or more dragons. Besides, I’m pretty sure he was thinking about more than just your safety when he suggested it.”


“Oh, and how’s that?”


“Well, you don’t fight a dragon on the ground, you have to do it in the air,” Lusam pointed out, pausing to let the image of them hurtling through the air while in mortal combat take hold in her mind. He could almost see her resistance fade away before his eyes as she contemplated the alternative to taking refuge inside the cave. Lusam decided to take the opportunity to hammer home his point. That, and have a little fun at the same time.


“Look,” he said pointedly. “If you prefer to stay with me and fight, then that’s fine; I’ll protect you. All I ask, though, is that you hold on tight while we’re zipping around up there. Dragons are pretty quick and nimble in the air, so we’ll need to move even faster if we’re going to survive the fight.”


Lusam could see the colour draining out of her cheeks as she considered his words and had to try hard not to laugh at the look of horror slowly spreading across her face. He was intrigued to know how she would inevitably refuse his offer, but his father’s voice suddenly put an untimely end to his fun.


“I’m not sure any of that will be necessary now,” Arlo called out over his shoulder, before turning back to squint at the horizon. Lusam was surprised that his father had overheard their conversation from so far away. Apparently, it wasn’t only his eyesight that had improved due to his bond with Ryuu, Lusam thought, making a mental note for future reference.


“What makes you say that?” Lusam asked.


“Well, if I’m not mistaken, that’s Kanos,” Arlo said, nodding towards the growing speck. “So, unless he’s coming to deliver another warning, I don’t think we have much to worry about.”


Lusam moved up beside his father and squinted at the distant object in the sky. He still couldn’t make out enough detail to identify it as a dragon, let alone recognise who it was.


They all watched as the tiny object on the horizon slowly grew into the recognisable shape of a dragon. Lusam took his father’s continued silence as confirmation of the dragon’s identity, but it wasn’t until it came within a mile or so that he was able to recognise the dragon himself. They watched impassively as the copper dragon swooped down towards them at the oasis, his scales glistening in the sunlight as he angled himself ready to land on a flat piece of ground not more than a hundred paces away. A moment later, a sudden sandstorm erupted around them, peppering their exposed skin as Kanos spread his powerful wings to slow his descent. Instinctively, they all covered their eyes and turned their heads away, but not before they’d each received a good dousing of sand into their eyes and mouths.


It took Lusam a few moments to blink away the grit and spit the sand from his mouth, but when he looked back up, he saw Kanos cautiously moving towards them. Lusam didn’t know if it was just his imagination or if the copper dragons gaze was fixed firmly on him as it slowly traversed the distance between them. He noticed Kanos briefly glance towards his father and Neala, but almost immediately, the dragon returned his attention to him. Lusam almost felt like he was being stalked as the powerful creature slowly lumbered towards him.


Lusam couldn’t help noticing that Kanos moved with a slight limp and seemed to be favouring his right front leg over his left. He didn’t think much of it until he also noticed several scales missing from his back and neck. Some looked like they had started to grow back, but others were completely absent and revealed traces of dried blood where they had recently been detached. As Kanos drew closer, several deep scores could be seen clearly running from the top of his spine down his sides. Lusam was in no doubt about what had caused them. He had seen similar marks gouged into the stone steps at Coldmont as well as his father’s house in the hidden realm. Only the talons of another dragon could have been responsible, and one much larger than Kanos, by the looks of it.


Kanos suddenly stopped and snapped his head skywards as a mighty roar shattered the relative tranquillity of the oasis. Lusam glanced up just in time to see Ryuu’s enormous wings blot out the sun as he came into to land between them and Kanos. Instinctively, Lusam threw up a magical barrier around himself and Neala, half-expecting Ryuu to come crashing down on top of them in his haste to block Kanos’ path. Fortunately, only the resulting sandstorm from his wings assaulted his barrier.


“Easy, Ryuu,” Arlo called out silently. “I don’t think Kanos means us any harm.”


Ryuu’s snarl left no one in any doubt about how he felt about Kanos’ actions. Kanos immediately lowered his head in a submissive gesture and spoke the ancient greeting, “Blood recognises blood.”


Lusam expected a reciprocal greeting from Ryuu, but it was his father who spoke the words instead. Ryuu simply held his ground and continued to snarl at the smaller dragon.


“Why did you attempt to hide your presence from me?” Ryuu eventually asked in a low rumbling growl. Kanos began to lift his head, but when he saw Ryuu towering over him, he decided better of it.


“I am sorry, brother, that was not my intention. I was not trying to hide from you or any other dragon here in Aster. I was trying to mask my presence from the dragons that might be pursuing me from Eindryl.”


Arlo stepped forward and around Ryuu. “Is that where you received those injuries?” he asked, pointing towards the missing scales and deep score marks across his back.


Kanos lifted his gaze to meet that of Arlo’s but kept his head firmly bowed before Ryuu.


“Yes,” Kanos replied, pausing briefly before continuing. “Persas discovered that we came to warn you of his impending attack. He killed my friend, Kasig for it, and tried to do the same to me. I managed to make it to Rynas before his assassins could catch me and demanded that I be given a chance to speak, but Persas manipulated my words and twisted them against me. All I wanted to do was warn them of the dangers they faced from the Netherworld. To share the information that Ryuu had shared with me. But when Persas learned of how I had gained that knowledge, he accused me of being infected by the Magru’s disease and banished me from Eindryl for no less than a hundred years. Instead of being executed for my alleged crimes, he said that I would be given time to recover from my infection, just as the Magru once were. But that was never Persas’ real intention. I knew that he had already sent his assassins out to wait for me, to kill me and dispose of my body so that no one would ever know the truth. But I escaped their best efforts, and came here to Aster, to seek the aid of Draffen and the other Magru in ridding ourselves of our treacherous leader. I intend to convince them to help the humans like you asked. So that our brethren will not suffer the consequences of Persas’ inactions. And later, if Ega wills it, I will look into Persas’ eyes as he takes his final breath, and remind him of what he did to my friend, Kasig.”


Ryuu slowly lowered his forehead towards Kanos, resting it gently against his.


“Blood recognises blood,” Ryuu said in a low rumbling voice. “Your actions were brave and honourable, brother, and I would be proud to call you a friend.”


“As would we all,” Arlo agreed, knowing full well the implications of Kanos’ banishment.


A moment later, Ryuu lifted his head and backed away from the smaller dragon to give him some space. Kanos slowly looked up and passed his gaze over each of them in turn before replying with ancient greeting once more. The words were heartfelt and their meaning profound; Kanos had just accepted them all as his brethren. For a while, no one spoke or moved, then Kanos suddenly tilted his head as if listening intently for something on the gentle desert breeze.


“I don’t sense any other dragons nearby. Are the Magru no longer here?” Kanos said with an edge of panic creeping into his voice.


Arlo sighed. “Yes, most of them are still here, but I’m afraid they can no longer help us,” he said, turning and pointing towards the distant mounds of half-buried bones. “It appears that Persas’ depravity extended to killing defenceless dragons, too.”


Kanos followed Arlo’s gaze and was shocked when he realised what he was looking at. The unmistakable outlines of dragon skeletons slowly resolved themselves through the shimmering heat haze of the desert, but his mind stubbornly refused to accept what his eyes were showing him. He knew something was wrong, and it took him several more seconds to work out what it was. He could see and sense the magic within the bones, but there were no sacred hearts accompanying the remains, and that didn’t make any sense to him at all. Whenever a dragon died, their hearts were always taken back to Eindryl, to the sacred grounds of their ancestors, and the remaining bones destroyed so that the magic they contained would be released back into the world. Suddenly, two things struck him almost simultaneously. The first was that not all dragons’ hearts were returned to Eindryl after their deaths. His, he knew, would never be reunited with his ancestors now. And secondly, the fact that Arlo had just implicated Persas as being responsible for the atrocities before him.


“Where are all their sacred hearts?” Kanos asked, dreading the reply he about to receive.


“Destroyed by Persas’ assassins,” Arlo replied, his voice tinged with anger and remorse.


“Are you certain?” Kanos gasped.


“Yes, there is still some evidence of the destroyed hearts,” Arlo replied.


“No,” Kanos rumbled, turning away from the ancient massacre and fixing his eyes on Arlo. “Are you certain that it is Persas who is responsible?”


Arlo nodded slowly. “Yes, I am,” he replied. “One dragon survived the attack, and he told us everything that happened here.”


“Draffen?” Kanos asked, his golden-amber eyes swirling with renewed hope.


“No, not Draffen,” Arlo replied, shaking his head. He saw Kanos’ gaze swing back towards the dragons’ remains and knew immediately what he was thinking. “And no, Draffen is not among them. He left Aster with fifteen other dragons to seek out an ancient colony somewhere to the far north before all this happened. Gruken, the dragon who informed us of all this, died waiting for Draffen to return. He entered Ega’s slumber hoping to hide his presence from Persas’ scouts. He intended to wait until Draffen returned and then inform him of Persas’ treachery, but unfortunately, his body died long before that ever happened.”


“And, Gruken does not know where Draffen is now?”


Again, Arlo shook his head. “No, only that he travelled north to an ancient outpost, one even older than Aster. If he still lives, I’m afraid he is currently beyond our reach.”


Kanos’ world seemed to fall away from under him as he digested Arlo’s words. His only option had been to travel to Aster to find Draffen. Now, without him, Persas would remain as their leader, his brethren would likely perish, or at the very least suffer greatly due to the threat from the Netherworld. But beyond all of that, one thing struck him harder than anything else; he was now all alone and always would be. He could never return to Eindryl, dead or alive. His life was meaningless. Any wisdom that he had already gained, or may acquire in the future, would be lost when he eventually died. No one would ever know his story.


No one would even remember his name.


Kanos raised his head to the heavens and roared his anger and frustration. He noticed Ryuu spring forward defensively, putting himself between him and the humans. But it wasn’t the humans that he was angry at, it was the injustice of what had happened to him and his friend, Kasig, for doing nothing more than trying to help. And that anger was keenly focused on only one name; Persas.


Even before the echoes of his cries had died away, he knew what he must do. If he could not pass on his knowledge and wisdom to others once he died, he could at least make sure that others of his kind could. He lowered his head and fixed his gaze on the small human called Lusam.


“I will do it,” Kanos said in a low rumbling voice. “I will bond with you.”


Chapter Thirty-Four
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Lusam was stunned by Kanos’ sudden and unexpected declaration, and judging by the collective silence of the others, they were just as taken aback by it.


“On one condition,” Kanos added before anyone could respond. “You help me kill Persas for what he has done, both here and to my friend, Kasig.”


Lusam drew breath to accept his terms readily, but Arlo stepped forward and spoke first.


“No,” he said bluntly. “The bond must be undertaken willingly and without any conditions attached. That is a fundamental part of the bonding process. To do otherwise would risk the viability of your long-term future together. The bond will change you. It will change both of you. You will know each other’s mind as well as you know your own. You will share each other’s fears and secrets, ambitions and shame. All must be accepted willingly and without judgement, because it will all become yours to bear as if it were your own. Therefore, you must enter the bond as equals, as that is what you will be forever, thereafter. One bond partner cannot hold sway over the other with predefined conditions or expectations. Nor can one owe a debt to the other, for after the bond you will become as one, and it is impossible to owe a debt to oneself.”


Arlo paused, expecting a barrage of protests and questions from both Lusam and Kanos, but none came. They simply stared at each other as if a deep understanding already existed between them. Arlo didn’t know whether to be happy or concerned about it. He knew each of them harboured their own desires for revenge, and he couldn’t blame either of them. He even shared Lusam’s wish to see Lord Zelroth pay for what he had done to Samara. But equally, he had no desire to create and unleash a new, much more potent danger into the world.


Even as Arlo thought about it, he found himself smiling and shaking his head to himself. He might not know Kanos well yet, but he certainly knew his son, and he knew without a doubt that Lusam would never allow Kanos to coerce him into doing anything that he wouldn’t be happy doing alone. And, right or wrong, he had to admit that he wouldn’t mind seeing Persas pay dearly for his crimes, either. Many of the bones behind him belonged to good friends of his, and he never had any intention of letting that go unpunished—nor did Ryuu. He drew breath to give his own pledge regarding justice towards Persas’ actions, but Kanos spoke before he could make it.


“It is enough for me that my brethren might yet survive the horrors that Ryuu has shown me, and if that means Persas goes unpunished for his treachery, then so be it,” he said, never taking his eyes off Lusam.


“Oh, I didn’t say that,” Arlo interjected. Lusam and Kanos turned to find him wearing a broad grin. “Just because you have to enter the bond unencumbered, doesn’t mean that you can’t seek justice together after it is complete. Besides, Ryuu nor I could ever allow what has transpired here to go unpunished.”


Lusam gave an almost imperceptible nod to Kanos then turned back towards his father, but before he could say a word, Kanos lifted his head towards the sky and let loose a deafening roar of triumph. Lusam instinctively jumped away from the sudden and unexpected sound, stumbling back onto the sand. Arlo roared with laughter, and even Neala found it amusing, even though she had startled almost as badly as Lusam.


“Don’t worry, you’ll get used to that; eventually,” Arlo said, still chuckling to himself as Lusam got to his feet and brushed the sand off his clothes. Lusam gave him a look that suggested the contrary but didn’t voice his opinion.


“So how do we proceed?” Lusam asked, glancing between Kanos and his father. Arlo thought for a moment, but instead of replying to Lusam’s question, he turned towards Ryuu and communicated something to him in private. Without warning, Ryuu sprung into the air, almost sending Lusam sprawling once more with the downdraught from his wings. The sudden localised sandstorm choked and half-blinded Lusam and Neala, causing them to cough and splutter uncontrollably as they rubbed at their sand-filled eyes. If the sand bothered Kanos, he didn’t show it. Nor did Arlo, who had apparently protected himself behind a magical barrier, much to Lusam’s annoyance.


“That’s one thing that I won’t ever get used to, so please, stop doing it!” Lusam half-yelled at his father.


“Sorry, I forgot—again,” Arlo replied, trying his best to keep a straight face. “Come, we need to prepare for the bonding.”


Arlo turned and walked towards the shade of a nearby tree, leaving Lusam’s earlier question still unanswered. He sat down with his back against a large tree and waited for the others to join him, always with an eye on the distant cave. Lusam and Neala found a shady spot of their own, while Kanos seemed happy to remain in the heat of the desert sun.


“Well?” Lusam prompted after the silence had stretched on for a while longer.


“One moment, please,” Arlo replied, holding up a single finger, still looking towards the cave. Another minute or so passed, then a slight smile touched the corners of Arlo’s lips, and he nodded to himself. Lusam guessed that he was communicating silently with Ryuu again, but he had no idea about what, nor did he get a chance to ask because his father finally decided to explain how the bonding process worked.


“The mechanics of forming a bond is relatively simple. The extensive preparations that are needed beforehand, however, are not. Often it takes many months to prepare a dragon and a human for their bonding—”


“Months!” Lusam spat, jumping to his feet. “We don’t have months! Unless you’ve forgotten, we’re about to be overrun by Netherworld creatures, not to mention an angry God that wants us all dead!”


Arlo’s grin returned as he looked up at his overly-animated son. “Don’t worry, that shouldn’t be the case this time.”


“Why not?”


“Because fortunately, you’ve already learned the skills required to complete the bonding process.”


Lusam’s blank look made it obvious that he didn’t have a clue what his father was talking about.


Arlo rolled his eyes and sighed. “You don’t really think that I made you go through all that meditation practise just to fix my floor, do you?”


“Of course not! It was to enable me to read the fourth Guardian book,” Lusam replied, his words coming out a little sharper than intended.


“Yes, and in the same way that the deep meditative state allowed your mind to absorb the vast amount of information contained within the Guardian book, it will also allow you to assimilate all of Kanos’ knowledge and memories safely. Without that safeguard, your mind would be completely overwhelmed by the information from Kanos, just as it would have been by the Guardian book.”


Lusam thought back to the many long, frustrating days and weeks that he had spent perfecting the meditation technique before attempting to read the fourth Guardian book. He knew how difficult it had been for him to master, and doubted that Kanos had even tried it, let alone mastered it yet.


“And what about Kanos?” Lusam asked, glancing towards the towering dragon standing beside him.


“What about him?”


“Well, you just said that it could take months to prepare a dragon and a human for the bonding process. I might be ready, but what about Kanos? I doubt that he’s had the opportunity to learn how to meditate yet.”


“No, I expect he hasn’t,” Arlo replied, chuckling. “But there again, he doesn’t have to. No offence, Lusam, but the amount of information contained within your mind, compared to his, is trivial. He holds not only his memories and experiences but also those of countless other dragons that came before him. Absorbing the information from a human mind, even one as powerful as yours could never be dangerous for a dragon. It’s the foreign emotions and other human traits which are passed on through the bonding process that they need time to prepare for. After the bond, your mind will act as a kind of buffer to Kanos’ newly acquired emotions. It will primarily be you who makes sense of what you are both feeling, at least in the short term until Kanos becomes more adept at controlling his own emotions. You won’t realise that you’re doing it, of course, neither of you will, which is why the sudden loss of their bond-partners impacted the Magru so badly. They had something which they relied on snatched away from them, and no chance to adapt to the sudden change. With enough time and guidance, I’m sure they could have all made a full recovery, but as we know, they were neither given a chance or the opportunity. Something for which I feel at least partially responsible.”


Arlo paused and looked towards the distant dragon remains. How many of his friends could he have saved if he had only known about their plight? How different might it have been if someone at Coldmont had foreseen the potential problems and instructed them to return for treatment in the event of the loss of their bond-partners? Saddened, Arlo shook the thoughts from his head. What was done was done, he realised. There was nothing that he could do to change the past. All he could do was make sure that it never happened again in the future. He felt his throat tighten as he looked up at Lusam and the dark thoughts formulated in his mind. It almost felt like a betrayal of his son to speak the words out loud, but he knew that he must, not only for himself but also for Kanos, as well as for his dead friends that he was unable to save. He swallowed hard and turned towards the small copper dragon.


“Kanos, I need you to give me your word on something before you enter into the bond with my son,” Arlo said, turning to look at Lusam with a fresh lump in his throat. “If Lusam… if he… if in the future, you should ever find yourself alone, I want you to promise me that you will seek out the help of the humans and not attempt to deal with it on your own. I know there are various copies of Coldmont books in the High Temple’s library which give detailed instructions on how to prepare a dragon for a bonding, as well as the bonding process as a whole. I know, because I was the one who took them there. Seek out the High Priest in Lamuria and ask for their help, and one way or another, he or she will do their best to aid you in your recovery.”


Even as Arlo spoke the words, he couldn’t help thinking how hollow they might be. He had seen how weak the magi at the High Temple had become over the past two millennia, including the High Priest, and wasn’t at all sure if they still possessed enough power collectively to help Kanos if the worst should ever happen. All he could do was hope and pray that Kanos never had to find out.


“I do not know the places or the people of whom you speak,” Kanos replied.


“Don’t worry, Kanos, you will soon enough. Through the bond, you will learn everything that Lusam knows about our towns and cities and who inhabits them, just as he will learn everything that you know about your lands and culture.”


In an almost synchronised motion, Lusam and Kanos turned to look at each other. If Arlo hadn’t known better, he would have sworn that the two were already bonded and communicating silently with one another, but he knew that was impossible. The moment the thought entered his head, he couldn’t help grinning to himself. He realised that the word ‘impossible’ embodied everything about Lusam. From his conception and subsequent survival against incredible odds to his unique abilities and innate magical strengths. All of it he would have considered ‘impossible’ not so long ago. He looked up, still wearing a broad grin and found Lusam and Kanos staring at him expectantly. When it became evident that he wasn’t going to enlighten them any further, Kanos slowly lowered his head towards him.


“I will do as you ask,” he said in a low rumbling tone.


Kanos’ speech still sounded awkward, but Arlo knew that it would soon improve after the bond. Dragons always preferred to communicate silently with one another and often only used verbal communication when addressing larger groups. Humans, however, were completely the opposite, as they generally had no other way of communicating, other than verbally. Arlo’s grin remained as he reminisced about the years of mental jousting that he and Ryuu had endured at the start of their bond. He’d always insisted on speaking out loud, while Ryuu preferred to communicate with him silently. Both of them claimed that their way was best, but neither was willing to give ground to the other. Ryuu often made a point of flying away halfway through a conversation so that he would be forced to use his method, but he never did. Instead, he would wait, sometimes days, for Ryuu to return and resume their conversation verbally where they had left off. Nowadays, he often didn’t even realise which method he was using, as both came as naturally as the other, as it did for Ryuu, too.


Arlo looked up from his reverie and suddenly realised that Kanos was still waiting for a reply. “Thank you, Kanos, I appreciate that,” he said, bowing his head in a show of gratitude.


“Well, that’s all great,” Lusam said in a slightly sarcastic tone. “Now that we’ve established what Kanos will do once I’m dead, could we possibly move on to more pressing matters, like how we’re going to complete the bonding process when we don’t have several months to prepare him for it.”


“Under normal circumstances, we couldn’t,” Arlo replied. “But I believe there is another way. Ryuu has spoken to Gruken, and he has agreed to share his memories with Kanos.”


“The Magru?” Kanos asked, shifting his feet nervously.


Arlo smiled at the young dragon’s reaction. “Don’t worry; I’m sure that you’ll be fine. Gruken’s emotions are his own, derived from events in his life, not yours. You may briefly experience some of the intense feelings that he harbours, but they should pass quickly.”


“Should?” Lusam asked as if voicing Kanos’ own concerns.


“Yes, they should,” Arlo replied with a slight sigh. “I’ll admit, the situation is not ideal, but I don’t see what other choice we have. Either Kanos learns what he needs to know from Gruken, or the bond cannot take place. To enter into it unprepared would almost certainly end badly for the both of you, but especially so for Kanos.”


“And if the effects don’t pass quickly?” Neala asked, stepping forward and taking hold of Lusam’s hand.


“If not, then once the bond has taken place, Kanos will have Lusam to help him deal with it. Either way, I think the risks should be minimal. But you have to understand that this has never been done before, so there could be unforeseen complications; I just don’t know for certain. In any event, the final decision has to be Kanos’,” Arlo said, turning towards the copper dragon. “But before you decide, there is one more thing that you should know. Gruken may have agreed to share his knowledge with you, but not without conditions of his own. He does not wish to only share the information that you need but has also requested a full bond with you. He wants to share everything, his entire life. I think he sees you as his only hope of letting others know what really happened at Aster, of Persas’ deception and treachery, and the fact that at least some of the Magru eventually recovered. But most of all, even though I gave my word to the contrary, he fears that his heart will never be returned to Eindryl, and therefore his entire life would be without meaning, as well as all those who came before him.”


Kanos shifted uneasily at Arlo’s words. Undergoing a second Rite of Passage was completely unheard of among his kind. He had already completed the ceremony many years before when he had chosen and bonded with Radhi’s sacred heart. The knowledge that she had imparted to him, along with the many other dragons of her lineage, had changed his understanding of the world forever. Her memories and life experiences were a part of him now, and the mere thought of bonding with another dragon felt like a betrayal to him.


But then there was another part of him that yearned for it.


He knew there was no practical or physical reason why a dragon could not bond with more than one sacred heart, other than it being the time-honoured tradition of his kin. The truth was, it was never done because it was not deemed necessary. If any gaps did exist in the knowledge gained through a bond, it was the duty of the recipient to fill those gaps for future generations. And in this instance, Arlo was right; there was no other way to gain the information that he needed. If he was to aid the humans and ultimately save his kin, he had to consider the feasibility of it at least.


Acquiring the memories and life experiences of Gruken, a fully-fledged Magru who had lived through the tumultuous times that Ryuu had shown him, may have been enough to sway his decision by itself. But it was another, far more poignant reason why he finally decided to accept Gruken’s offer. He, himself had recently suffered the deep despair of believing that his sacred heart would never be returned to Eindryl upon his death, and although he was still far from certain that he could change that outcome, at least he was still alive to try. He could only imagine the anguish that Gruken now felt.


Kanos turned and fixed his golden-amber eyes on Lusam, then in a voice as clear as any of them had heard from him, said, “Yes, I will do it.”


“We will do it,” Lusam replied, nodding towards him.


“Yes. We will do it,” Kanos echoed, lowering his head towards Lusam.


* * *


Kanos’ visit to the cave was relatively brief, but when he returned with Ryuu, Lusam could sense the difference in him. He seemed far more subdued than before, and Lusam kept catching him staring intently in his direction. His father had warned him to expect certain changes, but it was still a little unnerving being watched so closely by a dragon, even one with which he was about to share the rest of his life. His father had explained that once Kanos had undergone the Rite of Passage with Gruken, he would gain the memories of what it meant to be bonded to a human, but without the true understanding that came with the bond itself. He would be confused, and possibly even apprehensive about going through with it. Lusam wanted to reassure him that everything would be alright, but his father had advised him against it, stating that the sooner they completed the bonding process, the better. His father had warned him that Kanos would be experiencing many emotions that he was unused to dealing with, and even with the knowledge he had gained from Gruken, controlling those emotions without his help would be extremely difficult for the young dragon.


“Let us begin,” Arlo said, stepping into the shade of a nearby tree. Neala gave Lusam’s hand a small squeeze, kissed him gently on the cheek and wished him luck, then retreated to a shady spot of her own. If Neala had her reservations about the bond, she kept them well hidden, Lusam thought as he watched her settle down under a large tree. His nerves, however, jangled like a wind chime in a hurricane as he waited for Kanos to join him. His father had assured him that the process was quick and easy, but from where Lusam was standing, it seemed anything but. According to his father, all he had to do was attain the same state of meditation that he had while reading the fourth guardian book, then at that point reach out towards Kanos’ mind. His father would then recite a spell of bonding, which would permanently bind their minds. From that point on, the power to maintain the link would always come from Kanos, which was the sole reason why he was the only one capable of ever severing the bond—something which Lusam was acutely aware of as he watched the copper dragon trudge through the sand towards him.


“Are you both ready?” Arlo asked a moment later. Lusam nodded once, and Kanos indicated likewise.


“Then may Aysha and Driden bless this union,” Arlo said, signalling to Lusam that he should begin his preparations. He sat down cross-legged on the warm sand and placed his upturned hands on his lap, then with one final glance towards Neala, he closed his eyes and attempted to drift off into a deep meditative state. His heart hammered in his chest at the thought of what he was about to do, and he struggled to calm himself enough to complete his task. Eventually, though, little by little, his breathing and heart rate began to settle into a familiar rhythmic pattern, and soon after, he was at one with his mind and body, everything else around him becoming a distant concern. He reached out and found the vast mind of Kanos waiting for him. It was welcoming, but Lusam could also sense the turmoil that Kanos was subduing just out of reach. He heard the distant voice of his father as he began reciting the words of power required to bond them, but he could not quite make them out.


Lusam could sense the reluctance of Kanos to open his mind completely, and even heard his father’s voice instructing him to do so. Suddenly, like a flood-gate opening, the vast expanse of Kanos’ mind was revealed to him. He mentally gasped as the unrestricted torrent of information flowed into him. Countless lifetimes of memories and experiences threatened to overwhelm his senses, but somehow, he knew that Kanos was restricting the flow of information to prevent it from damaging his mind. He saw himself at The Rift fighting alongside other Guardians, then a heartbeat later, he was in an aerial battle with another dragon… no, not a battle; a mating ritual. Then he saw images of himself hatching from an egg inside a hot, dry cave. Instinctively, he knew the cave was in Eindryl, but before he could analyse his thoughts any further, he was whisked away to a distant and alien-looking land, where the creatures bore no resemblance to anything he had ever seen before. From one memory to the next, he bounced, around a world both familiar and not so. From one dragon’s life experiences to another, jumping back and forth through time in giant leaps. Disconcerting didn’t even begin to describe the sensations that he felt, but throughout it all, he knew without a doubt that he could trust Kanos to keep him safe. As the darkness threatened to claim him, he couldn’t help thinking how different this experience was compared to reading a Guardian book. A moment later, a single thought followed him into the comforting darkness; trust.


Chapter Thirty-Five


  [image: ]


The next thing Lusam became aware of was Neala calling out to him. She sounded so near, yet so far away. He could hear the slight concern in her voice, but not overly so. He tried to open his eyes, but they wouldn’t obey his command, then suddenly the booming voice of Kanos filled his mind.


“You’ll need to return to your own body if you want to do that,” he said matter-of-factly.


“My own body?” Lusam replied numbly.


“Yes, apparently you decided to migrate to mine during the bonding process.”


“Oh, sorry,” Lusam said, trying to comprehend how that was even possible. Not that he could think straight at the moment. It felt like his mind had been ripped apart and thrown back together a thousand times, and worse yet, it felt like it was still moving. Like the autumn leaves on the streets of Helveel, when the wind whipped them up into a tornado-like mass and spun them uncontrollably inside the shop doorways. At that moment, trying to pin down any of his thoughts was like trying to follow one of those spinning leaves; impossible.


“How do I get back?”


“The same way that you got here,” Kanos replied.


“But…” Lusam began to protest, but the moment that he thought about it, he realised that he knew exactly how to return to his body. Not only that, but he also knew with absolute certainty that the information had come from Gruken. Even the memory that Erin, Gruken’s Guardian, had done the same thing during their bonding process presented itself to him as clearly as if it were his own. It was a very strange sensation possessing the thoughts and memories of someone else. It was like remembering a vivid dream that you’d once had, then suddenly realising that it had actually taken place at some point in the past.


Neala’s soft voice called out again. She still sounded strange, but at least now he knew why; he was hearing her through Kanos’ ears. He smiled, or at least he would have if he had been in his own body.


“Your mate calls for you to come back to her,” Kanos said. “You chose wisely when you selected her. She is a formidable female, one worthy of a future Guardian.”


“You’ve no idea how formidable,” Lusam replied, chuckling to himself. “And as much as I like to fool myself, I’m pretty sure that it was Neala who ‘selected’ me.”


Kanos made a sound of assent. “Then, humans and dragons are more alike than I first thought. Dragon females also choose their mates. If the male that she selects is big and strong enough to survive her attacks, she will mate with him. If not, she will kill and eat him.”


Lusam didn’t know what to say to that. He had sometimes heard the terms, ‘to punch above your weight’ or ‘to aim above your station’ when it came to flirting with the opposite sex, but he guessed those phrases would have an entirely new meaning when it came to dragons. He was about to ask Kanos if he had a mate but suddenly realised that he already knew that he didn’t. In fact, many things started to come into focus, as if his mind was finally beginning to reorganise itself properly. Feelings and emotions also started to make themselves known. Not just his own, but Kanos’, too. The most prevalent of those were Kanos’ sense of loss and injustice for his friend, Kasig, and his hatred of Persas for what he had done. Lusam could tell that he was trying hard to hide those feelings from him, but they breached the surface of his defences like gas bubbles in a tar pit. Instinctively, Lusam reached out and embraced the memories as his own, enveloping the raw emotions and filtering them through his own mind. He immediately felt a sense of relief run through Kanos. One after another, Lusam sought out the errant emotions that Kanos was harbouring and rendered them inert. Some were his own, but most were the product of his bond with Gruken. By the time Lusam had done, Kanos’ mind felt like a different place; like a torrid river turned into a placid, clear mountain lake.


“Thank you,” he gasped as if the weight of the world had suddenly been lifted off his back.


“You’re welcome,” Lusam replied, but even as he said the words, he could sense Kanos reaching for the memories of Kasig and Persas. It was as if he was afraid to lose them or see their potency diminish, even though they hurt him so deeply. Lusam knew precisely how he felt. He too held such memories. The thoughts of revenge over Lord Zelroth had occupied him for a long time now, and he couldn’t even imagine giving those up until after he had avenged his mother’s death. The difference was, he knew that he could keep his emotions in check until he was able to carry them out. Kanos, on the other hand, could not. If he left him to deal with the raw emotions alone, Lusam knew they would eat him from the inside out.


Lusam swallowed hard and braced himself. He knew that he needed to show Kanos that he wasn’t alone in his loss, but to do so he would have to relive the worst experience of his life; the final moments of his mother’s life. He gritted his teeth and revealed the full depths of his painful memories to Kanos. He held nothing back, allowing him to experience the full impact of his emotions. He heard the anguished roar that Kanos let loose at the point of her death and felt it keenly himself with every fibre of his being, then in a heartbeat, he snatched it all away and locked it back behind his own emotional walls.


“I’m sorry that I had to show you that, Kanos, but you had to know my pain, too. Let me hold onto yours for you, Kanos. I swear that I will keep it safe and return it to you when it is needed. Do this for me, and I swear that when this is all over, I will help you seek the revenge that you desire against Persas.”


“And I, you against Lord Zelroth for what has done,” Kanos replied, his voice still uneven from the intense experience.


“Thank you,” Lusam said, relieved that Kanos had agreed to relinquish his raw emotions to him for safekeeping. Again, Neala called out to him, but this time, he clearly heard the urgency in her voice and suddenly realised why. Just like the previous time that his mind had left his body, during the battle of Lamuria, he would not be breathing.


“Don’t worry too much, your father has been maintaining your body with magic, but it seems that even he is starting to get a little concerned now, so it might be a good time to return,” Kanos said, reading his thoughts. It was a little disconcerting for Lusam to think that he could do that, but he decided that now probably wasn’t the best time to contemplate it. Not wishing to delay his return any longer, Lusam reached out towards the newly formed link between Kanos and himself and poured himself into it.


The distance back to his own body seemed vast, yet infinitesimally small at the same time. Like a ravine far too wide to cross, yet one that could be traversed by a single footstep. Instinctively, Lusam knew that physical distances mattered little to the new bond that he now shared with Kanos. A few feet or thousands, it did not matter. There was a limit, of course, but one only governed by the amount of power Kanos was able to feed into the link. At great distances, the link would become too weak to communicate with one another, but it would remain all the same. And if it should ever break, it would re-establish itself as soon as they came back within range of each other, just as it had done when Ryuu first emerged from the hidden realm to re-join his father at the temple of Lohlaen.


As Lusam poured his consciousness back into the constraints of his own body, he briefly began to wonder about something, but those thoughts quickly faltered when his oxygen-starved body started screaming at him to breathe. His lungs burned as he gasped in his first breath of air in gods knew how long. His eyes snapped open, and he bolted upright, almost clashing heads with his father, who was still hovering over him. His lungs worked frantically to supply his body with the oxygen it so desperately needed, and then the answer to his earlier question came crashing back to him like a hammer hitting an anvil. He had briefly wondered if he would wake up with a headache anywhere near as bad as the ones he had suffered after reading the Guardian books, and as he fell onto his side holding his head in both hands, he now knew the answer: no, it wouldn’t be as bad—it would be far worse.


Lusam awoke to a dull throbbing in his head and the sounds of nearby fire crackling and spitting as it slowly consumed its fuel. He didn’t even remember blacking out, but he knew that he had been unconscious for at least several hours due to the star-studded sky above him. Someone had placed a blanket over him, but still, the chilly night air had seeped deep into his bones. He tried to roll over towards the fire so that his face would benefit from its heat, but the effort caused a fresh wave of pain and nausea to erupt, and he groaned as he slumped back into his original position.


“Easy,” his father half-whispered from the other side of the campfire. “You need some time to recover from the bonding process. You should sleep a while. We still have a few hours left until dawn.”


Sleep sounded wonderful to Lusam right at that moment, but he knew with the combined effects of the cold and the pain in his head, it was almost certainly going to evade him. He briefly considered using his magic to warm himself and dull the pain in his head, but even the thought of it made his head hurt more. Instead, he took a few deep breaths, gritted his teeth against the pain and pushed himself up onto his elbows to look around. The first thing that he noticed was his blanket. It wasn’t a blanket at all, someone had cleverly weaved several of the nearby palm leaves together into a kind of matting and placed it over him. He pondered its efficacy for a moment, but as the cold chilly night air reached his newly exposed back, he realised that it had done a fair job of keeping the heat in, and wrapped himself more fully in it.


Lusam shuffled slowly towards the campfire until the heat radiated onto his face and body. Neala had her back to him on the far side of the fire, and judging by her slow rhythmic breathing was fast asleep. The firelight illuminated a fair distance around their camp, but even so, he could see no sign of either Ryuu or Kanos in its light. Instinctively, he reached out towards Kanos, but he wasn’t there. He could still sense the new link that they shared, but it was as if something was blocking it. His father must have seen the concern and confusion on his face as he looked out into the darkness in the direction that he could sense Kanos.


“Don’t worry, Ryuu is blocking me, too. They just need a little privacy for the time being, but they will be back soon enough,” Arlo said, adding another log to the fire.


“What are they doing?” Lusam asked quietly, staring off into the darkness.


Arlo turned to look in the same direction, then in a sombre voice replied, “They’re performing the Final Rites of Tinara for their fallen kin.”


“What… all of them?” Lusam asked, slightly shocked that only two dragons could possess enough venom to complete the grisly task alone. He had seen how effective Ryuu’s venom had been on Gruken’s bones inside the cave and shuddered inwardly at the thought of so much of it being sprayed around somewhere out there in the darkness. Slipping into his mage-sight, he decided to take a look at how they were getting on and gasped openly at what he saw. Multiple streams of glowing magic filled the air over a wide area. It twisted and turned in random directions, some of it disappearing high up above the clouds, while the majority of it formed complex patterns in the air, before finally vanishing into the ground. The amount of magic being released back into the world was truly astonishing to behold.


“I might call it truly beautiful if I were unaware of where it all came from,” Arlo said in a mournful whisper. Lusam turned to look at his father and could see the tears in his eyes, reflecting the flickering firelight. He didn’t reply to the comment, but he agreed wholeheartedly with it. So many magnificent creatures had been slaughtered unnecessarily, and for what? So that a single power-hungry dragon could hold onto the power he had been given. Each one had fought to save the world from destruction, and this was how they had been repaid for that bravery.


And his father had known and fought alongside them all.


Dawn came far too slowly for Lusam’s liking. After his father had settled back down for what little remained of the night, he found himself wide awake and staring up at the star-studded sky and contemplating what his future would now hold; what all of their futures would now hold.


Kanos and Ryuu had not returned to the camp after finishing their grisly task. Instead, they had sought solace together inside the cave and had set out an hour or so before dawn to hunt the coastline for food. Lusam didn’t mind that. He knew it would be good for them both to spend a little time together after what they had just endured. He also knew it would give Kanos an opportunity to come to terms with his newly acquired human traits, as it would him, with whatever changes he had undergone. Truth be told, though, he felt little different. Of course, he now knew more about dragons than he had ever known before, or even cared to know for that matter in some cases. But the bonding hadn’t changed him in the way that he had expected; not the same way as reading the four Guardian books had previously. His power reserves had not increased, and he hadn’t learned anything new about magic. All he had gained was a deeper understanding of dragons and their culture and how they viewed the world around them—or so he thought, at first.


It wasn’t until the campfire had burned down to its last embers and the chilly night air had seeped deep into his bones that Lusam discovered otherwise. The last vestiges of pain had fled his skull unnoticed while he had been busy star-gazing, and without thinking, he reached for his power to create a new heat source to replace that of the dying fire. As he did so, he became aware of the link that he now shared with Kanos, and as he drew on his magic to create the new heat source, that link flared brightly and revealed to him a truly vast reservoir of power at the other end of it. He knew instantly that it belonged to Kanos, but it took him a few moments longer to realise that it also now belonged to him. That was what made a Guardian so incredibly powerful, he now realised. It wasn’t just the magic that he or she was capable of wielding, it was the sheer amount of it that they were able to draw upon. No normal human mage could ever hope to match it. Even his reserves were many thousands of times smaller than what Kanos held. And if his father was right, and he had no reason to doubt him, dragons replenished their magical reserves at an astonishing rate compared to humans, giving them an almost endless supply of power. Of course, a dragon could not use that power itself. But a human mage that was bonded to one could.


As Lusam lay there watching the first rays of morning light crest the distant mountains, he heard Neala beginning to stir. He turned to see her already awake and smiling fondly at him.


“Good morning,” Lusam said, returning her smile.


“Morning,” she replied, not taking her eyes off him.


“How long have you been awake?”


“Oh, for a while now.”


“Then why didn’t you say something?”


“Because I didn’t want to disturb you. You looked so peaceful, staring up at the sky like that,” Neala replied with a mischievous grin.


Lusam pushed himself upright and stretched his back out with a low groan. He was surprised at how uncomfortable it had been resting on what he would have previously considered being soft sand. It had quickly compacted down into a rock-hard surface and drawn the heat away from his body far more effectively than any regular ground ever had. Then there was the fact that the sand got absolutely everywhere, from his ears, mouth and nose to his boots and undergarments.


“How are you feeling this morning?” Neala asked as she came over to sit next to him. But before Lusam could reply, she leaned in and gave him a tender kiss on the lips, then snuggled up and rested her head gently on his shoulder. He realised at that moment that it had been far too long since they’d had the opportunity to spend any quality time together. Nor had he taken what few chances he’d had lately to show her any real affection. With everything that had been going on, his mind had been occupied with other things, when he really should have been thinking about Neala’s feelings, too. He put his arm around her shoulder and hugged her tightly, vowing silently never to let it happen again. Gently, he placed a hand under her chin and guided her soft lips to meet his. When they finally broke their embrace several minutes later, they were both breathless with passion as they stared into one another’s eyes.


“Well, I see that I needn’t have asked how you were feeling earlier,” Neala whispered breathlessly.


Lusam smiled and gently kissed her lips once more. “I love you, Neala,” he whispered, looking deep into her eyes.


“I love you too,” she replied without hesitation and pulled him back into a tight embrace. Glancing over her shoulder, Lusam saw his father starting to get to feet. When he noticed Lusam looking, he gave him a silent nod and a knowing smile, then turned and headed off towards the water’s edge without saying a word, leaving them alone together at last.


Lusam didn’t know if his father’s extended absence was intentional or not, but he was certainly grateful for it, as was Neala, judging by the healthy glow now evident in her cheeks. When his father did finally return to camp, he did so carrying a string of freshly caught fish in one hand, and a collection of strange-looking shellfish in the other.


“I thought you might be hungry by now,” he said, holding up the fish and giving Lusam a knowing wink and grin.


Lusam’s face flushed at the insinuation, but Neala simply laughed and replied, “He’s always hungry. You should know that by now.”


Lusam began to object, but a sudden loud growl from his stomach at the thought of food swiftly put an end to any protest, and he found himself the target of several more jokes before breakfast was over.


The fish were far tastier than they looked, Lusam thought as he picked the last of the meat off the bones. The shellfish, however, he was not so keen on eating. They reminded him of the giant snails that his grandmother used to collect from the forest when he was a boy, only chewier and with a gritty texture of sand to them for good measure. While he was reminiscing about his short childhood, he suddenly noticed the distinct metallic taste of blood in his mouth. He ran his tongue around to see if he could detect where it was coming from, but there was no sign of any injury. Puzzled, he turned to Neala to ask if she could take a look in his mouth, but before he could ask, his attention was suddenly pulled towards the north. It was a strange sensation; like sensing the outer ripples on a pond’s surface after a rock had been thrown into its centre. Only, he knew precisely what these ripples were.


“Kanos and Ryuu are returning,” he said confidently. Turning back to the others, he noticed his father staring at him with a puzzled look on his face.


Arlo nodded slowly. “Yes, they are. But I’m surprised that you can sense Kanos’ presence so soon after the bond,” he said glancing towards the northern horizon. “And at such a distance,” he added a moment later.


“Is that unusual?” Lusam asked.


“Yes, I would say so. In fact, I would go as far as to say it’s unheard of in a newly bonded pair. It usually takes a long time to recognise such things. When I was first bonded with Ryuu, he took great pleasure in sneaking up on me and scaring me half to death whenever he could. I always knew he was nearby, but sensing which direction and how close was another matter entirely. And it took me decades to be able to locate him if he was more than ten or twenty miles away. With time and practise, the distance and accuracy at which I could detect him slowly grew until it is what it is today. And I always thought that was quite an achievement, until a moment ago,” his father replied slowly shaking his head.


Lusam shrugged dismissively. “Maybe I’m just a little more sensitive to Kanos’ presence than you were to Ryuu’s,” he offered.


Arlo chuckled openly as he turned to face him. “I have to say, that’s an understatement if I’ve ever heard one. Kanos and Ryuu are still almost a hundred miles to the north of us. I had barely registered Ryuu’s presence before you announced that they were returning, and you also knew from which direction they were coming. Very impressive,” he said, tossing the remnants of his fish breakfast aside and scrubbing the grease off his hands in the sand.


Lusam didn’t need to question his father’s words; he already knew them to be true because his newly acquired memories from Gruken verified them. He hadn’t been aware of the perceived distance limitations before, but as soon as his father began explaining it, Gruken’s memories on the subject instantly asserted themselves in his mind, removing any doubt that he might have otherwise had.


Arlo turned and looked out across the desert sand towards the cave. The distinctive outlines of dragon skeletons no longer marred the landscape. Only patches of slightly darker sand remained where they once lay, and he knew that even that would soon be erased by the harsh desert winds. He sighed deeply to himself, then turned back towards Lusam and Neala.


“Our time here is almost done, we should prepare ourselves to leave as soon as Ryuu and Kanos return,” Arlo said in a sombre voice.


“Thank the gods,” Neala breathed, emptying her boots of sand yet again. She had never been in a desert before, and she hoped that she would never find herself in one ever again. As far as she was concerned, the sooner they left it behind, the better.


Lusam shaded his eyes against the intense glare of the sun and squinted off into the distance. Kanos and Ryuu had just appeared as two tiny specs on the horizon, so he knew that it wouldn’t be long before they were back. The strange metallic taste of blood remained, but he still couldn’t determine its origin. He picked up the waterskin, uncorked it, and took a swig of water to rinse out his mouth. Still, there was no sign of blood as he spat it back out onto the sand. He took another couple of swigs to try and wash away the taste, but it had little effect. Sensing the close proximity of Kanos, and not wanting to add sand-filled eyes to his list of irritations, he erected a magical barrier around himself and Neala just in time to avoid the localised sandstorm kicked up by their collective wings. As the dust settled, Lusam felt the walls go down around Kanos’ mind, and he began to sense his thoughts once more.


“I have brought you food from our hunt,” Kanos announced as he dropped a decapitated corpse of a large sea mammal onto the sand in front of him with a dull, wet thud. The metallic taste of blood immediately lessened in Lusam’s mouth, and he knew instantly why. He was aware that his father sometimes shared senses with Ryuu, but he had always assumed that it was voluntary, and could be disengaged when not required. Lusam looked down at the mutilated, blood-soaked corpse, its intestines and other organs spilling out onto the sand, and fought back the urge to retch.


“That’s very kind of you Kanos, but we have already eaten, thank you,” Neala replied, barely able to hide her revulsion as the smell of fresh offal wafted over her.


“It is good that your hunt, too, was successful,” Kanos replied, then without warning, he lowered his head and snatched up the corpse from the ground in one fluid motion. Everyone heard the crunching of its bones, but only Lusam tasted the foul contents of its stomach as it succumbed to Kanos’ razor-sharp teeth and trickled down his throat. The taste and sensations of it all were too much for Lusam to bear, and he turned away and vomited his breakfast onto the sand. Kanos momentarily paused, as if sensing a foul taste of his own, then continued eating as if nothing was wrong.


“Are you alright?” Neala asked, keeping her distance from Lusam. He nodded and kept his head down, trying his best to block out the taste in his mouth with little success.


“I didn’t think you were so squeamish,” she said, trying to make light of it. Lusam wanted to tell her that he wasn’t, but he dared not open his mouth to reply. Eventually, the sensation lessened, and the foul taste in his mouth began to subside. A few moments later, he managed to stand upright again, but his pallid, sweat-beaded face left no one in any doubt as to how ill he still felt. He needed to find out from his father how to block out the sensations, and quickly before Kanos decided to eat something even worse, and he knew that he would. He had witnessed Ryuu gorging himself on several badly bloated animals that had lain dead in the sun for days without any compulsion at all. Even at a distance, the smell of the rancid meat had turned his stomach. The last thing he wanted to do was find out how vile something like that tasted as well. The mere thought of it made him dry-retch again, causing Neala to spring back away from him, just in case. Arlo gave Lusam a curious glance but didn’t seem too concerned about him as he announced to everyone that it was time to leave.


“Not yet, we still have one thing left to do,” Kanos replied.


“Oh, and what’s that?” Arlo asked.


Kanos paused before replying, nervously shifting his feet in the sand as he looked around at the others watching him. Everyone waited patiently for what he had to say, but he seemed to almost squirm under their gaze as if he was too afraid to speak. Neala couldn’t help herself and turned away to hide her amusement. He reminded her of a giant puppy that knew it had done something wrong and was nervously awaiting its punishment.


“It’s alright; you can tell us whatever it is,” Arlo said, trying to reassure him. “No one here is going to be angry with you.”


Kanos’ gaze settled on Lusam, but he remained silent until Lusam gave him a slight nod of encouragement. Lusam had sensed that Kanos had been trying to hide something from him ever since he’d returned, but had assumed it was because he wasn’t completely comfortable with the thought of sharing everything openly with him yet, and just needed a little more time to adjust.


Kanos shifted his weight again on the sand, and the tip of his long tail involuntarily twitched as he gathered himself to speak. “Last night,” he began, locking his eyes firmly on Lusam as if the others there were of no concern to him, “while we were performing the Final Rites of Tinara, I started experiencing strange feelings that I was unaccustomed to. Those feelings left me feeling weak and vulnerable, and I began to have my doubts about what we had entered into. I questioned whether our bonding had been the right thing to do and even contemplated ending it. I know now that I should have spoken to you about my feelings, but at the time, I already felt weak and didn’t want to appear even more so by confessing to it openly. Instead, after Ryuu had fallen asleep, I sought out the company and wisdom of Gruken, and fortunately, he was able to alleviate many of my fears. He shared with me his own experiences of what it had been like for him shortly after bonding, and that helped me to understand how to deal with my own issues. Over several hours we discussed a great many things. I informed him that we had carried out the Final Rites of Tinara on victims of Persas’ attack, and of course, it rekindled his sorrow and heartache over his mate being among them. Eventually, as we said our goodbyes, he thanked me for what we had done and made me reaffirm my vow to pass on his story, as well as those who had lost their lives to Persas’ treachery. His parting words were a request that we all visited him before leaving this place, and I promised him that we would.”


“Then we will,” Arlo replied, nodding his assent. “We owe him no less.”


“I’m sorry,” Kanos said to Lusam silently. “I should have trusted you more and not blocked you out as I did. I hope you can forgive me?”


Lusam didn’t know how to respond to the heartfelt declaration. As far as he was concerned, Kanos hadn’t done anything wrong. Gruken was infinitely more qualified than he was to advise on such matters. The only response he could think of was one that his grandmother had given to him when he had once asked for forgiveness. “There’s nothing to forgive,” Lusam replied. “Now and then, we all do foolish things that we’re not proud of, but as long as we learn from our mistakes, we won’t be doomed to repeat them.”


“Those are very wise words,” Kanos replied humbly.


“Yes, they are. And they were spoken to me by a very wise woman,” Lusam replied, smiling at the fond memory of his beloved grandmother.


Chapter Thirty-Six
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The cool interior of the cave was a welcome relief from the rapidly growing heat outside. It was still as dark as Lusam remembered, but now that he knew what lay inside it was far less foreboding.


The summoned light orb hovered high above them, illuminating all but the deepest crevices of the cave. Lusam and Neala had expected that they would have to pay their respects to Gruken individually, but upon entering the cave, Arlo had announced otherwise. He informed them that two thousand years ago, the priests of the High Temple had devised a spell which allowed them to communicate directly with a dragon heart. It had been created as a method of ensuring that the dead dragons who had agreed to help protect the Guardian books, did so of their own free will. And now, Arlo would use the same spell so that everyone could hear Gruken’s words at the same time, and he theirs.


After announcing their arrival to Gruken and informing him of their intentions, Arlo began the complex incantation. Lusam could feel the hairs on the back of his neck stand on end as the power within the cave gradually increased with each recital of the spell. A moment later, the dragon heart shimmered as Arlo released his magic into it, then the cave was plunged into an eerie silence while they all waited to see if it had worked.


“Can you hear me?” Arlo asked after the silence had stretched on for more than a minute.


“Yes, I can hear you,” Gruken replied in a deep rumbling voice. “Are Kanos and Ryuu with you, too?”


“We are here,” Kanos replied from the back of the cave.


“Good. Then let us finish this quickly so that you can continue with your mission. Time, I fear, is running out for all of us,” Gruken said, pausing briefly before speaking again. “Oh, how I wish things had turned out differently, my friends. I wish that I had not lost my bond-partner at The Rift. I wish my mate, Irsi, had not been taken from me by Persas’ attack. And I wish that Draffen had returned in time to wake me so that I could have taken revenge on Persas for what he had done. But I suppose there is no point in wishing for things that cannot be. What is done is done, and we all have to move on and do what we must.


“So, I thank you all for what you have done for me, and I especially thank Kanos, for giving my existence meaning again by carrying my memories on so that others will one day remember my name and deeds, and also never forget what happened here at Aster. Your offer to take my heart back to Eindryl was an honourable one, Arlo, and I thank you for it, but we both know that no dragon would ever willingly choose to bond with me for fear of what I became. Even if the other dragons didn’t destroy my heart, all I would have to look forward to would be countless centuries of isolation until Ega’s fire-rock eventually came to claim me, and that is not something I would ever wish for. Last night, during my conversation with Kanos, I realised that sometimes we can make our wishes come true. And my greatest wish right now is to re-join my mate, Irsi, and finally take my place by Ega’s side. So, I bid you all farewell, my friends, and may Ega’s light guide you on your journey.”


“No, wait!” Arlo called out, but it was already too late. Long thin strands of magic began to billow out of Gruken’s heart towards the ceiling above. It swirled and twisted like plumes of multicoloured living smoke, filling the entire cave as it sought a way to escape. Some of it vanished into the walls and floor, but most of it rolled in giant waves towards the cave entrance, washing over everyone in its path. The sacred heart gradually dimmed as the magic left it, but just before its light finally faded, three distant words rang out in the cave.


“Blood recognises blood…” And then he was gone.


As the last wisps of magic left the cave, a sharp cracking sound pulled everyone’s attention back to the heart just in time to see it collapse under its own weight into a pile of what looked like black sand.


“Blood recognises blood,” Arlo replied sombrely, prompting everyone to follow his example. Ryuu and Kanos lifted their heads and roared towards the heavens, announcing Gruken’s imminent arrival to Ega and their ancestors. Lusam, Neala and Arlo simply stared at what remained in silence. They all wanted to ask ‘why’, but nobody did because they all already knew the answer.


“So, now what?” Lusam asked after the silence had stretched on for several more minutes.


Arlo placed a hand on his shoulder and gave it a small squeeze. “Now, son, we go to Irragin and pay Lord Zelroth that long-awaited visit,” he replied.


Chapter Thirty-Seven
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Lusam tightened the magical restraints holding him in place on Kanos’ back once more. It was the third time that he had done so since leaving Aster earlier that morning. At first, the weather had been calm with only blue skies for as far as they could see, but soon enough, that all changed.


Arlo had set a course out to sea, intending to give Eindryl a wide berth so that their presence would not be detected. And it had worked in the sense that they had not encountered any other dragons, but unfortunately, their course had led them straight into a developing winter storm.


Lusam could sense the strain Kanos was under while trying to keep pace with the larger dragon, and he knew that his ever-tightening makeshift saddle was doing nothing to alleviate that strain. The strong headwinds buffeted Kanos around violently and continually tried to tear Lusam free from his back. Hunkering down, Lusam promised himself that he would set about constructing a suitable saddle as soon as an opportunity arose, then silently thanked his father for the earlier foresight that he had shown when suggesting that Neala should ride with him in Ryuu’s saddle. She hadn’t been happy about it, but after a short, heated debate, she had finally agreed to Arlo’s suggestion.


Half an hour later, the storm finally began to relent, and the dark clouds thinned to reveal an angry grey sea below. Huge, rolling white-tipped waves scarred the ocean’s surface from horizon to horizon, and for the first time that day, he felt thankful for his mode of transport. Just the thought of being on board a ship in such terrible weather made him feel queasy, and that, in turn, reminded him of Alexia, and her bouts of seasickness during their first voyage aboard the Pelorus. One thought quickly led to another, and soon, his mind was full of dark thoughts and concerns over how Alexia, Renn and the others were doing at The Rift. Hershel and many others had already been killed by Aamon’s abominations. He just hoped that the list hadn’t grown to include any more of his friends since he’d been gone. He shook the dark thoughts from his head and spoke a silent prayer to Aysha, asking that she watch over them all until he and his father could return.


The next few hours, Lusam spent preparing himself mentally for what he was about to face. His previous visit to Irragin had resulted in the death of his mother and had almost cost his life, too. He had ignored various warnings from Renn and Neala about his overconfidence regarding his chances of defeating Lord Zelroth within his stronghold, and he knew that had played a pivotal role in his mother’s death. He was determined not to make the same mistake again. This time he knew what he was walking into, and he was fully prepared for it.


Or at least he thought that he was until the unmistakable outline of Mount Nuxvar slowly began to reveal itself on the distant horizon.


Lusam felt his heart quicken and sweat began to glaze his palms as he gazed towards the looming mountain of black granite. It felt like all of the moisture had suddenly been sucked out of his mouth, and his stomach spasmed and cramped at the thought of entering Irragin again.


“Why are you so afraid?” Kanos asked, not bothering to hide his distaste for Lusam’s apparent weakness. “You are the hunter, not the prey.”


Lusam startled at the sudden voice in his head. He wasn’t sure if he would ever get used to that. Nor was he sure that he could ever get used to his every thought being monitored by Kanos.


“Then hide your thoughts from me,” Kanos replied to his unspoken remark. “I don’t care much about listening to them all the time, anyway.”


Lusam’s face flushed at the thought of what Kanos might have overheard since they were first bonded. “I’m sorry, but I don’t know how,” he replied. “I will have to ask my father later.”


Kanos grunted.


“And I’m not afraid to face Lord Zelroth,” Lusam added.


“Then what is it that you are afraid of?”


Lusam paused. He knew there was no point in trying to hide the truth from Kanos. Nor did he want to. Starting down that road could only lead to a lifetime of distrust and secrets between them, and that was something he wanted to avoid at any cost.


“I’m afraid of myself,” Lusam replied truthfully. “I’m afraid of what I may or may not be able to do when I re-enter that place; once I’m forced to relive the painful memories of my mother’s death over again. I just don’t know what I will do when I’m standing in the same room where she died.”


“You will do what you were unable to do the last time you were there. You will kill the man responsible for her death. Memories may make us who we are, Lusam, but they do not control us, and nor should we let them. The last time you visited Irragin, Lord Zelroth could have killed you both, but he didn’t because your mother chose to sacrifice herself so that you could live. Don’t let the memories of her death paralyse your actions to honour her life. Remember; her blood runs through your veins too, Lusam, so if you find yourself in any doubt, seek out that strength so that you can do what must be done. Her memory deserves nothing less.”


Try as he might, Lusam could find no response to Kanos’ words, even though he agreed with them wholeheartedly. He just hoped that when the time came, he could find the courage and strength to see them through. Lusam knew that if he didn’t, his father would undoubtedly kill Lord Zelroth anyway for what he had done, but Lusam wasn’t sure that he could ever live with himself afterwards knowing that he hadn’t avenged his mother’s death himself.


The bay of Bruecia looked a lot different from the last time Lusam had seen it. The tall pinnacle of black granite still towered out of the ocean like an ominous watchtower overlooking the bay, but it was no longer surrounded by the calm blue waters that he remembered. Now, the destructive winter waves crashed against its base, sending white-water spray a hundred feet up its column. The turbulent grey sea bubbled and boiled around its base, forming a thick layer of seafoam in its wake. Previously, they had hidden their small boat from view behind that towering rock, but now it would have been suicide to go anywhere near it.


As they drew a little closer, Lusam noticed several ships tied up along the dockside. He was surprised to see any there at all after the devastation he had unleashed on their fleet previously, but upon closer scrutiny, he could see that most of them were in the process of being repaired or rebuilt entirely. Only one vessel among them looked seaworthy, and that was a deep-hulled trading ship tied up near the main dock.


Lusam startled slightly when his father’s voice suddenly sounded in his head. “Well, that’s odd,” he said, not bothering to expand further. Lusam had almost forgotten about the communication spell that they had set up before leaving Aster, and it was only then that he realised they had travelled the entire way in silence.


“Why, what do you see?” Lusam asked, scanning the fast-approaching docks and surrounding area for any signs of danger.


“It’s not what I can see; it’s what I can’t see that has me confused. Haven’t you noticed? There are no people anywhere to be seen. There are none on those ships, the docks or the streets of Bruecia. It looks like a ghost town down there.”


“Maybe Lord Zelroth knew we were coming and instructed everyone to hide or leave,” Neala suggested.


“No, I don’t think so,” Lusam replied. It felt strange hearing Neala’s voice in his head like that, but he was glad that they had included her in the spell so that she could contribute. “Last time, Lord Zelroth was informed about our imminent arrival by the Nauroe, so I don’t see how he could have known about us this time. Besides, I think he would be far more likely to line his people up in front of Irragin’s gates and use them as a living shield, rather than warn them to run and hide.”


“Lusam is right, short of divine intervention, he couldn’t possibly have known we were coming,” Arlo agreed.


“Could he have used his magic to detect us somehow?” Neala asked.


“No,” Arlo replied. “I would have detected the magic being used. Besides, given what I know of Lord Zelroth, he’s not powerful enough to cast such a spell, and certainly not over the distance that you’re suggesting. No, I think Bruecia’s population are gone or in hiding for a different reason, but I have no idea why.”


“Then I suggest we take a better look around the town before we set down,” Lusam suggested.


“My thoughts exactly,” his father replied, veering off to the west so that he could circle above the town. Lusam followed his example, and after erecting a strong magical barrier around himself and Kanos, he checked to see that his father had done the same and was relieved to see that he had. He knew how devious Lord Zelroth could be and wouldn’t have been surprised at all to find that this was all part of an elaborate trap.


The town seemed utterly deserted. Only an occasional dog or cat could be seen moving around on the cobbled streets below or searching through refuse piles for scraps of food. The house chimneys stood lifeless and cold, devoid of the belching smoke that should normally have been present at that time of year. A light dusting of snow still clung to the shadowy ground between the buildings. Lusam was reasonably confident that it hadn’t fallen recently, but even so, it showed no signs of human activity; no footprints or cart tracks marred its smooth surface. A moment later, the deserted market square came into view, its skeletal, empty stalls a reminder of a once-thriving town.


“Everyone’s gone,” Lusam said, after checking the interior of several more houses with his mage-site.


“Not everyone, it seems,” Arlo replied, nodding towards the gates of Irragin. Two powerful magi in black robes stood before the open gate looking in their direction. Lusam recognised them immediately as Lord Zelroth’s Darkseed Elite guards, their bright crimson auras as unmistakable as the attire they wore. The painful memories of his mother being dragged away to her death by men in those same black robes flooded his thoughts, but instead of being paralysed by them as he feared he might, he seized the memories and fuelled his rage with them. He had no idea if they were the men who had killed his mother or if they had even been present at the time, but he didn’t care; they served Lord Zelroth, and that was enough for him.


The instant the thought entered Lusam’s mind, Kanos dipped his right wing and banked hard towards the entrance of Irragin. They were still a long way out, and judging by the relaxed posture of the two men, they also felt like they were in little danger. With such a large distance between them, any magical missile that either party launched could easily be avoided or deflected long before it found its target. But Lusam had no intention of giving either of them that opportunity. Instead, he reached out towards them with his mind, forging a magical path between himself and the closest mage. He weaved his way through the air, from one small pocket of magic to the next, until he had a thin tendril of power stretching all the way from his own mind to the outer defences of the mage. Lusam was still too far away to see the expression on the man’s face when he effortlessly punched a hole through his mental defence and entered his mind, but he clearly sensed his sudden shock and terror through the link.


The Darkseed Elite stiffened slightly as he tried desperately to regain control of his mind, but his colleague failed even to notice. His attention remained firmly on the two approaching dragons and their riders, assuming that the danger still lay in that direction and not in the form of his colleague standing right next to him.


Lusam forced the man to raise his right hand and form a small fireball in the centre of his palm. The second mage turned briefly to look at him and said something in his own language, before swiftly returning his attention to the approaching dragons. Lusam didn’t understand what the man said, but he got the general idea that he wasn’t happy about attempting an attack at such a long-range.


It was a strange sensation for Lusam to see his own approach through the Darkseed Elite’s eyes, but he quickly refocussed his attention back to the task at hand. When he had first seen the two magi, his initial reaction had been to kill them both, but he realised now that their deaths would be of secondary importance compared to the overall outcome. The small door within the mighty gates of Irragin stood wide open, ready, no doubt, for the two magi to make good their escape once the time came. They were obviously not sent there to defend Irragin against him and his father alone, so the only explanation that Lusam could think of was that they were relaying information back to Lord Zelroth inside Irragin. A moment later, that assumption was confirmed when Lusam felt an outside influence on the mind he was controlling and realised that it was originating from the Necromatic ring on the man’s finger.


Lusam knew that he had to act quickly before his actions were discovered. He forced the man to turn towards his colleague and noticed that the second man was already looking in his direction with a quizzical look on his face. No doubt he was wondering why his friend had not responded to whatever message he had just received. In one fluid motion, Lusam commanded the man to launch the magical missile at his colleague, while at the same time intensifying its potency.


The second Darkseed Elite had already erected a magical shield around himself, but it was no match for Lusam’s direct assault at such close range. The man’s eyes went wide with fear as the powerful fireball left his colleagues hand and tore through his defences, incinerating him on contact. Lusam fully expected the explosion to kill the mage that he controlled too, but what he hadn’t envisaged was a third mage lurking just out of sight inside the open doorway. Lusam’s glimpse was brief as the man’s eyes succumbed to the incredible heat of the explosion, but there was no doubt in his mind about what he had just seen, as the smouldering corpse of the Darkseed Elite slumped to the ground on top of the ashes of the first. A moment of disorientation followed as Lusam readjusted to his new surroundings, but any hopes that he’d had about entering Irragin easily were negated when he saw the door slam shut in the distance.


Chapter Thirty-Eight
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The two dragons landed less than a hundred paces away from the main gates of Irragin, tearing up the cobblestones of the road with their powerful talons as they scrambled for purchase on its slippery surface. The once white pebbles no longer reflected the summer sun like Lusam remembered; now they were slick with green moss caused by the almost perpetual sea spray and rain of the winter storms.


Lusam carefully stepped around the still smouldering corpse of the Darkseed Elite and went to stand next to his father and Neala outside the entrance of Irragin. The last time he had been here, he had not even noticed the smaller door hidden within the massive gates, and even now that he knew it existed, it was still difficult to make out. The design carved into the gates, combined with the almost seamless fit of the smaller door, made it virtually invisible to any cursory glance.


“Maybe they forgot to lock it,” Neala said jokingly, giving the door a firm push to no avail.


“Or maybe someone will just accidentally let us inside,” Lusam replied with a grin, remembering the shocked expression on the mage’s face as he inadvertently opened the gate and allowed him access to the stronghold the last time he had been there.


“I wouldn’t hold your breath on that one,” Arlo replied. “Especially not now Lord Zelroth knows we are here.”


“Ah, well, I suppose it would have been easier to walk through an open door, but I guess we’ll just have to make one of our own,” Lusam said, erecting a protective barrier around everyone and creating a powerful magical missile in his right hand. Arlo was barely able to take a breath to warn Lusam before he launched the missile towards the gates. Fortunately, Lusam’s barrier held as the magically imbued gates first absorbed the impact, then sent it back in their direction, sending them all sprawling to the ground with the immense shockwave. Even Ryuu and Kanos struggled to stay upright, tearing a fresh swathe of cobblestones up as the blast impacted them.


Arlo’s warning to stop was barely audible over the disgruntled roars of the two dragons, and even before Lusam had managed to get back to his feet, he already felt like a complete fool. He had noted that the gates were magically protected the last time he had stood before them, and had even considered the likelihood that their enchantments would be the same as those protecting both the High Temple in Lamuria and the Sanctum of Light in Stelgad. He had also witnessed first-hand the brutal attack that the latter had held back after rescuing Neala from Shiva’s dungeon and seeking refuge inside. Dozens of Empire magi had pummelled the walls with magic to no avail, and he could still hear Hershel’s laughter as he casually informed him that, ‘No magic could ever breach these blessed walls…’


“WAIT!” Arlo called out, just in case Lusam had any thoughts about trying again. “You can’t just blast your way through everything, you know! I thought I’d already taught you that!” Arlo’s tone left him in no doubt as to how angry and disappointed he was by his actions, and Lusam knew that he couldn’t blame him for it. Many of the valuable lessons that he had learned from his father within the hidden realm had been about the appropriate use of magical force. In one particularly painful lesson, his father had demonstrated his ability to defeat him using nothing more than the power contained within a single Soul Stone. He could still smell the burning nostril hairs whenever he thought about it and had sworn at the time never to make the same mistake again, yet he just had.


“I’m sorry,” Lusam said, including everyone in his apology. “I guess those enchantments are the same kind as the ones that protect…”


“The High Temple. Yes, they are,” Arlo interrupted. “And they’re also powered in the same way; by a dragon heart installed to protect the Guardian book. You can’t just go blasting your way through it like that!”


“He could,” Kanos suddenly said, surprising everyone in the group. But when he received a withering gaze from Arlo and Ryuu, he quickly added, “But it might take a while.”


“So, if we can’t open the door, how are we going to get inside?” Neala asked.


“The same way I escaped the last time I was here; through the windows,” Lusam said.


“No, not the windows either,” Arlo replied with a sigh, shaking his head. “Surely you don’t think Lord Zelroth would have left that option open to you again, do you? From what you’ve told me of the man, he seems a little smarter than that, but who knows, take a look for yourself.”


Lusam turned and walked the short distance to the edge of the cliff and looked up towards the side window he had once jumped out of to escape Lord Zelroth’s wrath. The sheer, smooth black granite walls of the mountain remained unchanged, but his mage-sight left him in no doubt that his father was right about the windows. Each one now glowed with the same magical force as the gates below, thwarting any possibility of using them to gain entry into Irragin. He didn’t allow time for the smug look on his father’s face to develop into a verbal ‘I told you so’, before asking the obvious question.


“So, if we can’t open the gates, and we can’t get in through the windows, how do we get inside?”


His father’s smug looks grew even more pronounced. “I never said that I couldn’t open the gates,” he replied with a broad grin. “I know how the gate enchantment works because I created it.”


Ryuu snorted loudly at the comment.


“Alright,” Arlo conceded, giving Ryuu a hard stare. “I suppose you could say that I helped perfect it, then. But either way, I know how it works, so with a little effort, I should be able to circumvent its effects.”


“Why can’t you just blast a hole through the wall, instead?” Neala asked.


“Because they are protected by the same enchantments as the gates and windows. I might have suggested burying under the walls if I didn’t think the foundations would be equally protected,” Lusam replied.


“Then step back and give the Master a little room to work, please,” Arlo said with a theatrical flourish, followed by a bout of knuckle cracking.


Neala rolled her eyes. “You men are all the same,” she said, shaking her head as she turned and headed off towards Ryuu and Kanos a little further down the cobbled road, leaving Lusam in her wake still huffing and puffing at her remark.


“This ought to be good,” Ryuu said in a low rumbling voice as they drew closer.


If Lusam didn’t know any better, he would have sworn that Ryuu was smiling as he watched Arlo begin his incantations.


“You doubt that he can do it?” Neala asked, giving voice to Lusam’s thoughts. “I thought he said that he had some experience when it came to those type of enchantments?”


Ryuu snorted. “Oh, he does, indeed. One evening, after consuming copious amounts of wine and ale, he and a friend took it upon themselves to ‘enhance’ the enchantments on Coldmont’s main gates.”


“Well, he must have done something right because, for the most part, those gates are still intact after two thousand years,” Lusam said.


“Those are not the same gates,” Ryuu replied, focussing one of his giant eyes on Lusam. “The gates that your father and his friend tampered with, exploded, destroying not only the original gates but also a large portion of Coldmont’s main hall. His friend suffered a broken leg and a concussion. They found your father several hundred feet away, climbing out of a decorative fountain, while still singing his drinking songs at the top of his lungs.”


“Oh, I bet he was popular,” Neala said, grinning broadly. Lusam simply stared open-mouthed at his father in disbelief.


Ryuu snorted again. “I think if the High Priest could have banished him, he would have. Instead, your father and his friend were put to work and ordered to create a new set of gates to replace the ones they had destroyed. It took them nine months, but eventually, they completed them and even replaced the original enchantments as per the High Priest’s specifications. But even after all of that, Arlo still insisted that he could improve on the old enchantments, even though he was strictly forbidden to try. I think, secretly, he enjoyed creating those gates, even though he complained about doing the work every day. I’m sure their construction played a big part in his desire to build his house in the Hidden Realm, although he’ll never admit to that. One thing that he can’t deny, however, is that after taking so many years to build the house, he never once suggested trying out his ‘enhanced enchantments’ on it, for some reason.”


“Yeah, strange that,” Neala replied, chuckling nervously to herself. “If you don’t mind, I think I might stand behind you and Kanos while he does whatever he is planning to do over there.”


“A wise choice,” Ryuu growled. Lusam didn’t move to join her, but he did erect a strong magical barrier between them and his father, just in case.


Everyone watched in silence as Arlo spoke aloud a series of long and complex incantations, but it wasn’t until the fourth or fifth recital that Lusam realised the words that he was using were not all part of the same spell. His father seemed to be pausing briefly between each incantation before making minor adjustments to the wording and trying again. With his mage-sight, Lusam could see the gates shimmer each time his father cast a new variation of the spell, but their magical protection remained intact.


“I don’t understand; it should have worked,” Arlo whispered to himself as he stared at the unbreeched gates. It took Lusam a moment to understand how he had just managed to hear his father’s faint whisperings from so far away, but he quickly realised that it had been Kanos’ ears that had picked up the sounds, not his. Apparently, Ryuu heard it, too, because he snorted loudly and began walking towards a very bewildered looking Arlo.


“I don’t believe it, Lord Zelroth must have changed the enchantments somehow,” Arlo whispered to himself, glaring at the gates as if they had just insulted him or issued him with a personal challenge.


“It looks like Lusam wasn’t the only one that Lord Zelroth outsmarted,” Ryuu said, moving directly past Arlo towards the gates.


“My turn,” Ryuu roared, rearing up onto his hind legs before the gates.


Lusam heard his father gasp and saw the concern in his eyes as he dived away from the gates. Even before he hit the ground, a magical shield rippled around him, but even so, he still curled himself into a tight ball and covered his head with his hands. Seeing his father’s reactions, Lusam instinctively strengthened his own barrier, and a moment later, he was very glad that he had.


Ryuu’s mighty roar shook the ground beneath their feet as he arced a massive taloned foot towards the gates. A blinding flash of light erupted at the point of impact as the magical enchantments succumbed to the brutal force of Ryuu’s strike. Lusam’s jaw went slack when he saw the mighty gates of Irragin explode outwards in a shower of splintered wood and twisted metal. He cringed as several of the large pieces struck his father’s shield, before coming to a rest a few feet further down the cobbled road. Assuming the danger was now over, Lusam dispelled the magical barrier around himself and Neala and went to make sure his father was alright.


Dust from the explosion almost completely obscured Arlo from view, but as it began to settle, Neala thankfully saw that he appeared to be unharmed. She couldn’t believe that Ryuu would endanger him like that with his reckless behaviour, and was about to say as much when something else caught her attention. Through the thick billowing dust, standing just beyond where the gates had hung only seconds before, stood a mage in black robes and he was holding what looked like a glowing ball of lightning in his right hand.


“Aysha, no!” Neala gasped, as she suddenly realised that no one except her had noticed him. Ryuu and Kanos had their backs to the mage, while Lusam was busy attending to his father, all blissfully unaware of the danger only a few feet away. Neala watched in horror as the mage began to raise his hand in preparation to strike. With a silent prayer to Aysha, Neala reached for one of her knives from her belt. She knew that she was way beyond the range that she would normally consider using a throwing knife, but she also knew that she had no other choice. Either she did something to intervene, or someone would die.


As Neala’s fingers made contact with the knife, it began to emit a soft blue glow, and a sense of calm and well-being washed over her. It was the same sensation she had felt on the battlefield outside Lamuria, and she knew in that instant that Aysha was with her. All doubt fled her mind as she released her weapon towards her target. The knife flew level and true, and a moment later it tore through the mage’s shield with little more than a brief flash of light and embedded itself deep in the man’s chest with a dull thud. Neala heard Lusam’s startled cries as he noticed the danger for himself, but she never took her eyes off her target. She could see the confused look on the man’s face as he looked down at the glowing knife protruding from his chest. He reached for it with his free hand as if to confirm for himself what his eyes, and no doubt the pain was telling him to be true. He looked up and momentarily locked eyes with Neala, his mouth working wordlessly as he fell first to his knees, then forward onto his own magical creation. His robes instantly burst into flames, and his body began to rapidly char at the point of impact, turning into embers and ash and drifting away on the newly formed hot air currents. How he managed to scream Neala didn’t know, but albeit briefly, he did.


If Arlo had been angry at Ryuu for what he had done with the gate, it didn’t show as he scrambled back to his feet and began searching for any other hidden dangers. On her way over to Lusam and Arlo, Neala accidentally kicked a loose pebble with her boot and saw it bounce back towards her. She stifled a smile when she realised that Lusam had placed a protective barrier around her. She wanted to point out that it had been him that had needed protection, not her. But seeing the sheepish look on his face, she decided to keep her thoughts to herself, at least for the time being.


“Thanks,” Lusam said when she came within earshot.


Neala shrugged dismissively and smiled. “You’re welcome,” she replied before turning and striding off towards the entrance.


“Wait!” Lusam called after her. “Where are you going?”


Neala stopped mid-stride and turned to face him. “Well, unless I’m mistaken, we came here to kill Lord Zelroth. So, let’s go kill him, then we can get back to The Rift and help our friends before it’s too late; if it isn’t already too late.”


“Wait!” Lusam called out again as she resumed her course. “The plan was for you to stay out here with Ryuu and Kanos where you would be safe while my father and I went inside.”


The withering look that Neala gave him when she spun around made him instantly regret his choice of words. With clenched fists and a thunderous look etched on her face, she strode purposely towards him. Lusam swallowed hard but held his ground.


“PLAN!” she half-yelled in his face. “It might have been your plan, but it was certainly never mine! If you think that I’m going to let you go inside and kill that man alone, you are sadly mistaken. I know he killed your mother, and I also know you want to see him pay dearly for that, but that isn’t his only crime. Have you forgotten that he sent his men to kill us? They chased us for days up that mountainside and would have succeeded in killing us, too, if we hadn’t found the Guardian book at Coldmont in time. And let’s not forget Lamuria and all the people who died there trying to defend its walls against this tyrant’s army. To this day, I still have nightmares about what I did on that battlefield, and I’m not sure they will ever leave me. And then there are all those coastal towns and villages that his men destroyed on their way to Lamuria. How many of our people lost their lives because of his actions? Oh, and while we’re at it, let’s not forget about The Rift, either. We might not know how he did it, but we both know Lord Zelroth is responsible for re-opening it. So that makes him responsible for the deaths there, too, including that of our friend, Hershel, and Aysha knows how many more since we left.”


By the time Neala had finished, Lusam felt like a chastised schoolboy and found himself staring down at his boots, mumbling a series of half-hearted apologies to her.


“Don’t be too harsh on him, Neala, it was actually my idea that you should stay outside with Ryuu and Kanos,” Arlo said as he came over to join them. “We don’t know what Lord Zelroth has waiting for us inside. He’s had a very long time to prepare his defences for an attack like this. Now, don’t get me wrong, I’m sure that Lusam and I can overcome whatever he has in store for us, but having you along would only complicate things. With all the best intentions in the world, Neala, if something went wrong in there, we couldn’t guarantee your safety. A split-second lapse of concentration is all it would take and…”


“I don’t need your protection! I can take care of myself!” Neala snapped, cutting him off mid-sentence.


“Yes, that much is apparent,” Arlo replied, glancing towards the blackened remains of the mage. He paused for a moment to consider his words carefully before turning back to Neala. “Thank you for stepping in and saving us like that,” he said, nodding towards the gaping entrance of Irragin. “Now, please, let us return the favour. Stay out here with Ryuu and Kanos where you’ll be safe.”


Neala drew breath to argue the point, but before she could, Arlo spoke again.


“No, it’s not that simple!” he said, looking over Neala’s shoulder at Ryuu. “You know the restrictive uses of magic as well as I do… What you’re suggesting is foolhardy at best… No, it won’t work, it’s too dangerous… I’m telling you, it’s not worth the risk…”


The one-sided conversation went on in the same vein for several more minutes before Neala lost her composure.


“STOP!” she yelled. “I can’t take it anymore. Will someone please explain what in the Seven Hells is going on?”


A brief look of confusion passed over Arlo’s face at her sudden outburst, but it quickly vanished when he realised what the problem was.


“Sorry, I keep forgetting that the overgrown lizard doesn’t like speaking aloud so that everyone can hear him,” Arlo said, giving Ryuu a hard stare. Ryuu snorted at the remark. “He suggested that we might protect you inside a magical barrier of your own so that you can join us inside Irragin, but he knows full well the restrictions associated with that idea.”


“And those are?” Neala asked.


“Well, put simply; the further away from us that you got, the harder it would be to maintain a barrier around you. If you ventured more than a few footsteps away and came under an intensive attack, we might not be able to feed it with enough power fast enough to withstand the assault, especially if we were also under attack at the same time,” Arlo replied. The moment he’d finished speaking, he turned towards Ryuu and shook his head. “No! I’ve told you already; it won’t work. We would need a vast independent power source to do that, and we have neither the materials nor the time to create one.”


“We don’t need to create one,” Ryuu replied in a deep rumbling voice. “Lusam already has one in his possession.”


Lusam shifted uneasily as everyone turned their gaze on him.


“I do?” he asked.


“Yes, I can still sense its presence on you,” Ryuu replied, moving towards Lusam. He sniffed at Lusam twice, then nudged him gently in the ribs. Well, at least it was intended to be gentle, but in reality, it knocked the wind right out of him and almost broke his ribs.


“Of course!” Arlo exclaimed, “Why didn’t I think of that?”


“Think of what?” Neala asked, looking between Arlo and Lusam for an explanation.


“Samara’s amulet,” Arlo replied. “It’s a dragon tear. Or more precisely, it’s Ryuu’s tear.”


Lusam reached into his tunic pocket and pulled out his mother’s amulet. It felt cold and lifeless in the palm of his hand, but it still glowed like a miniature sun to his mage-sight.


“I don’t understand. How can an amulet help?” Neala asked.


“Well, you wanted to come inside with us, and now I think you can,” Arlo replied with a broad grin. “A dragon tear is a very rare and powerful thing and is capable of storing a great deal of magic. I believe with a few minor modifications to the spell I can use it to sustain an independent magical barrier around you, allowing you to move around far more freely once we’re inside. Now, don’t get me wrong, that doesn’t mean you can run around Irragin all by yourself. It will still have its limitations, but it should be more than capable of withstanding all but the most intensive attacks. And if that does happen, at least we would have time to react before the tear’s magic was completely depleted, providing you stay close enough to us, that is.”


“And I’ll still be able to fight with the barrier around me?”


“Yes, you’ll still be able to fight. I can adapt the barrier to allow your weapons to pass through it. Although, I doubt there would be anything that I could do to prevent that from happening even if I wanted to,” Arlo replied, glancing over towards the charred remains of the dead mage. “I guess our friend over there found that out, too.”


“Then let’s get this over with so that we can help our friends at The Rift,” Neala said, taking the amulet out of Lusam’s hand and passing it to Arlo.


After ensuring the amulet was fully charged, Arlo placed several enchantments on it. The main one, of course, was the shield itself, but after a short discussion with Lusam he decided to add two others; one to warn them if the dragon tear fell below a certain level of power, and the other to help ward off any attempted mental assault. Neala had no means of countering the latter by herself, and Lusam knew first-hand that it was a standard tactic used by the Empire’s magi against their enemies.


When he was done, Arlo handed the amulet back to Lusam, and he in turn reluctantly placed it around Neala’s neck.


“Be careful, and stay close to me,” he whispered in her ear, before kissing her on the cheek. Neala nodded and gave him a reassuring smile.


“Well, I think it’s about time that we rid the world of this tyrant and see your mother’s death avenged,” Arlo said, turning on his heels at heading towards the gaping entrance without waiting for a reply. Lusam’s thoughts had been occupied by little else other than his mother since they’d first come within sight of Irragin, and he looked forward to making Lord Zelroth pay dearly for what he had done, far more than he cared to admit.


Arlo and Lusam stepped around the charred remains of the dead mage and entered Irragin without a second glance, but Neala paused briefly to retrieve her knife. The blackened pile of ash before her barely resembled a man anymore. A few minutes earlier, he had been a living, breathing, human being, and now he was dead. And even though she knew he would have killed Lusam and Arlo if she hadn’t intervened, she still couldn’t help feeling guilty about what she had done. As she reached for her knife, she offered a silent prayer to Aysha for the man’s soul and asked that she take him into her care, regardless of which God he had previously worshipped.


Even though she tried not to show it, Neala felt nervous about what she would soon face inside Irragin. She suddenly realised that the last time she had felt that way was on the battlefield outside Lamuria, but as quickly as the dark thought came, it was replaced by another; a promise that she had made to herself and Aysha, to never lose her faith again. And as her hand closed around the exposed blade of her knife, its surface burst into life with an intense blue light, brighter than any she had ever seen before. The weapon blazed in her hand as if it were engulfed by blue flames. Her first reaction was to drop it before it burned her skin, but she didn’t. Instead, she held onto it, and the cool blue flames spread to engulf her entire hand. With it came an intense feeling of peace and wellbeing, and at that moment, her faith was renewed. As she pulled her glowing knife free, the charred remains collapsed into a pile of shapeless ash. All fear and doubt fled her mind as she returned the knife to her belt and rushed to catch up with the others. Aysha was with her; she was with all of them.


Chapter Thirty-Nine
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Apart from the gate debris strewn across the floor, the huge entrance hall still looked exactly like Lusam remembered it. The numerous painting and wall hangings still adorned the walls. The elaborate crystal chandeliers still hung from the ceilings and the wide-open staircase, complete with its ornately carved spindles and shiny metal handrail, still dominated the room. The last time he had been here, he had been grateful for the thick, luxurious red carpet running up the centre of the staircase, naïvely believing that it would help to mask his presence from Lord Zelroth. This time, he didn’t care who knew he was there.


The large antechamber at the top of the staircase also looked the same as it had before, except for one thing; one of the finely decorated doors at the far end of the room had been left slightly ajar. On Lusam’s previous visit, the doors had been firmly locked, and he hadn’t been able to see beyond them due to the powerful enchantments they possessed. Given Lord Zelroth’s propensity for detail, he didn’t believe for one moment that them being left open was an oversight. It was either another attempt at a trap, or maybe he didn’t want to lose another set of doors, either way, Lusam didn’t really care.


“Stay close,” Lusam whispered to Neala as they approached the doors. He strengthened his shield then reached out towards the door handle, but paused before touching it to check for obvious traps with his mage-sight. Not seeing any, he momentarily expanded his shield to include Neala, then pushed open the door to reveal the familiar Throne Room beyond. He had half-expected Lord Zelroth not to be there, to have fled through a secret doorway or tunnel instead of facing him and his father, but thankfully, he hadn’t. He was sat defiantly upon his throne as if he had not moved since the last time he had seen him. He wore the same black robes edged with gold and silver stitching, and his face was still concealed within the deep shadows of his hood.


“Ah, there you are. I was beginning to think you weren’t coming,” Lord Zelroth said smoothly. Lusam locked eyes with him and felt the blood in his veins begin to boil at the smugness in his voice. He didn’t dignify him with a response. Instead, he did something that he promised himself that he wouldn’t do; he turned to look at the spot on the floor where he and his mother had lain side by side. That brief and painful contact had been the only one he had ever known with his mother, and it would be the last, thanks to this man. He had known well before entering Irragin that tears would flow if he allowed himself time to reminisce on the past, but now he fought them back with the cold, hard anger that he felt towards the man before him, and silently renewed the promise he had made to his mother to avenge her death.


As Lusam turned back towards Lord Zelroth, he felt the familiar insect-like feeling of his mind being probed by one of the Inquisitors standing at the far end of the room. Without hesitation, he seized the thin thread-like connection and sent a deadly pulse of magic along the link, instantly liquefying the Inquisitor’s brain. The powerful death-pulse washed over everyone in the room, but even before the man had slumped to the floor, Lusam sensed a second attempt. This time it was Neala who was their target, and again he seized the connection and killed the man responsible, causing a second powerful death-pulse. If their deaths bothered Lord Zelroth, he didn’t show it in the slightest.


Incensed by the attack on Neala, Lusam reached out towards the other Inquisitors in the room intending to end them all, but the familiar barrier between himself and Lord Zelroth prevented him from doing so. He was fully aware that the same barrier had been responsible for draining most of his power during their last encounter, but this time he knew what powered it, and more importantly, how to defeat it. He reached out with his mind towards it but stopped short when Renn and Neala’s previous words of warning came back to him. He had ignored them the last time he had been there, and his mother had paid the price for it with her life. He wasn’t about to make the same mistake again. Lusam knew what Lord Zelroth lacked in power, he more than made up for in cunning. He had survived for many centuries against countless enemies and had always prevailed in the end. He wasn’t about to just sit there and die without at least having a plan to win this battle, no matter how hopeless it might look for him.


Lusam surreptitiously glanced over towards Neala and his father. Neala appeared to be busy mapping out the room and its inhabitants ready for the coming battle; as was her way. And his father seemed content to follow his lead, giving him an almost imperceptible nod as their eyes met. They still had the ability to speak with one another silently but had agreed only to use it in case of emergencies due to the possibility of being overheard. It was highly likely, given the paranoid nature of Lord Zelroth, that he would have various enchantments in place to spy on his own people, as well as the many prisoners that he had taken over the years.


Determined not to be out-smarted or out-manoeuvred by Lord Zelroth again, Lusam carefully began checking the room for any sign of traps. Immediately, he noticed that the window he had used to escape the room previously had been secured behind an extension of the main barrier, as had every other window alongside it. The floor and walls around him remained as impenetrable to his mage-sight as ever, as did the ceiling above. The spectacular image of Lohlaen loomed high above him in all its former glory, now nothing more than a scattering of ancient stones on a desolate, windswept island. Only two words were written under the image: Pearl Isle. Lusam allowed himself a wry smile, knowing that Lord Zelroth had been in possession of the image for centuries and had still failed to discover its actual location.


As Lusam cast his gaze around at the mural-covered walls, something suddenly caught his attention. He pretended not to notice it and continued as if studying the works of art in great detail. High above the row of windows, up near the ceiling, were a second painted set that mirrored the ones below perfectly. They had been incorporated seamlessly into the vast mural with such skill and craftsmanship that they looked just as real as the ones below. In fact, if it hadn’t been for the glorious summer visage that they all displayed beyond their imaginary boundaries, even he might have been fooled by them. But it wasn’t any of the window images on the outer wall that had grabbed his attention; it was their counterparts on the opposite side of the room. As he’d passed his gaze over one of them, he noticed an almost imperceptible crimson glow seeping through a well-hidden seam running up the left-hand side of it. He knew instantly what it was, and the implications of it; someone was hiding behind what was obviously a fake mural ready to strike at them from above, and almost certainly they wouldn’t be alone. Not wanting to draw attention to the fact that he had discovered Lord Zelroth’s ruse, Lusam turned back towards the outer wall and surreptitiously counted the lower windows, knowing that the ones above mirrored them, as did the ones behind him hiding the potential assassins.


Lusam turned his back towards Lord Zelroth and met his father’s eyes. He was tempted to break their self-imposed silence to warn him, but instead, he tried to signal the direction of the danger with his eyes. Lusam noticed the tiniest movement at the corners of his father’s mouth and knew by the look in his eyes that he was already aware of the threat. He knew if that was truly the case, whoever it was hiding above them no longer posed any real danger. But to err on the side of caution, he added a little more strength to his shield and prepared to add more power to Neala’s, just in case it was needed.


Neala was still studying the layout of the Throne Room and the people occupying it when Lusam turned back to face Lord Zelroth. Three short strides took him to within a few inches of the magical barrier, where he stopped and joined Neala in assessing the room beyond. He had already warned her about the dangers of the barrier and was relieved to see that she had heeded those warnings by not venturing too far into the room.


Lusam couldn’t see Lord Zelroth’s eyes deep within the shadows of his black hood, but he could feel them boring into him as the silence stretched on, and the tension in the room grew. He noticed Lord Zelroth’s skeletal-like fingers tighten their grip ever so slightly on the arms of his throne as he stared defiantly into the deep shadows of his hood. Lusam held him in that uncomfortable gaze for several seconds, almost daring him to make his move, before finally turning his attention elsewhere. The bleached-bone throne that Lord Zelroth sat upon positively hummed with power, as did the three golden steps leading up to it. Lusam recognised the bones now as being those of a dragon and could see the thin strands of power that connected them to Lord Zelroth. The bones, he knew, could not regenerate their store of magical power as a dragon heart could, but they would provide a substantial reservoir of power if Lord Zelroth ever needed it, and little did he know that he was about to find himself in precisely that situation.


Lusam followed the thin strands of power that didn’t lead back to the dragon bones and found that they all led directly to the golden steps of the throne platform instead. A cursory glance was all he needed to understand why. He had noticed the symbols carved into the steps during his previous visit and had even taken note of the power that they contained, but it wasn’t until this time that he understood why. He recognised the symbols now and knew exactly what their intended function was. They were being used to bind the power of the dragon heart directly to Lord Zelroth, bypassing the normal channels of power that existed between a naturally bonded pair. Either Lord Zelroth didn’t know how the bonding process worked, or the dragon heart had rejected him as a chosen bond partner. Lusam liked to think it was the latter, but either way, soon enough it would no longer matter.


Behind Lord Zelroth stood his usual ten Darkseed Elite guards in their long black robes, all impassively watching Lusam’s every move. Beyond them were more than a dozen red-robed Inquisitors, their crimson auras even brighter than those of their black-robed colleagues. Lusam slowly passed his gaze over each of them in turn. There had been a time when he would have offered to spare their lives if they chose to denounce Lord Zelroth; but no longer. He knew that many of the men in that room had been directly responsible for torturing his mother, and ultimately for her death. They would not receive any quarter from him this time.


Most of the vast Throne Room appeared much as Lusam remembered it, except for the great mural painted on the rear wall. The section depicting Aamon’s release from the Netherworld and his ultimate conquest of the world had been completed in sickening detail. It was like a scene from the Seven Hells itself. A desolate fire-scarred landscape filled with countless dismembered bodies and remnants of twisted souls all lifting their hands in worship of a giant horned image of the dark God, Aamon. Even the thought of such an outcome chilled Lusam’s blood. He had no idea how accurate the interpretation of Aamon was, nor did he ever wish to find out.


“I see that you like my final addition to the mural,” Lord Zelroth said smoothly.


Lusam locked eyes with him but refused to be drawn into his petty games. The time had come to end this madman’s life, but he refused to do it quickly. He would make him suffer, just as he had made his mother suffer.


Lusam reached out a hand towards the barrier and felt the dragon heart latch onto his mind. Instantly, Kanos imposed his will over the dead dragon and the pull on Lusam’s mind ceased abruptly. Lusam removed his hand and heard the manic laughter of Lord Zelroth echoing throughout the Throne Room.


“You see, nothing has really changed,” Lord Zeroth said, waving a bony hand towards the barrier separating them.


Lusam gave him a menacing grin. “Oh, you are so wrong; a great many things have changed,” Lusam replied coldly, reaching out towards the barrier again. He knew that Lord Zelroth would be monitoring it closely and that if he dispelled it, he would launch his attack without pause. Part of Lusam wanted that outcome more than anything, but his darker side also wanted to play with Lord Zelroth’s mind a little first, the same way he had previously done to him and his mother before finally killing her.


There was no pull on Lusam’s mind this time as he made contact with the barrier, but he jolted slightly as if to give the impression there was. Lord Zelroth’s manic laughter filled the room once again. Lusam pulled back his hand as if he’d just been burned, but it wasn’t only his hand that he removed, along with it he also pulled free a tiny filament of power from the barrier, which he firmly bonded to himself. Now he had direct access to the dragon heart anytime he liked. He no longer needed to be in direct contact with it to command it through Kanos.


With a single thought, Lusam erected a barrier of his own and commanded the dragon heart to dispel the other. Seamlessly, the two barriers exchanged places while Lord Zelroth’s final bouts of laughter faded away.


“Enough of these games,” Lord Zelroth suddenly said, taking on a far more serious tone. “I know why you are here, so let’s get down to business, shall we?”


“Oh, and why do you think we’re here?” Lusam replied coldly, glaring at him. There was just enough light entering Lord Zelroth’s hood to see him smirk when he answered.


“I’m not a fool. I know that you’ve come here to try and kill me. And under normal circumstances, I would relish such a challenge. But like I said, I’m not a fool. I know what he is,” Lord Zelroth said, lifting a bony finger towards Arlo. “I don’t understand how it’s even possible, but there he is, a living, breathing Guardian, standing before me. I know that I can’t defeat you both. Eventually, you will break through my barrier and kill me. But not before I kill us all by bringing this entire mountain down on our heads first. Call me a pessimist if you must, but I’m quite certain that even our friend over there couldn’t survive that. So, I propose a trade instead. I have something that I know you would dearly like to have, and I will give it to you freely in exchange for my life. I will even promise never to step foot in Afaraon again if that pleases you.”


Lusam grinned at the empty threat. He had allowed Lord Zelroth to believe he was still in control of the dragon heart by not severing his connection to it, but in truth, he was no more in control of it, than he was of the sun or moon. Lusam had seen first-hand the devastation an exploding dragon heart could cause when he had been travelling through The Dark Forest with Renn, and he knew the one inside Irragin would undoubtedly bring down the mountain on them if it, too, exploded. He doubted that Lord Zelroth had ever intended to stay around long enough to see that happen though. No doubt he had a secret means of escape from the stronghold planned.


‘Pity he’ll never get to use it’, Lusam thought to himself as he stepped closer to the barrier wearing a defiant grin. He was relatively confident that the Guardian book had been hidden under or within Lord Zelroth’s throne. All the evidence that he had seen pointed towards that being the case, but either way, he knew that he’d find out for sure soon enough.


“You’re right about one thing, though,” Lusam replied. “I have come here to kill you. And I promise it won’t be quick or painless when I do. And after you are finally dead, I will find and read your Guardian book regardless, then I will go and seal your God, Aamon, back inside the Netherworld where he belongs, forever.”


The location of the hidden Guardian book was an educated guess by Lusam, but judging by the way Lord Zelroth’s fingers suddenly gripped his throne, he was pretty sure it was an accurate one. Lord Zelroth drew breath to reply, but Lusam cut him off before he could speak.


“So, seeing as your mural will never be historically correct, I suppose I should do something about it,” Lusam said, raising a hand dramatically towards the disturbing image. A sheet of flames suddenly engulfed the rear wall. Paint and plaster bubbled and cracked and fell to the floor below, leaving behind only a blackened and charred wall in its wake.


Lord Zelroth gasped as he suddenly realised that he was no longer protected behind his barrier. Lusam felt him reach for the dragon heart’s power as he looked up towards the fake wall murals above their heads, but Kanos had already severed his link to it. More than a dozen secret compartments suddenly sprung open and magical missiles began to rain down on them from above, but Arlo was already prepared for it. He had created a roof-like shield above their heads and angled it towards the unsuspecting Darkseed Elite guards on the other side of Lusam’s barrier. Like the shield Lord Zelroth had created, Lusam’s allowed projectiles to pass through it from their side, but not in the opposite direction. The missiles that the attackers used resembled dense balls of lightning, and when they made contact with Arlo’s shield, they sizzled and sparked loudly as they rolled off the steeply angled magical barrier. It all happened so quickly that three of the Darkseed Elite guards never had a chance to react before they were struck down by friendly fire. They screamed in agony and fell to their knees as the missiles claimed their lives.


Three powerful death-pulses erupted from the corpses.


Lord Zelroth had not even made it down the three golden steps before their bodies hit the floor. The seven remaining Darkseed Elite guards formed a defensive line in front of Lord Zelroth as he retreated towards a set of large doors at the rear of the Throne Room.


Lusam glanced up towards the ceiling at their attackers. More than a dozen hatches had been revealed, some he hadn’t even suspected as being there.


“Go!” his father shouted over the deafening noise. “Don’t let him get away!”


“What about them?” Lusam shouted back, nodding up at the men above them.


“Don’t worry, I’ll deal with them,” he replied with a grin. Lusam glanced over at Neala, then back at his father. She was safe for now under his father’s shield, and he knew that she had a powerful one of her own, but even so, he couldn’t bear the thought of anything bad happening to her while he wasn’t there. He turned back towards Lord Zelroth and saw him reach the massive double doors. Six of the red-robed Inquisitors surrounded him while the others took up defensive positions in the room. The remaining Darkseed Elite lined up at the other side of the barrier waiting for an opportunity to strike.


“GO!” Arlo shouted as he released a powerful missile towards one of the men above. The strange, undulating purple missile passed through the mage’s shield as if it wasn’t there and vaporised him on contact. A moment later, another mage appeared in the opening and resumed the assault. Lusam chanced another glance towards Neala and noticed that she looked very relaxed and had her eyes closed. It took him a second or two to realise that she was deep in prayer, and wondered if it might not have been a bad idea to do the same thing before all of this had started. As he turned back towards his father, he found himself having doubts about whether or not Aysha would even hear Neala’s prayers. He knew that Irragin used to be a Temple of Aysha, but it had been claimed by the followers of Aamon almost two millennia ago. But a moment later, he found that he needn’t have worried, as the two blades that Neala removed from her belt burst into life with a soft blue glow.


“Look after her for me,” Lusam said, meeting his father’s eyes and dispelling the magical barrier that still divided the room. The moment it vanished, the enemy’s assault began. Arlo nodded to his request, but it was Neala who replied on his behalf.


“I don’t need looking after,” she replied, springing forward towards the line of Darkseed Elite guards without even waiting for a reply. The seven Darkseed Elite guards unwisely chose to ignore her advance, no doubt believing they were safe behind their magical shields.


They were wrong.


Lusam and Arlo watched in awe as Neala cut down the unsuspecting magi, her blessed knives passing through their shields as if they weren’t even there. A slight flash of blue light punctuated each death-pulse, as one after another they crumpled to the floor. Only one managed to react in time to avoid a killing blow, but he didn’t escape her second attack. Another death pulse rolled over them.


Neala stood looking down at the seven corpses by her feet, knives still glowing blue and blood dripping from their blades.


“That was for Hershel,” she said in barely a whisper, as the two large doors at the far end of the Throne Room burst open. At least twenty Darkseed Elite guards poured into the room and immediately began attacking Lusam and Arlo. Even now, they seemed oblivious to the threat that Neala posed to them. Only the remaining Inquisitors tried to stop her, but Lusam intercepted their attempts and killed them for it, adding a cacophony of death pulses to the ones that his father was already creating.


Lusam noticed Neala look up at the new targets in the room and smiled. He didn’t need to ask her what her intentions were, nor did he think for one moment that he could change her mind. He knew all he could do was draw as much fire away from her as possible while she reached her targets.


As soon as Lusam started to move forward, the Darkseed Elite began concentrating their firepower on him, ignoring Neala’s rapid advance entirely. As he passed by the throne, Lusam reached out and snagged one of the tiny filaments of power that linked Lord Zelroth to the magic contained within the dragon bones. Now, he not only had control of the dragon heart but also access to the power reserves within the throne. But more importantly, it gave him a visual trail to follow all the way to Lord Zelroth’s location.


There would be no escaping him now.


As Lusam ran towards the open doors, he formed several powerful missiles and launched them towards the Darkseed Elite. A heartbeat later, death pulses flooded the room, dizzying him with their intensity. But he knew that he hadn’t caused them. Neala had already reached her targets. The momentary confusion caused by Lusam’s attack was all it had taken for her to get in among her quarry, and as he approached the open doors and looked back, no more than six or seven of the original party still stood. He knew deep down that she would be fine, but still, he spoke a silent prayer to Aysha asking that she watch over Neala while he was gone, then he turned and went after his own quarry.


* * *


What no one heard over the deafening noise in the Throne Room was the other-worldly howls of a Netherworld creature, so long a prisoner that it barely remembered its home, as it thrashed frantically against its bonds that were no longer magically imbued.


Chapter Forty


  [image: ]


Lusam knew that tracking Lord Zelroth down would be easy enough, even though he had never been in that part of Irragin before. All he had to do was follow the glowing green strand of power that he plucked free from the dragon heart, and he would inevitably find him. But even though that was the case, he wasn’t naïve enough to believe that Lord Zelroth wouldn’t have set a few traps for him along the way, too. With that in mind, he set off after his quarry in a brisk, but calculated manner.


The long hallway was lined with dark wooden doors on either side. Lusam suspected that the contents of the rooms had, until very recently, been hidden from view through the use of magic. But now that Lord Zelroth’s connection to the dragon heart had been severed, he knew that many of the enchantments around Irragin would no longer function. The floor and even the ceiling still glowed brightly to his mage-sight, but he knew that those enchantments were part of the fabric of the building, created when it was originally constructed as a temple of Aysha. The internal walls and doors, however, no longer showed any signs of magical enchantments whatsoever. And that was extremely bad luck for the two Inquisitors who were obviously hoping to ambush him from within one of the rooms to his left.


Lusam didn’t slow his pace in the slightest as he walked past the doorway where they hid. He heard the quiet click of the door latch and the muffled sounds of their boots on the stone flags behind as they prepared to attack, but he didn’t even bother turning to face them. Instead, he simply reached out and seized the two lines-of-power that still connected their Necromatic rings to their master’s, and sent a deadly pulse of magic along them. Their two death-pulses immediately reverberated all around him, and a moment later, the sound of flesh and bone striking hard stone followed in its wake.


A little further down the hall, a similar scenario played itself out as a dark wooden door flew open, and two more Inquisitors stepped out in front of him, both holding a powerful glowing ball of magic in their hands. With a single thought, Lusam encased the two magi inside a strong magical barrier and rapidly reduced its size, never slowing his pace towards them. The two men were instantly thrown together, their magical creations sandwiched between them.


Their screams were brief, as were the two death-pulses that followed.


As Lusam stepped over the corpses, he couldn’t help wondering what it was that could instil such devotion, especially towards such a madman like Lord Zelroth. The Inquisitors surely must have known they would die, yet they still chose to sacrifice themselves. Of course, Lusam was aware of the Necromatic rings’ unique properties. He knew that among other things they could be used to drain someone of their power entirely, and he also knew that Lord Zelroth wouldn’t hesitate to use them against his own men in order to survive. He supposed that knowledge might have been enough to compel the Inquisitors to follow his orders blindly, but he doubted it. It was more than that, he was sure of it. He hadn’t seen the faces on the men behind him, but the two that had stepped out in front of him in the hallway had shown no signs of fear or hesitation in their actions. They had been fully committed to facing him and suffering the consequences, rather than face the wrath of Lord Zelroth for disobeying their orders. Lusam shuddered at the thought of what kind of punishment could make a man choose certain death over it, then wondered for a brief moment, whether his mother had also suffered in the same way. He shook the dreadful thoughts from his mind and stepped around the corner into another long corridor.


The distant sound of battle coming from the Throne Room had dwindled the further away Lusam had got, but as he entered the new corridor, he realised that he could no longer hear it at all. A cold chill ran up his spine as thoughts of Neala fighting the Darkseed Elite entered his mind, and an overwhelming need to know that she was still safe overcame him.


“Is Neala alright?” he silently asked his father. There was only a brief pause before he replied, but it felt like an eternity to Lusam.


“She’s fine. And so am I, thanks for asking,” Arlo replied. “Anyway, I thought we agreed not to communicate this way?”


“Yes, we did. But I just had to know that she was safe. Besides, from what I can tell, all of Irragin’s enchantments are no longer operational now that Lord Zelroth has been cut off from the dragon heart.”


“That would make sense, I suppose,” Arlo replied. “Well, you needn’t worry about her, she’s quite safe, which is more than I can say for Lord Zelroth’s guards. She cut those men down before they even knew what had hit them. I’ve never seen anything like it. I’ll tell you what, Son; if you do end up marrying this girl, you’d best be very careful never to upset her too much.” Lusam couldn’t hear it, but he knew his father was chuckling to his own words somewhere in the Throne Room.


“So, you’re done back there?” Lusam asked, ignoring his father’s light-hearted jibe.


“Almost, yes. But there are still one or two troublesome magi still hiding above us. I was just about to levitate up there and put an end to them; then we’ll be on our way to you. Just do me a favour, will you?”


“What’s that?” Lusam asked.


“If you encounter Lord Zelroth before I can get there, let me know before you kill him. If I can’t be there to see him die with my own eyes, I would very much like to see it happen through yours.”


Lusam was about to agree to his request when he heard the unmistakable voice of Lord Zelroth coming from another corridor leading off to his right.


“I think you’re about to get your wish,” Lusam replied, opening up his senses to his father so that he could see and hear what was going on. The four Inquisitors that Lord Zelroth had sent to their deaths had no doubt meant to delay him far longer than they had. He also felt sure that Lord Zelroth had been counting on the numerous routes through the stronghold to buy him some more time, too. It hadn’t.


Lusam stepped around the corner and saw his quarry rushing down the corridor, flanked by two of his Inquisitors. He wouldn’t evade justice this time, Lusam thought, as he cut off his escape with a magical barrier. The sudden surge of magic caught their attention, and as one, they all spun towards Lusam. Without hesitation, the two Inquisitors stepped in front of Lord Zelroth to protect him and immediately began to attack. Unbelievably, one of them had the audacity to try and take control of his mind again, even after seeing what he had done earlier to their colleagues in the Throne Room. Needless to say, he died a split-second later.


The remaining Inquisitor had already summoned a powerful projectile in his right hand, but Lusam chose to ignore it and continued strolling towards the two men. A moment later, the missile exploded harmlessly on his shield, covering the ground around him in a shower of sparks. Another ball of lightning began to form in the Inquisitor’s hand, but again, Lusam chose to ignore it and stepped to the side so that he could see Lord Zelroth more clearly. He could feel the tiny surges of power being drawn from him as Lord Zelroth tried desperately to remove the barrier blocking his escape. Lusam let a smile of satisfaction slowly spread across his face.


It was time for his own mind games to begin.


“You can’t escape me,” Lusam called out down the long corridor as the second missile exploded against his shield. He saw Lord Zelroth’s shoulders stiffen slightly at the sound of his voice, but he didn’t turn around to face him. Instead, the pressure on the barrier increased. Lusam knew there was no way that Lord Zelroth could overpower him. Even if he had still been in control of his dragon heart, he still couldn’t have hoped to defeat him. Not now. Not after he had read four Guardian books and bonded with Kanos. Even so, Lusam didn’t simply want to beat the man. He wanted him to know that he was beaten, too. He wanted him to feel helpless, the way he had made him and his mother feel that fateful day. With a single thought, Lusam erected more than a dozen more barriers further down the corridor. He allowed each one to briefly flare with bright blue light as it appeared to accentuate its presence, then watched the dejection slowly overcome Lord Zelroth as he realised his struggle had now become futile.


A third missile exploded on Lusam’s barrier, pulling his attention back to the remaining Inquisitor. Stubbornly, and rather foolishly, Lusam thought, the Inquisitor began forming yet another missile in his outstretched hand. With a single thought, Lusam created another magical barrier just in front of the man, allowing his outstretched arm to pass through it. Then without warning, he solidified the barrier, completely severing the man’s arm just below the elbow. The lifeless limb fell to the floor by his feet and was vaporised a split-second later when the glowing ball of magic that he’d been holding exploded, filling the whole corridor with rubble and dust.


Lusam could hear the man’s screams of pain and desperate pleas for help, even though he couldn’t see him through the dust-laden air. It took a while for it to clear, but when it eventually did, Lusam couldn’t help but gasp at what he saw. Flowing from the end of the man’s stump was not only blood as he might have expected but also an unrestricted flow of magic. It gushed out of him uncontrollably, billowing outwards and upwards like a great plume of multicoloured iridescent fog. It took Lusam a moment to realise what was happening, but then he remembered an earlier conversation he’d had with Renn about the Necromatic rings, and how they could never be removed without killing their wearer once they had been put on. Yet another mechanism to ensure the loyalty of his followers, Lusam thought to himself as he scowled at Lord Zelroth.


Trapped between the two barriers, the magical essence twisted and writhed as it sought a means of escape through the adjacent walls, ceiling and floor. Strangely, Lusam thought that he could feel its presence, and at one point, could have even sworn that he heard it whisper something incoherent into his mind. Without hesitation, Lusam removed the barrier closest to him and allowed the magic to escape. A little of it had already vanished through the walls of the corridor, but it was evident that it could not pass through either the enchanted ceiling or the floor. As soon as Lusam removed his barrier, however, the fog-like swirls of magic swiftly formed up into a concentrated column and headed directly towards the gaping hole in the floor caused by the Inquisitor’s magical missile and rapidly disappeared into the exposed ground beneath.


The Inquisitors death-pulse echoed throughout the stronghold even before the last of his magic had vanished into the open ground. With lifeless eyes, the man slumped forward onto the hard, stone floor of the corridor, landing with little more than a dull thud.


Lusam looked up and refocused his attention back on his real target. For a long time, he had looked forward to this moment. Even before he had discovered that his mother was still alive, he had dreamed about killing this man for what he had done. If it had not been for Lord Zelroth’s actions, The Rift would have remained sealed and none of his friends, including Hershel, would have lost their lives. None of the coastal communities of Afaraon would have suffered the devastating losses that they did. And hundreds of soldiers would not have perished on the battlefield outside Lamuria. Then there were the countless number of new-born magi that he had slaughtered over the centuries, just so that he could one day claim the Guardian book inside the High Temple for himself. People’s lives ruined and torn apart. An entire world on the brink of destruction. And it all came down to the actions of one man. The man that Lusam now had firmly in his sights.


Lord Zelroth momentarily froze as the death-pulse washed over him, ceasing his futile efforts to overcome Lusam’s barriers. He slowly got back to his feet and turned towards Lusam. “Come, now,” he said in a voice far smoother than his situation warranted. “Surely we can come to some kind of arrangement? After all, I have something that you dearly want…”


“The only thing that I want is to see you suffer before you die, just like my mother did at your hands,” Lusam half-yelled, cutting him off mid-sentence. Tears began to brim in his eyes as he remembered his mother’s final few moments of life and her last words to him as he prepared to flee Irragin. He hadn’t realised it, but he had balled his fists so tightly that he now felt the slow trickle of blood running through his fingers as his nails bit deep into the palms of his hands. He still couldn’t see Lord Zelroth’s face deep within the shadows of his hood, but somehow, Lusam knew that he was revelling at the sight of his anguish.


In his dreams, Lusam had killed Lord Zelroth a thousand different ways, but right at that moment, all he wanted to do was make him suffer. To suffer and feel as helpless as he had when he couldn’t save his own mother.


With a single thought, Lusam created more than a dozen tiny lightning bolts in his right hand and launched them towards Lord Zelroth. At the same time, he dispelled all of his magical barriers along the length of the corridor. As expected, their removal did not go unnoticed by Lord Zelroth, and Lusam watched as he sprang forward in a desperate attempt to escape.


He didn’t get far.


The tiny lightning bolts grew as they honed in on Lord Zelroth’s magical shield, and when they struck, his knees buckled instantly under him, and he screamed out in pain as his power reserves were ripped from him at an incredible rate.


“I approve,” his father’s voice said in his mind. Lusam startled slightly. He’d forgotten that he had given him access to his senses.


“I thought that you might,” Lusam replied, remembering clearly how effective the spell had been when his father had used it against him.


“But,” his father added, “don’t you think there might be a few too many of them. Not to mention they seem considerably more powerful than the one I used on you.”


Lusam grinned to himself. If the intense pain that he’d suffered from his father’s small lightning bolt were anything to go by, these greatly enhanced versions would be truly agonising for Lord Zelroth when his magical shield finally failed.


“No, I don’t think so,” Lusam replied, as he watched Lord Zelroth’s desperate attempts to counteract his spell. His father didn’t respond, but Lusam knew him well enough to know what he truly meant. “Don’t worry; I won’t kill him before you get here,” Lusam reassured him.


“Glad to hear it,” his father replied. “We’re done here now, so we’ll be right there…”


Lusam’s heart lurched in his chest as his father’s words were cut short by a huge death-pulse.


“Are you alright?” Lusam asked frantically.


“Yes,” his father replied a moment later. “It seems that we weren’t quite finished here after all. Apparently, Neala managed to find another mage to kill.”


Lusam breathed a sigh of relief at the sound of his voice. “Well, if you’ve both quite finished back there, you should make your way here as soon as you can. I’m not sure how long I can resist the urge to kill him.” Lusam offered his father directions through the maze of corridors, but his father insisted that it wasn’t necessary and jested that if all else failed, he and Neala would simply follow the trail of corpses that he’d no doubt left behind.


Lusam watched Lord Zelroth’s crimson aura grow slowly dimmer as his power reserves dwindled. He had no intention of letting the lightning bolts drain him entirely and continually adjusted their strength accordingly.


“Stop… Please!” Lord Zelroth pleaded in short ragged breaths. “I’ll give you… what you want.”


I know you will, Lusam thought to himself as he watched his protective barrier finally collapse. Lusam was ready for it when it happened and instantly adapted the properties of the tiny lightning bolts to prevent them from feeding on any more magic. Instead, he left only the pain-causing elements of his spell in place, and judging by the blood-curdling screams of agony now coming from Lord Zelroth it seemed to be working perfectly, he thought. If he’d had any earlier concerns about Neala and his father not being able to find him, he needn’t have worried. He doubted that anyone left inside Irragin would be unaware of his location now.


Lusam watched impassively as Lord Zelroth twisted and contorted in agony on the floor in front of him. The tiny bolts of lightning dancing up and down the length of his body, delivering a constant wave of pain in their wake. Lusam could only imagine the intense pain that he was suffering, but he felt no sympathy for the man. For what he had done to his mother, he deserved far worse, as far as Lusam was concerned.


Barely able to breathe through the agony, Lord Zelroth’s screams had all but ceased now, replaced by a pitiful, muffled whimpering sound. Lusam would have liked nothing better than to let him die that way, but he had made a promise to his father not to kill him until he got there. And a moment later, when a particularly violent spasm twisted Lord Zelroth’s body towards him, Lusam knew that he had to stop or risk breaking that promise.


The magic that had once concealed Lord Zelroth’s face was now gone and Lusam was shocked by what he saw. He knew that Lord Zelroth had been alive for many centuries, and he looked every bit of his age. His pale, sweat-drenched skin seemed paper-thin and clung impossibly tightly to his skeletal-like features. Ugly blue veins marred the taut surface of his forehead and face, and his clouded, pale blue eyes looked like they had died long ago. Whatever vile method he had employed to prolong his life certainly hadn’t done anything to maintain his appearance, Lusam thought as he reluctantly cancelled his spell.


Lord Zelroth remained on the floor panting heavily after the final lightning bolt was dispelled, thoroughly exhausted by his ordeal. Lusam briefly wondered how bad his head must hurt after being drained of his power so brutally, but swiftly turned his thoughts back to how best to end him. Several, particularly painful methods had sprung to mind when a slight movement further down the corridor suddenly caught his attention. Until that point, he hadn’t even noticed the double set of doors on the right. He watched and waited as one of them slowly opened outwards. He tried to see through it using his mage-sight, but the door was heavily enchanted. He waited patiently, expecting to see a scared and downtrodden slave step out, or possibly even another hidden Darkseed Elite or Inquisitor. What he didn’t expect to see was what came through the open doorway.


“Seven Hells!” Lusam cursed under his breath as the Netherworld creature emerged.


It was truly hideous.


Lusam felt the hairs on the back of his neck stand on end as it turned towards him and locked its single, enormous cat-like eye on him. It looked like a giant decapitated head with six long tentacles sprouting from its red, scaly scalp; each one tipped with a clouded white eye. It had no limbs but instead hovered a few feet above the floor and the remains of a broken heavy chain still dangled from its side. How it had been attached to the creature, Lusam couldn’t tell. Slowly, it opened its huge mouth to reveal rows of razor-sharp fangs, each one at least six inches long. At the same time, Lord Zelroth was beginning to struggle to his knees. He hadn’t seen the horror that lurked only a few feet behind him yet, and his sudden movement drew the attention of the beast. Instinctively, Lusam created a powerful fireball in his right hand and prepared to launch to towards the creature at the first signs of hostility.


“NO, STOP!” his father’s voice roared in his head, startling him for the second time that day. “Don’t attack it! I’m almost there…”


“What in the Seven Hells is it?” Lusam asked.


“It’s an Aznavor. A very rare and dangerous creature that feeds on magic.”


“Like a Vesdari?” Lusam asked, recalling his almost fatal encounter with one in The Dark Forest while travelling to Stelgad with Renn. He also remembered the devastation it had caused when Renn finally managed to kill it, and knew a similar explosion here would likely bring the entire building down on their heads.


“Yes, but far more dangerous than a Vesdari. Many Guardians lost their lives to Aznavors before we finally found a way to kill them. Thankfully, they were among the rarest of Netherworld creatures, or the outcome of the war may have been very different.”


“No, wait…” Lord Zelroth pleaded breathlessly when he looked up and saw Lusam holding his fireball. Desperately, he held out a bony hand towards Lusam in a feeble attempt to stave off an attack, while trying to regain his feet again. A moment later, he stood there swaying and panting, still oblivious to the danger less than five feet behind him. The creature seemed to have lost all interest in Lusam now and slowly stalked towards Lord Zelroth in complete silence. Considering its clear advantage, Lusam couldn’t understand why it appeared so reluctant to strike.


“Don’t kill me,” Lord Zelroth pleaded through ragged breaths. “I’ll give you what you want…”


“I’m not going to kill you,” Lusam replied, allowing the fireball to dissipate in his hand slowly. He could hear the distant, rapid footfalls of his father and Neala coming down the adjacent corridor behind him. A moment later, he knew they had arrived when Lord Zelroth’s attention shifted to over his shoulder. His father came to stand beside him, but Neala wisely chose to stay back a little. Given the apparent danger that the Aznavor posed, he guessed that she had been advised to do so by his father.


Everyone watched with morbid curiosity as the Aznavor reared up silently and prepared to strike at Lord Zelroth.


“Say hello to your God, Aamon, for me,” Lusam said with a broad grin. Lord Zelroth drew breath to object but suddenly froze when the Aznavor hissed loudly behind him. The creature’s long, blind tentacles slowly reached out towards him, and a heartbeat later, it let loose a deafening other-worldly howl that Lusam and the others felt reverberate through their very souls. Lord Zelroth’s eyes went wide with fear, and his body began to tremble uncontrollably as the creature seized control of his mind. A small pool began to form on the floor around his boots as he openly whimpered in terror.


“Why hasn’t it struck yet?” Lusam asked silently, almost a minute later.


“I don’t know,” His father replied. “It’s not acting like any Aznavor that I’ve ever seen or heard of before.”


To Lusam, it almost looked like the creature was relishing the moment, bathing in the torment of its one-time capture. The creature held Lord Zelroth there for several more minutes while he whimpered and shook uncontrollably with fear, before eventually hissing again and forcing him to turn towards it. Its impossibly large mouth slowly opened to reveal its long, deadly fangs. Lord Zelroth blood-curdling screams echoed down the corridors as the creature rose up before him, but a split-second later, they ended when the Aznavor struck. With its mouth wide open, it attacked with the speed of a striking serpent, taking Lord Zelroth’s head into its mouth and biting down with a sickening crunch.


The huge death-pulse came instantly.


A moment later, Lord Zelroth decapitated corpse slumped to the floor in a pool of crimson blood and other bodily fluids. The creature’s deafening howl of victory that followed seemed to shake the floor beneath their feet.


And then a deathly silence descended over everyone.


No one moved or made a sound as they watched the creature passively survey its prize.  A shimmering light suddenly caught Lusam’s eye, and when he turned, he found his father holding what could only be described as a glowing net made of raw magic.


Arlo turned his hands while reciting several words of power and the magical net spun and grew in size. Noticing the threat, the Aznavor hissed loudly and leapt forward towards Arlo with its tentacles outstretched, but just in front of Lord Zelroth’s corpse it suddenly stopped dead and tilted its entire body to look down at the floor beneath it. A small exposed area of earth lay directly below where the Inquisitors earlier missile had exploded and damaged the enchanted floor and foundations. It looked back up at Arlo and hissed softly, its tentacles no longer pointing in his direction. All signs of hostility seemingly fled the creature as it waited for Arlo’s next move. Arlo noticed the sudden change in its demeanour, and after a moment’s hesitation, he reduced the size of his magical net to see what the creature would do next. He didn’t dispel it entirely, but it was apparently enough to convince the creature that he no longer intended an unprovoked attack. The Aznavor let its six tentacles droop towards the floor and let loose a long, quiet hissing sound as it slowly began to sink into the ground.


There was no challenge in its call, only immense relief at finally being set free after almost two millennia of captivity and servitude.


Chapter Forty-One
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Everyone stood motionless staring at the spot where the creature had vanished into the ground. No one dared to move or make a sound lest they somehow summoned it back again. Several minutes passed before Arlo finally dispelled his magical net and allowed his shoulders to relax.


“Do you think it might come back?” Neala asked nervously, keeping her eyes firmly fixed on the damaged area of the floor.


There was a momentary pause before Arlo shook his head. “It’s possible, but I don’t think so,” he replied. “It seemed far more interested in escaping than attacking us. Which is extremely surprising, considering the Aznavors’ renowned insatiable appetite for magic.”


“It looks like magic wasn’t the only thing on its menu,” Lusam said, nodding towards the headless corpse of Lord Zelroth.


“Hmm, that’s just it, Aznavors don’t usually consume anything other than the magic of their victims. Sure, on occasion they’ve been known to bite their prey in half after feeding on them, but I’ve never seen or even heard of one that actually consumed a body part before,” Arlo said.


“Sounds delightful,” Neala replied, fighting back her revulsion at the thought.


“I guess whatever Lord Zelroth did to that creature was enough for it to make an exception in his case,” Lusam replied with a grin.


“Aye, it seems like it,” his father replied with a chuckle. “Speaking of Lord Zelroth, I don’t suppose he happened to tell you where he hid the Guardian book before he became the Aznavor’s lunch, did he?”


Lusam shook his head. “No, but I have a pretty good idea where we might find it.”


Neala’s interest suddenly peaked. “Oh, where’s that then?” she asked, almost salivating at the possibility of discovering it hidden among a horde of other valuable treasures. Lusam’s laughter echoed through the empty corridor. He’d seen that look before and knew exactly what was on her mind.


“Come on,” he said, turning and heading back towards the Throne Room, “I’ll show you.”


Lusam heaved open the two large doors leading into the Throne Room and stopped dead in his tracks. It looked like an army had marched through the chamber, killing everyone in its wake. The grisly remains of more than a dozen Darkseed Elite guards were strewn around the room, the floor slick with their blood and entrails.


“Seven Hells, Neala,” Lusam said without turning to look at her.


“They all deserved it for what they’ve done,” she snapped, pushing past him into the room. Lusam couldn’t deny that. He looked towards his father, but only got a raised eyebrow and a shrug in response. There were more bodies at the far end of the room, but none of them had suffered such a grisly end at the hands of his father. But he supposed whichever way he looked at it, dead was dead, and that was always going to be the fate of these men once they refused to renounce Lord Zelroth. After all, did it really matter how they died? Neala had done what she had to, the only way she knew how, and so had his father. And he had to admit, given a choice, he would have chosen any of these deaths over what Lord Zelroth had suffered.


As he made his way towards the throne in the centre of the large room, Lusam began examining it with his mage-sight. Earlier, there had been visible lines of power linking Lord Zelroth to both his underlings and the throne, but now the large dragon-bone structure and its golden platform showed no signs of magic, other than the glowing runes etched into the three golden steps at its base and the bones themselves. He could not see what lay inside the raised platform, but he strongly suspected that he knew what was hidden there.


“You think he might have hidden it somewhere in here?” Arlo asked, sceptically scanning the room for any signs of the book.


Lusam shook his head. “Not exactly,” he replied, positioning himself directly in front of the golden steps. “Let me ask you something; when you and the other Guardians created the book rooms, did you place the dragon heart near the pedestals?”


“Yes, we had to,” his father replied. “We tried on several occasion to hide them deeper underground or further away from the books, but the power drain increased exponentially the further away we moved them. We soon realised that if the dragon hearts were going to hide the presence of the books for more than a few centuries, we had to bury them directly beneath the book pedestals.”


“I don’t understand,” Neala said. “In Helveel, Lusam communicated with the dragon heart by touching the wall in the main chamber, not in the book room.”


“Yes, and there’s a reason for that, too” Arlo replied, nodding his head. “As you witnessed with Gruken in the cave at Aster, when a dragon heart has been in a state of slumber for an extended period, often the only way to reawaken it is by direct physical or mental contact. We knew that was the case when we designed and built the book rooms, so we created a permanent link to the dragon hearts at certain points within each location, just in case they ever needed to be roused from their slumber in the future. The wall that you spoke of is one such place. The book rooms themselves are not only heavily shielded against outside magical detection, but also against direct physical and magical attacks. We had to make sure that if anyone did eventually discover the existence of a Guardian book, they could never gain access to the power source protecting it. Only a Guardian who was bonded to a living dragon could ever hope to overpower the room’s defences, and there was only one of those left; me.”


“Well, I think Lord Zelroth might have discovered a way to get to the dragon heart here,” Lusam said, studying the symbols etched into the golden steps more closely.


“What makes you say that?” Arlo asked.


“Because, unless I’m mistaken, I think he has encased it inside this raised platform. Look…” Lusam said, pointing towards the markings on the steps. “I recognise some of these symbols. These two here, and that one there, I have seen before at the High Temple in Lamuria; inside the room where the Acolytes recharge the power orbs with their magic, and also in the larger chamber where they eventually use the power orbs to replenish the dragon heart.”


Arlo leaned in to study the markings and nodded. “Yes, I think you might be right. I haven’t seen the markings at the High Temple, they must have been added since I was last there, but I do recognise these symbols. They’re magical runes, and their purpose is to control the distribution and absorption of magic. They are identical to the ones buried within Coldmont’s walls, floors and ceilings. We also used them in the underground structures we built to hide the Guardian books. We used them primarily to provide heating in the winter and cooling in the summer for the monks living there, but they also had another, more important function. They were intended to slowly absorb magic from their surroundings to help maintain the long-term power reserves of the dragon hearts.”


“Well, I guess that explains Mr Daffer’s basement mystery. He once told us that it was always warm in the winter and cool in the summer, but he never knew the reason why,” Neala said.


“It also explains why his basement wall was not affected by my magical attacks,” Lusam said, remembering how it had shimmered bright red with each impact, but had never shown any signs of damage.


“You attacked a wall?” Arlo asked, with a confused look on his face.


Lusam nodded. “Yes, just like the monks used to do.”


Arlo’s look of confusion only grew. “The monks attacked the wall, too?”


“Well, I presume they did. At least that’s what the image on the basement’s ceiling depicts. When I first saw it, I thought the monks were attacking the outside of the temple, but after I discovered the wall’s unusual properties and went back to take a closer look, I realised the artist was actually displaying the inside of the structure. At the time, I suspected the monks had once used the chamber as a safe place to practice their magic, but it seems the walls had a dual purpose.”


“Indeed,” Arlo replied. He and the other Guardians had never even considered the possibility of their respective temple inhabitants using the walls in that way. If they had, they could have possibly added even stronger magical protections for each book. There again, that would have only hastened the depletion of the dragon hearts’ power reserves should anything have happened to the monks or priests protecting them, he thought.


“So, how did he do it?” Neala asked, startling Arlo out of his reverie. “How did Lord Zelroth manage to get past your defences?”


“He stole the dragon’s soul,” Kanos replied before Arlo had the chance. “The dragon here is no longer a dragon, but a shadow of its former self. It no longer has any will of its own, and is little more than a vessel for magic now.”


The sudden voice in their heads made Lusam and Neala jump, but Arlo showed no such signs. Instead, a thoughtful look spread across his face as he studied the raised platform before him. A few moments later, he nodded slowly to himself and turned back towards the others.


“Somehow, Lord Zelroth completely drained the heart of its power. Or it was already fully depleted when he first found it. Either way, that’s how he was able to remove it from under the book pedestal and place it here, under his throne,” Arlo said.


“Did you know the dragon?” Neala asked.


Arlo nodded. “Yes, his name was Eisryth. He was among the first to volunteer to protect the Guardian books. He was an honourable dragon and a good friend to Ryuu and I. He didn’t deserve to end up like this.”


“I’m sorry,” Neala replied softly.


Lusam walked slowly around the raised platform and examined it more closely with his mage-sight. He couldn’t see any obvious way into it, nor could he see any evidence of the dragon heart hidden within. He’d seen the lines of power connecting it to Lord Zelroth earlier, so he felt sure it was there, or at least very nearby. He was about to suggest that they break the platform open when the magical glow of the throne caught his attention again. It was an imposing, ugly monstrosity, constructed entirely out of dragon bones and what appeared to be human remains. He suspected it was held together by nothing more than magic, and knew its macabre design had been intended to instil fear into anyone brought before it. It formed the centrepiece of the room, and he couldn’t help thinking about how important it must have been to Lord Zelroth. And if it was so important to him, maybe it held the key to accessing the dragon heart, and ultimately the Guardian book itself.


Gingerly, Lusam placed his foot on the first golden step.


“Be careful,” his father said.


Lusam nodded. He knew it was possible that Lord Zelroth might have booby-trapped his throne, especially if it did, indeed, hold the key to accessing the dragon heart, or the Guardian book. He strengthened his magical barrier further and added a second one around Neala and his father before moving on. His foot made contact with the second step, but still nothing. A moment later, he was on the third, and then on the top of the platform itself. He felt relief and disappointment almost in equal measures as he slowly moved towards the glowing throne. Lusam snorted quietly to himself as he stared at the grisly, bleached-bone construction less than two feet away from him. “Why would Lord Zelroth have needed to booby-trap his throne, when no one would ever have been crazy enough to want to sit in it anyway?” he thought to himself. But unfortunately, he knew that he must.


Erring on the side of caution, Lusam decided to examine the throne a little closer before attempting to sit in it. It looked incredibly uncomfortable and glowed like a small sun to his mage-sight, but other than that, it appeared to be nothing more than a collection of bones held together by a spell of binding. One thing, however, had always confused him about it ever since the first time he had laid eyes on it: its location. He was no expert when it came to lords, ladies or the monarchy in general, but the few thrones or seats of power that he had seen for himself, either in person or depicted in pictures, all had one thing in common; they were always positioned directly next to, or very close to a wall. The reason for that seemed obvious; with a wall protecting their backs, they need not fear assassination from behind, which explained why Lord Zelroth always had ten Darkseed Elite guards standing directly behind him for protection. But why would he have placed his throne here in the first place if he didn’t have to, Lusam mused to himself. The answer seemed obvious; for some reason, he did have to. And when Lusam reached the rear of the throne and looked down, he knew exactly what that reason was. There, on the floor, behind the raised platform, were two almost imperceptible scuff marks. Someone had tried very hard to polish them out, and to his regular sight, they were indistinguishable. But to his mage sight, the imperfections in the smooth marble surface stood out like a beacon. He couldn’t believe he hadn’t seen it before. The two long parallel lines stretched out behind the raised platform for at least fifteen feet, signally how far back the raised platform could move. Judging by the almost imperceptible marks, it hadn’t been moved often, Lusam thought. But there again, why would it need to have been?


Lusam turned to face the others wearing a wide grin. “I know where the Guardian book is hidden,” he said confidently as he descended the three golden steps. He made a flamboyant gesture for Neala and his father to step back, then turned towards the raised platform. With a single thought, he began applying steady pressure to the front of it. He had expected it to slide backwards relatively easily, but it remained firmly fixed in position. Something, whether it be magical or physical, was holding it securely in place. Lusam increased the pressure gradually until there was a loud metallic snapping sound and the whole platform shot backwards, releasing a cloud of dust and stale air from underneath. Lusam couldn’t help but cringe at the squealing sound of marble being gouged as the platform slid across the polished floor. Fortunately, it thudded to a sudden stop at the end of its hidden tracks, instead of catapulting across the room.


“Well, that’s one way to do it, I guess,” Neala said, stepping forward to peer down the darkened stone staircase that had been revealed.


Chapter Forty-Two
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The light of the Throne Room revealed the first dozen or so steps as they descended into complete darkness below. It was evident by the thick layer of dust coating their surface that no one had used them for a very long time. Neala moved as if to venture down into the darkness alone, but Lusam stepped in front of her to block her way. He knew what was on her mind, and he knew how it could cloud her judgment, too.


“I’ll go alone first, to make sure it’s safe,” Lusam said, stifling a grin as a look of indignation spread across Neala’s face. “Don’t worry; I won’t touch any of your treasure if it’s there.” He didn’t wait for the inevitable argument to ensue. Instead, he quickly created a small light orb in front of him and followed it down into the darkness below.


The air was thick and stale as Lusam descended the long stone staircase. It smelled and tasted as if it had not been refreshed in centuries, reminding him more of a tomb than anything else. The dark thought suddenly stirred other fears in him, making him stop mid-step. The throne itself might not have been booby-trapped, but what about the book room itself? And what if that trap was in the form of another Netherworld creature, similar to the one they had just encountered? Anything could be lurking down there in the darkness, he thought to himself nervously. He took a deep breath to steady his nerves and immediately regretted doing so. The foul-tasting air made him gag, and he couldn’t resist the urge to cough it back out of his lungs. The loud sound echoed through the eerie darkness. Lusam froze, eyes wide, and listened intently for any signs of movement below. But nothing seemed to stir. Only the sound of his own heart thundered in his ears.


“Are you alright?” Neala called out to him.


He didn’t want to make a sound, and he certainly didn’t want to turn his back on the darkness to call back to her. He intensified the strength of his light orb to try and cut through the gloom, but all it seemed to do was blind him even more with the glare, and his mage-sight fared no better. He started to move the light orb further down the stairs, and for a moment, it seemed to work; then it suddenly winked out and plunged him into complete darkness. He took a sharp intake of breath and braced himself against a potential attack, but none came. His heart pounded so hard in his chest that he could almost feel it impacting against the inside of his ribcage. His mind raced with countless nightmare-like scenarios, and his legs threatened to give way under him. Neala called out to him again, this time with more concern evident in her voice. He doubted that he could have responded even if he had wanted to. The darkness seemed to want to pull him in as he stood swaying on jelly-like legs.


Lusam closed his eyes and tried to steady himself. A childhood memory suddenly sprang to mind, and that memory also reminded him of what his grandmother had said at the time.


It was night time, and he was alone in his room in the small cabin where he and his grandmother had lived in the forest. He couldn’t remember why, but they were low on candles that winter and his grandmother had refused to leave one burning for him that night. It was stormy outside, and he had awoken to strange sounds in his room. He had laid there terrified and unable to move for what felt like an eternity before gathering enough courage to leave the perceived safety of his bed and seek out his grandmother. He rolled out of his bed and fumbled along the length of it in the darkness. When he reached the far end of it, he headed towards the door, but on his way there, he brushed up against something soft and furry. Without thinking, he reached out and grabbed hold of it, and suddenly found himself holding onto a giant furry beast in his room. He screamed and bolted for the door, crossed the small hallway and burst into his grandmother’s bedroom, sobbing in fear.


After recovering from the initial shock of being awoken in such a manner, his grandmother had asked him what the matter was. He had tried, through his fearful sobs, to explain what was lurking in his room but he could tell that she didn’t believe him, no matter how hard he tried to convince her of it. After a while of listening to his wild stories, she sighed loudly and made him sit on a small buffet next to her bed. She didn’t look cross with him, but he remembered that she wore that look of hers; the one that said, “I’m about to tell you something, and you best listen.”


She took hold of his hand and said, “If you want to conquer your fear of something, you have to face that fear.” At five years old, he didn’t fully understand what she meant. But after almost twenty minutes of persuasion, he had reluctantly agreed to return to his room with her. In the candlelight, the giant hairy beast turned out to be nothing more than his winter fur coat that had been hung up to dry the day before, and the sounds that he had heard were tree branches outside creaking in the wind. Lusam doubted that his grandmother could ever have imagined meeting a Netherworld creature face to face, but he knew that her advice remained just as relevant in this situation.


Lusam drew breath but was careful not to inhale too deeply, before finally replying to Neala that he was alright. His mind now free from the paralysing effects of fear, he found himself grinning in the darkness and shaking his head at his foolishness. He realised now that he could have responded silently to Neala much sooner. And as for his light orb, he knew precisely why it had winked out, and also why the light from it had not penetrated the darkness, no matter how bright he had made it. He had witnessed the same strange occurrence at the book rooms in both Helveel and Coldmont. Neither had allowed light to enter from outside nor had they allowed him to send a light orb past the threshold of their doors to see what was inside. At that moment, he knew he had found the fifth and final Guardian book.


“Stand clear of the opening,” he called back over his shoulder, no longer concerned about anything lurking in the darkness. “I’m going to freshen up the air in here a little.” He waited for the all-clear from above, then magically pushed the stale air out of the underground chamber, allowing much cleaner air to take its place. He didn’t bother summoning another light orb, but a few steps further down, when his foot made contact with the floor, he wished that he had when the blindingly bright light of the book room erupted all around him, forcing him to shield his eyes against its severity.


It didn’t take too long for him to become accustomed to the new illuminations, but even before he was able to reopen his eyes comfortably, Neala was already by his side. The look of disappointment on her face was plain to see. The room was empty apart from the Guardian book perched on its pedestal. Lusam stifled a grin. He had never understood her strange fascination with hidden treasure. Why she would always want to wander off in search of it, even though she didn’t need it; he knew it couldn’t be just about the money. After all, she had seen him magically pull gold out of a river on several occasions and create coins with it, and she knew that he could do it again anytime they needed money. But he also knew with absolute certainty, given the choice of visiting another river with him, or wandering off in search of hidden treasure by herself, she would always choose the latter. He would probably never understand the reason why, but he did know it made her happy, and that was enough for him.


Lusam turned towards the muffled footsteps behind him and saw his father descending the stone staircase.


“Interesting…” Arlo said as he glanced around the small room.


“I’m glad you think so,” Neala huffed, slumping down on the bottom step.


Lusam turned away to hide his grin. Arlo gave her a cursory glance but chose to ignore her comment, while running his hand along the wall where the staircase intersected the book room.


“It looks like Lord Zelroth never discovered how to open the door,” Arlo said, nodding towards the far side of the room. Lusam hadn’t even noticed, but there was a very familiar looking stone door less than twelve feet away from him. It looked identical to all the others he had seen, including the five-pointed star that was carved into its surface.


“What makes you say that?” Lusam asked.


Arlo shrugged. “Why else would he have dug his way down here and created that staircase? If I were to hazard a guess, I would say that he probably struggled to find this place, at least until after the dragon heart’s power was fully depleted and the room’s defences failed. I have no doubt that Lord Zelroth became aware of the dragon heart’s existence shortly after arriving at Irragin, but he probably had no idea what, or even where it was until much later. The knowledge required to operate the door is only contained within the Guardian book at the High Temple, so it’s no surprise that he was unable to open it. Which makes it even more remarkable that you were able to gain access to the book room in Helveel at all.”


“But he must have known about the door, so why didn’t he just blast his way through it once the room’s defences were down, instead of digging down here?” Neala said.


Arlo shook his head. “The answer to that is simple; he couldn’t. The door has similar properties to the basement walls that Lusam described earlier, in the sense that it absorbs energy and stores it to strengthen its own integrity. Any attack against it, either magical or physical, would be completely ineffective. I’m sure he probably tried on many occasions to break through it, but he could never have succeeded no matter how long he persevered. The more he tried, the stronger the door would have become, and any excess power would have been channelled through the temple’s foundations.”


“So, he dug down here in search of a power source and discovered the Guardian book by accident,” Lusam mused.


“Yes, and after digging up the dragon heart and forming some kind of twisted bond with it, I presume he was able to read the Guardian book without it killing him,” Arlo replied.


“And then later, the one at Coldmont,” Lusam added.


“Yes, that would be my best guess,” Arlo replied. “And I think after reading this Guardian book and realising its true value, he was probably reluctant to leave it unprotected, hence why he positioned his throne where he did.”


“Speaking of the Guardian book, shouldn’t you get started?” Neala asked, a hint of impatience creeping into her voice. Lusam stifled another grin. He recognised the look of boredom on her face and knew all too well that she would be eager to move on now that book room had proved to be devoid of any valuables.


“Yes, I suppose I should,” Lusam replied, turning towards his father. “Any idea how long this will take?”


Arlo contemplated for a moment then shook his head. “I’m afraid not. I would imagine just a little longer than the last one you read.”


“Longer? I thought it might be quicker now that I was bonded to Kanos.”


“If it were any other Guardian book, it would be, but this is the fifth and final Key book. It won’t only imbue you with its knowledge, but it will also unlock all of the hidden knowledge from previous books. Fragments of information that you learned from the other Guardian books, useless in their own right, will be made whole, and their true function will be revealed to you. Some of the most powerful secrets of magic we hid this way, to avoid them being discovered by anyone other than a true Guardian.”


“And what about my preparations for reading it? Is there anything in particular that I need to do first?” Lusam asked, remembering the days and weeks spent at his father’s house, learning how to enter a unique state of meditation that allowed him to read the previous book safely.


Arlo shook his head. “No. Just step up onto the pedestal base and open the book. Kanos will take care of the rest. Just make sure that you sever your connection to Neala and me before you begin. The book will undoubtedly kill her if you don’t, and I also don’t want to risk the entire process being corrupted by Ryuu or me.”


“Okay,” Lusam replied, severing his mental link to his father and Neala. He turned to look at the Guardian book, and a sense of foreboding slowly came over him. This book would make him a true Guardian just like his father; one of the most powerful magi ever to have lived. And with that power would inevitably come immense responsibility, and no doubt an even greater level of fame and notoriety among his own people and those of other nations. What that would mean for his future with Neala, he didn’t know. But he felt sure that if he did manage to seal The Rift with his father, his life with Neala would never be the same again. No matter where they went, they would always be recognised. All hopes of sharing a normal, quiet life together would be lost forever.


Lusam turned back towards Neala with a heavy heart. He loved her so much and wished that they’d had time to discuss the ramifications of what he was about to do in private, first. But he also knew that he had no choice. If he didn’t read the book and become a Guardian, the world would be destroyed by Aamon and his hordes of Netherworld creatures. He always had, and always would do his best to make Neala happy. And if he could do that one more time before their lives changed forever, he wasn’t about to miss the opportunity to do so.


Lusam turned towards his father and cleared his throat, “While I’m busy reading the book, why don’t you and Neala have a good look around Irragin. Who knows what Lord Zelroth might have hidden?” Neala’s face instantly lit up, and she sprang to her feet in anticipation of Arlo’s response. Arlo drew breath to protest, but an almost imperceptible nod from Lusam made him pause, then look at Neala. For a moment, Lusam wished that he hadn’t severed the mental link to his father so prematurely, but when he turned back, Lusam could see the understanding in his eyes, and a slight nod from him confirmed it.


“Alright, but I have two conditions,” Arlo said, looking between Lusam and Neala. “The first is that you allow me to seal you in here. The book should keep you safe while you’re reading it anyway, but I’d rather make sure by adding another layer of protection. That way, if anyone does happen to find you while we’re gone, I’ll know about it as soon as they attack my barrier.”


“And the second?” Neala asked, barely able to mask her excitement.


“The second,” Arlo replied, firmly fixing her in his gaze, “is that you don’t go running off on your own. We have no idea what might be lurking in any of those rooms, be it Netherworld creatures, enemy forces or traps, magical or otherwise.”


Lusam could see the conflict burning in her eyes at his father’s demands, and it made him smile. He knew even before she nodded her agreement that she would accept his terms. She might hate the thought of being chaperoned through the stronghold in search of treasure, but she also knew the alternative was not to go at all.


“Alright, then let’s get this over with and get back to The Rift before it’s too late,” Arlo said, placing his hand on the wall at the bottom of the stairs. He spoke a few words of power and Lusam saw the bright flash of a magical barrier spring into life across the room, separating him from the stone staircase. Neala caught Lusam’s eye and smiled, then silently mouthed the word “Thank you,” before turning and heading off up the stairs alone.


Arlo started after her but momentarily paused to call back over his shoulder, “Oh, you also might want to make sure that Kanos is safely on the ground before you step up to that pedestal, or it might not end well for him,” he said, chuckling to himself. With that, he began taking the stone steps two at a time in an effort to catch up with Neala, while calling out after her to wait for him.


“Try to keep up, old man,” she shouted back. Lusam grinned as he turned back towards the Guardian book, knowing that he had probably just given his father an impossible task. He checked to make sure that Kanos was safely on the ground and that he was ready for what was to come, then stepped up onto the base of the pedestal. He read the name emblazoned on the front of the book and couldn’t help grinning and shaking his head at the irony. It read: Irrepressible.


The last thing that he saw as he opened the book was a blinding flash of light; then there was nothing…


Chapter Forty-Three
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At the moment of regaining consciousness, the room around Lusam seemed to spin, and he suddenly found himself flat on his back with the wind knocked out of him, squinting against the bright light. The headache was nowhere near as bad as the ones he had suffered the previous three times after reading a Guardian book, but it wasn’t inconsequential, either.


“Are you injured?” Kanos asked. His voice boomed inside Lusam’s head, causing him to wince with pain.


“Yes, I think so,” Lusam replied, holding his head in both hands. Gingerly, he managed to sit upright and shuffle himself back against the wall. He tried to concentrate on examining himself for any internal damage, but countless random images and thoughts continually rampaged through his mind. It took him a moment to realise that they were coming from Kanos, as he buffered the Guardian book’s vast knowledge into him. The transfer of information was far less subtle than it had been with Ryuu. It didn’t trickle into his mind; it cascaded into it.


“Slower… Please,” Lusam gasped silently. A few seconds later, the torrent of information eased a little, and the bright sparks behind his eyes lessened.


“Enough?” Kanos asked.


“A little less, if you can,” Lusam replied. Kanos immediately obliged, slowing the transfer of information to a far more manageable pace.


“Thank you,” Lusam said, relaxing a little. He leaned his head back against the wall and closed his eyes, finally able to check himself over for any hidden damage. Thankfully, he found none.


The knowledge that the final Guardian book had imbued to him meant little to him yet, as he knew would be the case. Even after the transfer from Kanos was complete, his mind would still need time to assimilate and organise the information properly before he would be able to make any sense of it. After another few minutes of quiet contemplation, he considered standing up to leave the room, but quickly thought better of it when he realised his weak and wobbly legs probably wouldn’t support him just yet.


Curious about other changes that the Guardian book had wrought on him, Lusam reached inwardly towards his power reserves and openly gasped. He could scarcely believe what he found. With each successive Guardian book, his power reserves had always grown, and he had expected nothing different this time. But this time was different; it was very different. It had always been difficult to accurately quantify the growth in his power each time he had read a Guardian book. The last one he had read at his father’s house had significantly increased his power reserves, but it was nothing compared to what this book had endowed him with. It was truly staggering to behold. And what was even more incredible, was the speed at which his vast new reservoir was being replenished with magic. It would have taken days, if not weeks to fill a void of this size before, but the magic was pouring in so quickly that he doubted it would take more than a few minutes at best to reach full capacity. He knew instinctively that the magic was coming from Kanos, but even that made it no less impressive. For the first time since his bond with Kanos, he truly saw the full potential of it. No normal mage could ever hope to equal a Guardian’s power. Not now; not ever. It was no wonder that Driden insisted on Aysha ending their line after The Great War, he thought. Just a single rogue Guardian could have wreaked havoc on the entire world. Not that he believed any of them would have ever done so, or that Aysha would have allowed it to happen even if they’d tried.


Head still throbbing, Lusam didn’t relish the thought of using his magic just yet, but the burning desire to know if Neala was safe spurred him into action, nonetheless. He reached out with his mind towards his father but quickly found that he couldn’t penetrate either the enchanted walls of the book room or his father’s barrier. A little annoying but sensible, he supposed, given the Inquisitors’ predisposition for using mind control. Aysha knows what would have happened if one had attacked him while he was reading the Guardian book. He doubted there were any Inquisitors still alive inside Irragin, but he had to concede, there was always a chance, and it was better to be safe than sorry.


“How long was I unconscious?” Lusam asked Kanos silently as he gazed around the small room.


“Not long,” Kanos replied.


Lusam chuckled at his succinct response. “Could you be a little more specific?”


There was a long pause before Kanos finally replied, “I’m sorry, but I cannot. I am still unaccustomed to how humans measure the passage of time. Dragons do not divide the days into units as you do.”


“Is Ryuu there? Maybe you could ask him?” Lusam suggested, knowing that Ryuu had had far longer to become accustomed to the human concept of time.


“No, Ryuu is not here. He went to keep watch from above to make sure that we were not disturbed, and I cannot contact him because he is still blocking me.”


Lusam sighed heavily. “Well, is it still daylight?”


“Yes,” Kanos replied.


“And, has the sun travelled far in the sky since I started reading the book?”


“No,” Kanos replied after another short pause. Lusam could understand Kanos’ confusion about time. He may have assimilated the meaning of the words, hours and minutes through their bond, but without any experience of using them, the context of the words would be almost meaningless to him. Lusam thanked him and made a silent promise to teach him about time as soon as possible. Dragons might be content to count the passage of time in days, months and years, but he wasn’t, especially if it concerned something as important as Neala’s safety.


Gingerly, Lusam slowly got back to his feet and went over to examine his father’s barrier. It quickly became apparent that it was drawing its power directly from the walls of the room, and hence from the dragon heart above. Another sensible decision by his father, he thought. Not even a dozen Inquisitors could have hoped to overpower it, let alone a sole survivor or two that may have stumbled across him while he was defenceless under the influence of the Guardian book.


Lusam listened carefully for any sign of his father or Neala in the Throne Room, but all he could hear was the sound of his own breathing. He called out in the hope they might be sitting quietly somewhere above, waiting for him to awaken, but he got no reply. He tried several times to disable the barrier before concluding that he had no idea how to do it. If his mind contained the information that he needed, it certainly hadn’t made it available to him yet. He briefly considered simply blasting his way through it. That was until he slapped at it with his hand out of frustration and a bright flash of red light erupted at the point of impact and dissipated around the walls of the room.


“Great!” he said, giving the barrier hard kick out of frustration, before sliding back down the wall into a sitting position. Seeing the red light, he knew it wouldn’t matter how hard he tried to break through the barrier. Whatever force he used against it would be absorbed by walls just as it had in Mr Daffer’s basement. He sighed heavily and had just about resigned himself to a possible long wait when the five-pointed star on the door caught his eye.


“Shall I go and find Ryuu?” Kanos asked, obviously aware of his building frustration at being trapped inside the room.


“Thanks for the offer, but I don’t think it will be necessary. I’ve just remembered that there’s a door down here that I can use to get out. That is if I can get it open and Lord Zelroth hasn’t blocked the other side,” Lusam replied, getting back to his feet. He slipped into his mage-sight and quickly located the five indentations that needed to be linked together on the floor, walls and ceiling, but something else also caught his eye. Three, shimmering green lines-of-power radiated out away from the book pedestal; each one originating from a different face of the stone structure, and each one with its own unique name.


He read the glowing words out loud and added the destination names himself. “Absolution, Coldmont; Transcendence, Lamuria; Freedom, Helveel.” All the places he had visited to read Guardian books, which he knew was why he could see them. There was no name for Honour, or green line-of-power visible for his father’s house, as was to be expected. He knew his father had only recreated the appearance of the lost book room in Lohlaen. With no dragon heart to power it, he had not been able to connect his new pedestal to the others in the network. That and the fact he had lived inside the hidden realm, which would have probably made it impossible to integrate it with the others anyway, Lusam thought.


Each of the words and their relevant destinations held a mixture of different memories and emotions for Lusam. Some were of good times when life seemed so much simpler than it was now. And others held memories of conflict or fear.


“Absolution,” Lusam whispered. He knew that was the only name on the pedestal that Lord Zelroth could have seen because thankfully, it was the only other Guardian book that he had ever found and read. Still, it had almost cost Lusam and the others their lives when Lord Zelroth had ambushed them in Coldmont, not so very long ago. As he looked at the glowing name on the pedestal, Lusam couldn’t help wonder if Coldmont still stood, or if the tremors of the mountains had finally claimed it forever. Did that sparkling green line-of-power still lead to what was once, arguably, the most important place in Afaraon, or did it end in certain death under thousands of tons of rubble? One day, he vowed to find out, but it wouldn’t be today, and it certainly wouldn’t be via a book pedestal, he thought, as he carefully stepped around its associated line-of-power.


Lusam quickly located the five indentations again and connected them with a continuous stream of magic, forming a perfect five-pointed star that mirrored the one on the stone door exactly. He felt a sudden vibration run through the floor beneath his feet and the huge stone door juddered slightly. A moment later, it began to slowly grind open after countless centuries of being sealed shut. Dust fell from the ceiling above and from around the door casing as slid noisily on its hidden tracks. It was far from a smooth process like the other doors Lusam had seen, and he couldn’t help wondering exactly what Lord Zelroth had done to it over the years in his attempts to find out what lay behind it.


Even before the door was a third of the way open, Lusam could see a familiar-looking corridor stretching out into the distance beyond. It was well-lit and bore an uncanny resemblance to ones in Mr Daffer’s basement and those of Coldmont and the High Temple, in the fact that it was lined with sleeping cells for the ancient monks and priests who had once lived there. Except these rooms were different. They were no longer sleeping cells but had been converted into prison cells. Their original doors had been removed and replaced by lockable steel bars. He had found Lord Zelroth’s dungeon.


Lusam watched the corridor intently for any signs of movement. He half-expected a guard to emerge at any moment, and when the stone door ground to halt with a loud bang, he visibly startled. He froze to the spot and listened carefully for any distant footfalls; the echo of the door still reverberating through the underground structure.


Nothing stirred.


Lusam glanced at the stone door and noted that it had not slid fully open, leaving more than a quarter of it still visible. Whatever Lord Zelroth had done to it in the past seemed to have, indeed, left a lasting impression on it, Lusam thought as he stepped out into the corridor. Thoughts of whether it would ever close again were quickly dispelled when the bright light within the room was extinguished, and the door shuddered into motion once more. It seemed to run smoother and quieter this time, but not by much as it slowly ground its way shut. A small sense of relief did wash over him when it finally closed with another loud bang.


As Lusam looked down the long corridor, a cold shiver ran up his spine at the thought of what might have transpired down there over the many centuries of Lord Zelroth’s rule. He had no idea how many cells there were in total, but he knew if Irragin’s layout were similar to that of Ula’ree in Helveel, Coldmont, or even the High Temple, there would be at least another three or four corridors just like this one. But one thing didn’t make any sense to him. If there were so many prison cells, where were all the prisoners? Surely if they had been occupied, he would have heard something by now, even an odd groan or a random ranting of a prisoner driven mad by their captivity. But there was nothing apart from the muffled sounds of an occasional rat scurrying from one cell to another.


Lusam moved towards the first cell and peered in through the steel bars. The room looked identical to the one he and Neala had shared in Mr Daffer’s basement, except for the distinct lack of furniture. There was no bed, small chest or even hooks on the walls, only dirty straw on the floor and a rusty, well-worn chamber pot. The light from outside barely reached the corners of the small room, but Lusam could clearly see that it was currently uninhabited. He gazed down the long corridor and sighed heavily. He knew that he’d have to check every cell down there. If he didn’t, he would never be able to live with himself, knowing that he might have possibly left someone behind to die of starvation.


“This could take a while,” Lusam silently told Kanos, relaying the images of his surroundings. “I need to make sure that we don’t leave anyone behind to die down here. When Neala and my father return, tell them I’ll be back as soon as I can.”


Lusam felt Kanos’ acceptance, if not his understanding, and proceeded to check each cell in turn along the corridor. Each one was as sparse and dirty as the last and Lusam couldn’t imagine spending a single day in any of them, let alone weeks, months or even years.


Predictably, the corridor eventually led into a large chamber not dissimilar to the one in Mr Daffer’s basement. In fact, Lusam might even have believed he was in Helveel if it had not been for the magical lighting and the slightly different shape of the stone columns holding up the ceiling. Pretty much everything else, including the small staircase that led up into Mr Daffer’s shop in Helveel, existed here, too. Even the riddle left behind by the Guardians was still written on the wall. Lusam smiled. He had almost forgotten about it and made a renewed promise to himself to find out what it meant once and for all before the day was out.


“The final five created five. The five creates one. And one you must possess to seek the five, and then become one,” Lusam spoke aloud, hoping that his new status as a Guardian might enlighten him to its meaning, but it didn’t. He was no closer to understanding it now than he had been the first time he’d seen it. He turned towards the next corridor along and groaned when he noticed there were five more to search. He tried to speed things up a little by using his mage-sight to detect any prisoners through the walls but quickly found that he was unable to see through any of them. From what he could tell, they had been enchanted with several different spells, including ones to strengthen the cell walls, and others to block out sound, magic, and of course, the ability to see through the walls themselves. He knew that he could remove the enchantments easily enough, but that would involve visiting each cell in turn, saving him no time whatsoever. Resigning himself to having to check each cell individually, he sighed and set off towards the second corridor.


Lusam quickly realised that the most efficient method was to check all the cells along one side of the corridor first, then on his way back to the main chamber, check all the cells on the opposite side, rather than zigzag his way between them. Apart from an odd piece of discarded clothing or a dead rat, nothing seemed to distinguish one cell from another. They all looked like they had been vacated in a hurry, with many of the chamber pots still showing signs of their previous occupants. Whatever had happened to all the prisoners had occurred quickly and en-mass, with no effort made to prepare the cells for future occupancy, he surmised.


Thirty minutes later, Lusam stepped into the final corridor. It looked no different from all of the others, apart from the far end was much darker. It was devoid of the magical light that evenly lit the rest, but it was by no means too dark to see due to the overspill of light from further back along the corridor. Lusam made his way down the final stretch, checking and calling out into each cell as he passed. When he reached the far end, he switched sides and started to make his way back towards the main chamber for the last time, relieved that his search would soon be over.


The first few cells were difficult for Lusam to see into, but there didn’t seem to be any human forms lurking in the deep shadows, and there were no replies to his calls. He passed three more dark empty cells before stepping back into the light, but as he approached the fourth cell along and called out to see if anyone was there, he thought that he heard a muffled sound from within. He stopped and peered through the steel bars into the semi-darkness beyond and called out again, but there was no reply and nothing to see apart from the ever-present chamber pot and a heap of dirty straw piled up in the corner of the small room. Convinced that what he’d heard was nothing more than his over-active imagination, he turned towards the next cell along. But just as he was about to leave, he suddenly caught a glimpse of movement out of the corner of his eye. It was almost imperceptible, and if it hadn’t been for the muffled groan that accompanied it, he might have dismissed it as rats nesting in the straw. He slipped into his mage-sight to get a better look but quickly discovered that it wasn’t only the walls that had been enchanted, but the bars of the cells, too.


A quick examination of the door confirmed that the lock was also magically protected, but it proved no match for Lusam, and with a loud metallic snapping sound the cell door sprung open. Lusam created a small globe of light and sent it into the cell ahead of him. The pile of straw in front of him began to move, and the whimpers intensified. Whoever it was under the straw was obviously terrified and had done their best to hide from him.


“I’m not here to hurt you,” Lusam said quietly. “I’m here to rescue you. You’re free now.”


“Please… just kill me… Please, I can’t take it anymore,” a voice whimpered.


Lusam had never heard such pain echoed in a person’s voice before, and knew instinctively who was to blame.


“Lord Zelroth and his guards are all dead, friend. They can’t hurt you anymore, I promise,” Lusam said, bending down to clear away the straw. His hand brushed across the person’s leg, and the straw pile suddenly erupted as they hurled themselves back into the corner of the room out of his reach.


“Take it easy,” Lusam said, holing up both hands. “I’m not going to hurt you.”


The man looked terrified, his eyes bulging from their sockets with fear. Shaking uncontrollably, he hugged his knees tightly to his chest and rocked back and forth while whimpering incoherent pleas of mercy. His skin and clothes were filthy, his long, shaggy hair and beard ungroomed and infested with lice. Like an old man, his sallow skin hung loosely from his skeleton, but Lusam could tell by the colour of his hair that he was nowhere near as old as he appeared. His dry, cracked lips quivered as he clenched his eyes tightly shut in an attempt to block out the world around him. Lusam didn’t know if it was the sudden intensity of the light in the room, or the fear of being taken away and tortured again that caused it, but he strongly suspected it was the latter.


“My name is Lusam; what’s yours?”


After several more minutes had passed, Lusam began to think that the man might be too far gone to answer him, but when he finally cracked open one eye to see if Lusam was still there, he realised it might not be the case after all. Lusam gave the man a disarming smile but didn’t attempt to move any closer or touch him again. With one eye, the man ran his gaze over Lusam from head to toe, and in that instant, Lusam saw the comprehension dawn on his face that he wasn’t dressed in either black or red robes. The man’s other eye slowly opened, as if to confirm the other wasn’t somehow deceiving him.


Lusam smiled and nodded.


The man lifted his head away from his knees, staring open-mouthed at Lusam, with fresh tears of joy running down his cheeks.


“Are… are you real?” the man whispered as if speaking too loudly would end his dream of salvation. Lusam nodded once more, and the man launched himself towards him. Lusam barely had time to react before the man’s arms closed around him in a tight embrace and he began sobbing uncontrollably into his shoulder, thanking him profusely over and over. Even though he was taller than Lusam, he barely weighed more than a small child. Lusam had no idea how long the man had spent as Lord Zelroth’s prisoner, but however long it had been, the time had certainly not been kind to him.


It took Lusam several minutes to pry the man’s arms from around his neck, and even longer to reassure him that he was, indeed, free to go. Eventually, Lusam convinced him to sit back down while he checked him over, but not before having to promise many times not to leave him alone there. Surprisingly, the man was in reasonably good health considering his appearance and surroundings. He was, of course, suffering from both malnutrition and dehydration, but other than that he seemed to be in relatively good shape. There was, however, some kind of toxin in his system, but it didn’t take long for Lusam to purge it from his body.


“Are you thirsty?” Lusam asked, reaching for the jug of water he’d seen earlier. The man shook his head, and when Lusam sniffed at its contents he understood his reaction. It had a pungent smell to it, like rotting vegetation, and even in the earthenware jug, Lusam could see it was far from clean. He reached out with his magic to purify it and immediately discovered the source of the man’s toxins. The water was laced with it.


Lusam startled when Kanos’ voice suddenly sounded in his head. “Spoolwood,” he said without elaborating further. The single word stirred something in the depths of Lusam’s mind, and in an instant, he knew what Kanos was talking about. Somehow, he knew it was spoolwood that he could smell in the water and that it was responsible for poisoning the man. He knew it was a very rare and hardy plant that sometimes clung to rocky outcrops high up in the mountains of Afaraon and Podrana, and was used for a single purpose only; to prohibit the use of magic. Lusam was certain he had not known that information before Kanos had spoken. In fact, he was quite sure that he had never even heard of spoolwood before, and he suspected that Kanos wouldn’t have recognised it either if he hadn’t recently assimilated the knowledge from Gruken. It was slightly overwhelming to think that somewhere buried deep within his and Kanos’ mind, was an entire lifetime’s worth of experience from Gruken and his former Guardian. He could only wonder at what other secrets might reveal themselves in the future.


“Tristan,” the man suddenly said, startling Lusam out of his reverie. “My name is Tristan.”


“Nice to meet you, Tristan,” Lusam replied, offering him the cleansed jug of water. “Here, drink this. It will make you feel better.”


Tristan reluctantly reached for the jug, obviously not wanting to offend Lusam by refusing, and took a small sip of its contents. His eyes went wide in surprise as he tasted the pure water inside, and he began gulping it down as if he hadn’t drunk anything in days. As he did so, Lusam noticed something slightly perplexing about the man. His aura was not bright enough for him to be a mage. So why had the guards bothered to lace his water with spoolwood? It was unlikely that he was capable of lighting a candle with magic, let alone defeating the strong enchantments that kept him incarcerated. All he could assume was that all the water, and possibly even the food, was treated the same way, regardless who it was intended for.


Tristan’s story was a harrowing one to listen to. He told Lusam how he had once been a fisherman in a small southern village in Afaraon, and how he had returned one day from being away at sea to find his family had been brutally murdered by Empire soldiers. With tear-filled eyes, he spoke of how he had discovered the blackened remains of his young son and daughter, still locked in a tight embrace even in death. And how he had recognised his defiled wife as she lumbered down the street towards him, no longer alive, but instead, a twisted undead minion raised by her abusive killers. He had few memories of what happened after that, other than he was found by a passing merchant and taken to Lamuria, where he later learned about a recruitment program for spies. He had eagerly signed up to it with only one objective in mind; to avenge his family’s death in any way he could. Although most Afaraon spies were captured or killed shortly after setting foot on Thulian soil, he had achieved a modicum of success by poisoning several Empire wells before being eventually caught.


The most harrowing part of Tristan’s story, however, was how he had spent his time as Lord Zelroth’s prisoner. He spoke fondly of an old man that he had met when he first arrived. His name was Cedrik, and he had spent decades being tortured to within moments of his death, only to be healed by one of Lord Zelroth’s Inquisitors so that the process could begin over again. Unwittingly, Tristan had become Cedrik’s replacement and a new form of twisted entertainment for Lord Zelroth. The images of degradation and depravity that he described to Lusam made him feel physically ill, and he soon understood why Tristan had pleaded to be killed when they’d first met, rather than suffer more of the same. Having heard Tristan’s story, Lusam was even more determined not to leave anyone else behind.


“Do you know what happened to all the other prisoners?” Lusam asked after it became clear that Tristan had said all he was going to say. The fear suddenly returned to Tristan’s eyes as he nodded his reply.


“They’re all dead,” he whispered, glancing nervously towards the open cell door.


“Are you sure?”


Tristan nodded fervently.


“Are you certain they haven’t just been moved to another part of Irragin?” Lusam asked. “Maybe there’s another dungeon like this one somewhere else?”


Tristen shook his head and looked nervously towards the open door once more.


“No,” he said in a quivering voice. “I saw what it did to them. He made me watch them die… He forced me to watch…”


“Lord Zelroth?” Lusam asked.


Tristen met his gaze and nodded with fresh terror in his eyes. “A demon… He fed them all to a demon! One by one, I watched helplessly as it sucked the life out of them. Their screams… I can still hear their screams,” he said, burying his face in his hands. “Every time I close my eyes, I can hear their screams…”


Lusam didn’t need a description of the ‘demon’ to know that Tristan was talking about the Aznavor they had encountered earlier, or at least a creature very much like it. The sudden thought that there might still be more Netherworld creatures wandering around Irragin sent a sharp shiver up his spine, but it didn’t disturb him half as much as the question of Lord Zelroth’s actions now posed. He could only think of one reason why he would have sacrificed all of the prisoners to the Aznavor, and his heart lurched in his chest at the mere thought of it.


“Oh, no!” he gasped, reaching out to his father, only to find that he was still blocking him. “Kanos, I need you to go and find Ryuu, right now. I need to speak to my father, urgently.”


“Ryuu has already returned. He is with me now,” Kanos replied.


“Good! Ask him to…” Lusam began to say but was cut short by his father’s concerned voice.


“What is it? Are you alright?” Arlo asked.


“Yes, I’m fine, but I need to ask you something important,” Lusam replied. “That Aznavor we came across earlier, you said that it feeds on magic, right?”


“Yes, I did. Have you seen it again?” Arlo asked, the concern in his voice growing even more pronounced.


“No. No, I haven’t,” Lusam replied. “That’s not why I need to speak with you. I need to know what the creature does with the magic it consumes because apparently, Lord Zelroth has recently fed his entire prison population to it.”


“Seven Hells!” Arlo cursed. “Are you certain?”


“Yes. The prison cells are all empty apart from one, and the man occupying it said that he bore witness to the act himself.”


Arlo muttered several more profanities, confirming Lusam’s worst fears that the magic was somehow transferred back to the Netherworld, and no doubt, directly to Aamon himself.


“Oh, no!” Arlo suddenly gasped, “Give me a moment; I need to speak with someone.” Lusam felt the mental connection to his father falter, but the heightened feeling of anxiety seemed to remain. It was no less prevalent in the small room, either, as Tristen gazed up at Lusam as if expecting an answer to some unspoken question.


“Oh no, what?” Tristan prompted, nervously looking towards the open cell door as if the demon might burst in at any moment and devour him too.


“It’s alright; it’s nothing to worry about; I was just talking to my father.”


“Your father?” Tristan asked, giving him a strange look. A moment later, his attention seemed to shift onto the light orb that Lusam had created earlier, and a sudden realisation seemed to dawn on him. “You’re a mage?” he said in surprise, looking between Lusam and his orb. Lusam nodded and smiled. “So, you’re not here alone?”


“No, I’m here with two other people,” Lusam replied. “Oh, and two dragons.”


“Dragons…” Tristan gasped. “You mean dragons like the ancient Guardians used to ride?”


Lusam smiled and nodded. “Yes, exactly like the ones the Guardians used to ride.” It was no surprise that Tristan knew about dragons and Guardians. After all, most people in Afaraon knew about their history, and even many a child’s bedtime story featured a brave Guardian and his or her dragon. But Tristen did seem to take their presence at Irragin in his stride rather easily, Lusam thought, especially considering that most people believed them to be little more than a myth now, due to the fact that none had been seen in such a long time. There again, after witnessing an Aznavor with his own eyes, accepting the existence of dragons in the world probably wasn’t asking too much, Lusam conceded.


“Do you think that you’re strong enough to walk?” Lusam asked.


Tristan let out a strangled laugh. “For the love of the gods, I’ll sure as Seven Hells, walk out of here,” he said, struggling to his feet. Lusam offered him a hand up, but before he could take it, his father’s voice sounded again in his head.


“We need to leave this place, right now,” Arlo said. Lusam had never heard such urgency in his father’s voice before and knew something was very wrong, but before he could ask what it was, he spoke again. “While we were searching the stronghold, we also found a survivor. His name is Milo, and what he has told us doesn’t bode well for any of us. He claims to have recently, not only seen but also spoken to Aamon in person. Not only that, but he also claims to have overheard part of a conversation between him and Lord Zelroth, in which Aamon demanded more sacrifices to be made to the Aznavor. What I’m about to tell you seems almost inconceivable, but I have just confirmed my worst fears with Milo, and he assures me that I’m correct. There’s a reason why the town outside is completely deserted. It’s because Lord Zelroth sacrificed its entire population to the Aznavor, to aid Aamon’s escape from the Netherworld. He didn’t just sacrifice the prisoners, he sacrificed everyone, including his entire staff and most of his guards.”


Hearing his father’s news felt like being punched in the gut to Lusam. Cold sweat began to bead on his forehead and upper lip as he considered the potential consequences for his friends defending The Rift, and the world at large. Were Renn, Alexia and the others already dead? Had Aamon already escaped from the Netherworld and begun laying waste to the world? If that were true, how could he and his father possibly hope to stop him?


“Did you hear what I just said?” Arlo snapped, interrupting Lusam’s dire thoughts.


“Yes… Sorry,” Lusam replied. “so, what do we do now?”


“We get back to The Rift as fast as we can, and pray to Aysha that we’re not already too late.”


Lusam glanced over at Tristan, who was standing near the open cell door expectantly waiting to leave. “What are we going to do with Tristan and Milo?” Lusam asked. “We can’t just leave them here.”


“And we can’t take them with us, either. We neither have the time nor the means to transport them to safety. Ryuu’s saddle only holds a maximum of three people, and we have yet to construct one for Kanos. There is, however, another means of escape for them. Milo has informed me that he’s not alone. A handful of townspeople managed to escape the culling, and they have joined forces with the few slaves that Milo managed to convince to flee Irragin. They have a small ship provisioned and anchored off the southern headland, but unfortunately, they still have no one capable of sailing it.”


“I think they do now,” Lusam replied. “Tristan was a former fisherman in Afaraon. I’d wager that he could sail it.”


“Well, thank Aysha for small mercies. It’s about time we had some good luck. I’ll inform Milo of his good fortune, too, and make sure he and the others are ready to leave when we are.”


“Okay, I’ll be right up,” Lusam replied. He turned towards Tristan and smiled.


“It looks like you just became captain of your own ship.” Tristan gave him a questioning look. “Don’t worry, I’ll explain everything on the way,” Lusam said, stepping past Tristan into the corridor. He set off walking towards the main chamber but didn’t get far before Tristan’s voice stopped him in his tracks.


“Wait,” he said, looking over his shoulder. “I think someone might still be in the end cell.”


Lusam frowned. “Are you sure? I couldn’t see anyone in there.”


Tristan nodded. “I watched and heard the guards take everyone else one by one, but nobody ever came for the Silent One.”


“The Silent One?”


“Yes, another plaything of Lord Zelroth’s,” Tristan replied, briefly looking over his shoulder again. “My predecessor, Cedrik, gave her that name because she rarely ever speaks. I don’t even know her name. All I know about her is that she has been here far longer than I have, and has still managed to survive this place.”


Lusam’s world suddenly tilted around him as he absorbed the potential implications of Tristan’s words. Could it even be possible? Could this woman be his mother? The cell door had already exploded off its hinges before he began running towards the darkness. He skidded to a halt outside the doorway and called out into the cell, but no reply came. In his haste, he created a bright light-orb and almost blinded himself in the process. He raised it towards the ceiling and dimmed it slightly while his vision cleared, then gasped at what he saw.


“Mother!” he cried out frantically, falling to his knees by her side.


But there was no response…


Chapter Forty-Four
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“The Silent One is your mother?” Tristan asked in disbelief from the doorway.


“Yes,” Lusam replied, still trying to rouse her gently. When it became apparent that he couldn’t, he turned back to face Tristan. “What have they done to her?” he asked through gritted teeth.


Tristan shook his head. “Nothing, as far as I know. She seems to be like that most of the time, from what I can tell. When I first arrived here, Cedrik told me that she spent most of her time in a catatonic state so that the Inquisitors were unable to extract any information from her. Apparently, it worked, too, because they gave up trying a long time ago. Cedrik told me that they hadn’t bothered questioning her for several years before I arrived, and until recently, I’ve never known it happen, either.”


“But someone took her recently?”


Tristan nodded. “Yes, several times over the past few weeks. The same two Inquisitors came for her each time and took her away, only to return her a few hours later in the same catatonic state. I couldn’t be certain, but judging by their mood when they returned, I’d say they got nothing out of her. One of the newly arrived prisoners further down the hallway was foolish enough comment on it one day and paid a heavy price for it. They magically skinned his entire back and left him to suffer overnight, then fed him to the demon the next morning before any infection could set in and kill him.”


Lusam turned back towards his mother with tear-filled eyes. Aysha knows what she’d had to endure over the years, but he knew any recent events were entirely his fault. He could see evidence of bruising on her face, arms and neck, and dreaded to think what condition the rest of her body was in. He placed a hand on her exposed forearm and quested out towards her with his magic. He expected to find evidence of current and past injuries, but thankfully, he only found superficial cuts and bruises, no doubt caused by the Inquisitors as they manhandled her in and out of her cell, he thought. His relief was short-lived, however, when he remembered Tristan’s words about the proficiency of the Inquisitors’ healing abilities. If what Tristan had said was true, and he had no reason to doubt him, she could have been tortured to the point of death countless times and still shown no outward signs of trauma. Through experience, Lusam knew that a person’s body could be healed easily enough, but repairing their mind was another thing entirely.


Lusam wasn’t surprised to discover the same toxins in his mother’s body as he had seen in Tristan, albeit in much higher doses. But what was a surprise to him, was that somehow, she appeared to be slowly purging herself of it. At the current rate, he doubted that she would have been able to completely eradicate it from her system before dying of thirst or starvation, but her body had certainly built up a level of resistance to it. Suddenly, it all made sense to him. He’d had no idea, until meeting Tristan, about the magic dampening drug being used on the prisoners. And looking back, Lord Zelroth had obviously expected his mother to be under the influence of it when he had originally introduced her to him in the Throne Room. But of course, she had been able to use her magic to create the diversion he had needed to escape. The higher concentration of Spoolwood in her system was no doubt a direct result of those events, Lusam thought. It made sense that her guards would have increased the amount they added to her food and water, given that she had already overcome its effects in the past.


Lusam reached for the nearby water jug and quickly confirmed his hypothesis; the water did indeed contain much more Spoolwood than Tristan’s had, and as a result, smelled vile. Just the mere thought of drinking it made him gag, and he wondered if the high concentration of it had anything to do with him being unable to rouse her. Again, he placed his hand on her forearm and quested out with his magic to cleanse her body of the toxin. He could sense that her body was very weak, and couldn’t help wondering how long it had been since she had last eaten or drunk anything. There was some uneaten, rat-nibbled food by the cell door, and the jug of tainted water also looked untouched.


“Can you wake her?” Tristan asked.


Lusam glanced over his shoulder at the man standing behind him. He had almost forgotten he was there. “She’s not asleep,” he replied, turning back to look at his mother. “She’s in a deep state of meditation.”


Lusam had recognised her pose shortly after the shock of discovering her alive had passed. He had spent countless hours in the same meditative position with his father during his time in the hidden realm and suspected that his mother had learned it the same way. The question was; how was she able to maintain it for so long? According to Tristan, she spent most of her days this way and had done so for a very long time to avoid revealing any useful information to her interrogators. And also, no doubt, to block out the inevitable pain associated with that questioning, Lusam thought. He just hoped that he could succeed where the Inquisitors had failed, and breach his mother’s mental defences to rouse her.


* * *


Samara felt the familiar sensation of someone probing her mental defences and instinctively strengthened her walls in anticipation of their assault. She knew her body was failing her, slowing wasting away through lack of sustenance, but her mind was still strong enough to defy their efforts to break her. With the death of her son, she now had nothing else to live for, nor did she harbour any secrets worthy of Lord Zelroth’s efforts. But ever since the day that monster had paraded her charred, dead son’s corpse before her, she had silently vowed to go to her grave without giving him the satisfaction of ever breaking her.


The assaults on her mind always followed the same pattern. First, they would stealthily probe her mental defences for any weakness, hoping that she had become lax in her preparations and left an opening that they could exploit. Then, when they had found none, they would attack with brute force and try to smash their way through her barriers instead, but this time was different. There was no direct assault, only a gentle and persistent jarring at her walls. It felt like someone was knocking at the door of her mind, rather than trying to smash their way through it as usual.


The change of tactics flustered Samara slightly, and she strengthened her walls still further. Had her tormentors discovered a new method of gaining access to her mind? Would they finally get what they wanted? No—no, she wouldn’t let them, she swore silently to herself. Not when the end was so near. Not when she was so close to joining her son by Aysha’s side. Over the years, she felt like she had failed him in so many ways. She couldn’t be reunited with him now, only to announce that she’d failed again.


A muffled voice called to her, but she ignored it and retreated deeper within herself. Again, it called out, over and over. Each time the voice grew clearer and more persistent until she could no longer block it out. The single word that reached her almost broke her spirit in an instant, and it took all of her will to maintain her composure.


“Mother”, the voice had called out. There had been other words, too, but that was the one she had heard most clearly, and it felt like a piece of her soul had been ripped away by it. Over the years, she had discovered that Lord Zelroth’s depravity knew no bounds, but this was a new low. Impersonating her dead son in order to get her to lower her defences was truly abhorrent, even for him.


The voice kept calling out to her, and no matter what she did, she could not silence it. It sounded so much like her son that she could barely stand it.


Rage, remorse and guilt gradually built up inside her at the sound of his voice, and soon she could feel her barriers begin to crumble around her mind as she slowly lost control. She knew she was finally losing the battle. A battle she had fought for the better part of two decades. As her walls continued to crumble, her rage finally won out over the other emotions. It was rage aimed at the injustice of it all, at how she had survived and suffered for so long, only to fail so near the end.


In one final act of desperation, she reached for her magic and was stunned when she found it was available to her. She had given up on ever gaining access to it again. Lord Zelroth’s guards had seen to that when they had increased the number of drugs they put in her food and water. There had once been a time when she could reach her magic; a time when she could choose to abstain long enough from eating and drinking to give her body the opportunity to rid itself of the drug. But that was no longer the case since killing several of Lord Zelroth’s guards during her son’s failed escape attempt. Now she knew that she would die long before her body had the chance to cleanse itself, yet here she was, able to access her magic.


Samara felt her mental barriers finally falter and braced herself for the inevitable attack, but it didn’t come. She felt her arm involuntarily twitch as someone gently squeezed it.


“Mother!” the voice said again. Only this time it was not inside her head. She drew in a ragged breath at the sound, but kept her eyes tightly closed, hoping to hear the voice one more time before they took her life.


“Mother, it’s me, Lusam,” he said.


Samara’s lip quivered as she slowly turned her head towards the voice, still not daring to open her eyes, lest the truth of the deception be revealed.


“It’s alright, you’re safe now, mother. I’m here to take you home,” he said gently.


Samara couldn’t bear it any longer. If this was to be her final moments, then so be it, but she would look defiantly into the eyes of her tormentor first before she died. Slowly, she opened her eyes, and all of her strength suddenly fled her body at what she saw. She swayed heavily, but Lusam caught her.


“Take it easy,” he said, smiling at her with tears in his eyes. A man suddenly appeared over his shoulder, and it startled her.


“Here, there’s still a little left,” he said, handing Lusam a brown jug.


“Thanks, Tristan,” Lusam replied, taking it and offering it to her.


Samara ignored the jug completely and threw herself at her son, enveloping him in her arms, sobbing and wailing with joyous relief.


Chapter Forty-Five
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“I don’t understand,” Samara sobbed. “He told me that you were dead. I saw your body with my own eyes.” Even as she spoke the awful words, she realised the truth behind Lord Zelroth’s lies. He had told her that his guards had killed Lusam during his escape attempt, and even shown her a body to prove it. But that body, although wearing similar clothes to Lusam, had been burned beyond recognition. As she thought back to that terrible day, she also realised that Lord Zelroth had kept her at a distance from the corpse. At the time, she just assumed it was yet another way of feeding his twisted desire to see her suffer, but now she knew the real reason why.


“I thought he had killed you, too,” Lusam sobbed into her shoulder. “I’m so sorry that I didn’t come for you sooner.”


Samara shook her head and hugged him even tighter. Lusam suddenly gasped and pulled away to hold her at arm’s length, wearing a wide grin.


“I need to tell my father that you’re still alive,” he said.


It took Samara a moment to process what he had just said, but when she did, her eyes went wide with surprise.


“Arlo is here with you?” she gasped. Lusam nodded, his grin broadening still further. “How? How is that even possible?”


“It’s a long story, and I’ll tell you all about it later. But first, I think that I should give him the good news that you’re still alive.”


Samara lifted her hands towards her dirty, dishevelled hair and glanced down at her filthy, threadbare clothes. “No. Please, not yet,” she begged him while trying her best to tame her unruly hair. She got as far as running her fingers through it three or four times then suddenly froze. “Does that mean Lord Zelroth is…”


“Dead,” Lusam finished for her. “So are all of his guards and Inquisitors. Or at least the ones we came across.”


Samara began running her fingers through her hair again while she slowly absorbed what Lusam had said. She had no reason to doubt him. She knew Arlo was more than capable of defeating Lord Zelroth even without Lusam’s help. She just couldn’t believe that he was finally dead and her ordeal over.


In the extended silence that followed, Lusam heard Tristan leave the room and walk away towards his old cell. He decided not to call out after him, assuming that he had simply chosen to give them a little privacy. A moment later, however, his footsteps returned, and he re-entered the cell carrying something in his hand.


“Here, use this,” Tristan said, holding out a finely made bone comb towards her. Samara looked at the comb and gave him a questioning look. Tristan smiled and shrugged. “Well, it wasn’t like I didn’t have plenty of spare time on my hands,” he said. “Besides, I always used to like whittling away at bits of wood and bone while I was out at sea. That’s probably the fifth or sixth comb that I’ve made since arriving here. The others were either confiscated or destroyed by the guards.”


“Thank you,” she said, taking the delicate comb from his hand. The carvings along its length were truly exquisite and equal to anything she had ever seen, either used or worn by the highborn ladies of Lamuria. The problem was, she knew simply by looking at it that she would destroy the delicate object the first time she tried to pass it through her badly knotted hair.


“It’s truly beautiful,” she said, offering it back to Tristan, “but I’m afraid I couldn’t use it on my hair without badly damaging it.”


Tristan shrugged and smiled. “I no longer have any use for it, thanks to your son,” he replied.


“Still, there’s no need to ruin it unnecessarily,” Lusam said reaching out for the comb. With a single thought, he strengthened its structure with magic and handed it back to his mother. “There,” he said, “you won’t damage it now.”


Samara looked at the comb, then up at Lusam. He could see the questions in her eyes, but after a quick glance towards Tristan, she apparently decided to keep them to herself until later. She took the comb from his hand and attempted to pass it through her tangled hair as carefully as she could.


Lusam smiled. “Trust me, you won’t break it,” he reassured her.


Lusam waited patiently until she had removed the worst of the tangles from her hair, then picked up the jug of contaminated water from the floor. Using his magic, he quickly purified its contents then reached into his pocket to pull out an unused handkerchief that Neala always insisted he carried. After wetting the small piece of cloth, he knelt in front of his mother and lifted her chin with his free hand. He’d not even noticed how dirty her face was until after she’d asked him to delay telling his father about her. He knew his father wouldn’t care how grubby she looked when he found out she was still alive. But he did understand her desire to portray at least a little dignity when she was reunited with him.


“Shouldn’t it be me wiping your face?” she said softly, offering no effort to hide the regret in her voice.


“If you could have, I’m sure you would have,” Lusam replied in an equally soft tone. “Besides,” he said with a grin, “I already have someone who likes to embarrass me at every opportunity she can. I don’t need my mother doing it as well.”


Samara suddenly sat bolt upright at hearing the news. “You have a lady friend?” she asked excitedly. “When can I meet her?”


Lusam chuckled. “As soon as you feel up to moving, I guess.”


“She’s here too?”


“Yes, Neala is waiting with my father upstairs.”


“Then let’s not waste any more time here,” she said, attempting to stand up and almost collapsing back onto the floor. Lusam just about managed to grab her arm and steady her in time.


“Take it easy,” he said, holding her in place until she stopped swaying. “You’re too weak to be jumping around like that. When was the last time you ate anything?”


Samara’s eyes drifted to the rat-nibbled food near the doorway. “It’s been a while,” she admitted. “The food here isn’t exactly appetising.”


Tristan snorted. “Ain’t that the truth,” he said.


“Well, I’m sure we can find you both something a little more appealing to eat upstairs. Irragin is bound to have a kitchen of some sorts, and I’m willing to bet that Neala now knows exactly where it is,” Lusam said.


“Neala is a really pretty name,” Samara said, linking her arm through Lusam’s. “So, tell me, what’s she like this young lady of yours?”


Lusam turned to his mother wearing a boyish grin.


“I see,” Samara said, smiling at the sight of his flushed cheeks. “Well, I’m sure she can tell me a few things I didn’t know about my son.”


Lusam closed his eyes and sighed to himself. How was it that his mother and Neala had never met, yet he knew with absolute certainty they were about to become the best of friends—at his expense.


“Of that, I have no doubt,” Lusam relented, slowly leading his mother out of the cell.


It took them a good ten minutes to reach the main chamber, even though it was only a few hundred feet along the corridor. Twice his mother had to stop to gather enough strength to carry on. He offered to aid her with his magic, but she flatly refused the offer, insisting that she had vowed one day to walk out of Irragin herself, and she fully intended to do just that. Tristan didn’t seem too bothered about the delays. Although steadier on his feet, he still looked drained and emaciated from his incarceration and took the opportunity to rest a little himself.


While they stood resting in the main chamber, Lusam considered which route to take back to Neala and his father. He briefly considered retracing his steps through the book room, and probably would have, too, if it had just been him and his mother. But revealing the existence of the Guardian book to Tristan was a risk that he wasn’t willing to take. The hidden room and its contents would inevitably invite questions of their own, but using that route would also mean Tristan would witness the door being opened, and that he simply could not allow.


Lusam looked at the steps on the far side of the room and wondered where they emerged in relation to the Throne Room. They were so reminiscent of the ones in Mr Daffer’s basement that he couldn’t help but think of him and Lucy, and wonder how they were doing. It had been a while since he’d had time to even think about them, but now that he did, he couldn’t help feeling a sense of relief at knowing they would no longer be in danger from Lord Zelroth’s perpetual search for another Guardian book. Not that that would be of any comfort to anyone if he and his father didn’t get back in time to seal The Rift, he thought.


Samara leant against the wall of the large chamber to rest as she read the inscription on the opposite side of the room.


“Do you know what it means?” Lusam asked when he saw her looking at it.


Samara shook her head. “No. But I’m about to find out,” she replied. Lusam gave her questioning look, but before he could ask what she meant, his father’s voice sounded in his head once more.


“Have you forgotten the urgency of our mission?” his father asked, not bothering to hide the irritation in his voice.


Lusam replied verbally as well as mentally so that his mother could hear his side of the conversation. “No, I haven’t forgotten,” he said, gaining himself a questioning look of his own from his mother. Lusam tapped his head with a finger then pointed up to try and indicate who he was speaking with, and his mother gave him a nod of understanding. “I’ve found someone else alive down here in the cells,” he said, looking directly at his mother. At hearing the words, Samara shook her head to indicate that she still didn’t want him to tell his father yet. “They haven’t eaten in a while and are very weak, so it’s taking us longer than I anticipated to make our way back upstairs. I was wondering if you and Neala came across anything that resembled a kitchen on your travels, or if not, maybe Milo knows where to find some food for them?”


“I’ll see what I can do,” Arlo replied. “Just try and pick up the pace a little, will you?”


“I’ll do my best,” Lusam replied, then silently added. “We won’t be returning through the book room for obvious reasons, so you might want to conceal its presence by moving the throne back into place before we arrive.”


“It’s already done. I made sure of it before Milo entered the room. I doubt even the former staff of Lord Zelroth knew of the book room’s existence, and I’d prefer to keep it that way if possible.”


“Agreed,” Lusam replied, allowing their connection to fade away. When he was certain that the link had been severed, he turned back towards his mother. “You know, he’s not going to be happy that I kept the news of you from him,” he said.


“He’ll get over it,” she replied with a grin. “Besides, it’s nice to spend a little time with my son, first, before I have to start berating your father for not coming to my rescue sooner.”


Lusam’s face must have betrayed his shock and concern at her words because she almost immediately began chuckling to herself. “Oh, relax,” she said, cupping his cheek in her hand. “I’m only teasing you. You have to understand, Lusam, I spent a great many years with your father before I decided to leave that place and return to Afaraon. More years, in fact, than anyone has a right to live, let alone enjoy. Now don’t get me wrong, I love your father very much, and I’m sure he still feels the same way about me, but we didn’t part without our differences. I asked him; no, I begged him to come back with me to help protect Afaraon, but he refused.” Samara paused briefly and glanced towards Tristan before continuing. “In his eyes, his mission was only to protect one thing, and that wasn’t me. I would be lying if I told you that it didn’t hurt at the time because it did; deeply. But I have learned to live with his choice, and even come to understand and value it over the years. I can assure you, since being captured, there hasn’t been a day go by in this place that I haven’t appreciated how important it is to protect the very same thing that he had sworn to protect himself. So, as you can see, I don’t blame him for his decision to remain behind, but by the gods, I’m not going to let him know that. Not yet, anyway. Not before he’s had the opportunity to make it up to me over the next few… Hmm, actually I haven’t decided how long yet,” she said grinning mischievously.


“I don’t believe it,” Lusam said, shaking his head. “You’re just as bad as Neala.”


Samara’s smile broadened. “You see, I haven’t even met her yet and I like her already.”


Lusam rolled his eyes and sighed. “So,” he said, trying to change the subject, “you told me that you were about to discover what that riddle means.”


“Yes, I am; from your father. I’ve asked him countless times over the years what it meant, but he always refused to tell me. He either told me to figure it out for myself or just teased me about it.”


“Sounds familiar,” Lusam said.


“Yes, well no longer,” Samara replied, “On our final day together, he promised me that the next time we met, he would tell me what it meant, and I fully intend to hold him to his word.”


“I’d like to see him try and squirm out of that one,” Lusam said chuckling to himself.


“Not a chance,” Samara replied with a wink.


It took another ten minutes for them to negotiate the stone steps leading up from the prison level, and during that time, Lusam tried his best to explain the situation they now faced at The Rift. He knew that he had to be careful what he said with Tristan being there, so he chose to omit any information regarding the Guardian books or how and where he had found his father. Lusam could sense that his mother had many questions, but she apparently understood the need to keep certain things secret, and thankfully kept them to herself for the time being.


When they finally emerged into the hallway above, Lusam thought that he recognised where they were by the decorations adorning the walls. And a moment later, when he turned a corner and almost tripped over a dead Inquisitor that he had encountered earlier, his suspicions were confirmed.


“This way,” Lusam said, beckoning his mother and Tristan along the long hallway towards the Throne Room. The two large doors were still wide open, and he could see the numerous corpses littering the ground beyond. He turned to see how his mother was doing and found that she had paused to take another rest further back along the hallway. She saw him looking and gave him a reassuring smile, then waved him on.


“I’ll be fine,” she said. “Go ahead; I’ll catch you up. I’m just a little stiff and weary from being cooped up in that cell for so long.”


Lusam had offered to help her on several occasions, but she had flatly refused. He had always thought that Neala could be stubborn when she wanted to be, but his mother seemed even worse. Something he would never have thought possible until that day.


The sound of male laughter coming from inside the Throne Room suddenly cut through the silence, swiftly followed by the familiar voices of his father and Neala. Samara straightened at the sound of Arlo’s voice and subconsciously checked her hair and straightened her clothing as best she could. Lusam smiled at her reaction. He knew exactly how she was feeling. He had spent what felt like a lifetime away from Neala inside the Hidden Realm, and he remembered the mixture of excited nervousness and overwhelming euphoria at the prospect of being reunited with her again.


“Go ahead, I’ll follow,” she said again, waving Lusam and Tristan on. Lusam smiled and nodded but remained where he was until she had passed the final door in the hallway. With a single thought, he erected a magical barrier behind her, negating any possibility of unseen assassins being able to harm her. Then he stepped into the Throne Room, leaving her to make a dignified entrance at the time of her choosing.


“By the gods, lad, it’s about time!” Arlo said when he saw Lusam step through the open doorway with Tristan by his side. “I’m sorry that we don’t have time for proper introductions, but we must leave right away,” he said, looking directly at Tristan. “Milo has gathered you some food and fresh clothing and will fill you in on his plan. I wish you the best of luck and safe passage.” Arlo paused and glanced back towards the open door. “I thought you said that you found two people?” he said, looking back at Lusam.


Lusam couldn’t help grinning, and his mother’s timing couldn’t have been better as she stepped through the doorway behind him.


“I did,” Lusam replied, standing aside so that his father could see. He doubted that his father even heard his reply judging by the sudden look of shock and disbelief that crossed his face. His eyes went wider than Lusam had ever seen, and his mouth worked silently as if he couldn’t find his words. Ryuu’s roar suddenly reverberated through the building, shaking chandeliers and dislodging dust from the ceilings with its intensity. For a split second, Lusam wondered if it was given in warning to some unseen threat outside, but then he remembered that Ryuu had also been very close to his mother, and had spent many years in her company. Her loss must have been felt just as keenly by him as by his father, and so must the new revelation that she was still alive.


Arlo set off running towards Samara but almost stumbled and fell when his weakened legs almost gave out beneath him. Lusam hadn’t even noticed the cup that he had been holding until it hit the floor and shattered into a thousand pieces, spreading its contents far and wide. He turned just in time to see his father sweep his mother into his arms and embrace her tightly, tears of joy rolling down both of their cheeks.


“Is that…” Neala gasped. Lusam startled a little at the sound of her voice, not having noticed her approach. It was hard to fight back his own tears of joy at the sight of his parents’ emotional reunion, and when he turned to face Neala, all he could do was nod mutely in reply.


“Oh… Lusam. I’m so happy for you,” Neala said, throwing her arms around him and hugging him tightly.


Chapter Forty-Six
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Lusam and Neala sat on the edge of the throne platform, watching the emotional reunion unfold. They had decided to retreat to a discreet distance to give them the privacy they deserved, and to discuss what had happened in each other’s absence. Lusam explained how he had found his mother and Tristan in the cells below, and Neala complained about the lack of ‘interesting items’ to be found within Irragin’s walls. Lusam smiled inwardly as he listened to her tale. He knew what she really meant was that she hadn’t managed to find Lord Zelroth’s strong room, nor anything else of any great value during her search of the stronghold, but he didn’t say as much.


Someone cleared their throat behind them in an obvious attempt to gain their attention. When Lusam and Neala turned to see who it was, they found Tristan standing there dressed in fresh clothing and holding what looked a sweet pastry in each hand. Judging by the sugary glaze around his mouth, they weren’t the first that he had picked up, either.


“I just wanted to thank you again before we left. I’m not sure how much longer I could have remained sane down there in that cell, all alone,” Tristan said. He paused and drew breath as if he wanted to say something more, but instead, turned to briefly look over his shoulder at Milo, standing at the far end of the room. “Milo is keen to get going as soon as possible, just in case any of Lord Zelroth’s soldiers unexpectedly return,” he said, turning back to face them. “And I suppose if we’re to take advantage of the high tide, we do need to make the ship ready to leave as soon as possible.”


“Where will you go?” Neala asked.


“Milo plans to set sail towards the Nauroe.”


“The Nauroe?” Lusam said, surprised by their choice of destination.


Tristan nodded. “Yes, I was a little sceptical myself, to begin with, but I suppose it makes sense when you think about it. The men and women aboard ship originally came from many different places. A few, like me, are from Afaraon, but others come from much further afield. According to Milo, we have people from as far north as Podrana and even the Northern Wastes, and others who were taken from the southern parts of the Thulian Empire and beyond. It just wouldn’t be possible for us to repatriate everyone individually. From what Milo has told me, we barely have enough people to operate the ship as it is, so we could ill afford to lose more people along the way. Instead, we will seek passage individually from the Nauroe, using the valuables that Milo has already stowed aboard ship as barter. From what I know of the Nauroe, they already have well-established trade routes to many different lands and are also extremely adept at navigating the open seas. I just hope they are as open to barter as Milo suggests.”


Lusam nodded to Tristan’s words. “I have met the Nauroe, and I can tell you that they are not easy people to deal with. They will try to extort as much money from you as they can so I would suggest not revealing the extent of your cargo until after a deal is reached. If you have any difficulties, seek out a small man named Gydren and tell him that I sent you. Tell him that Lord Zelroth is dead and that I expect him to give you all safe passage at a fair price. If he asks why you all want to travel to different destinations, tell him that you’re all on diplomatic missions for me, the new ruler of Thule.”


“The new ruler of Thule!” Neala scoffed.


Lusam shrugged and grinned. “I doubt that Gydren would risk himself even if he thought it was a lie. He’s seen what I can do. Besides, Tristan and the others will be sailing into their harbour in an Empire ship and bartering with goods that once belonged to Lord Zelroth. Gydren might be a lot of things, but ‘stupid’ isn’t one of them. Even if it takes him a little time, he will come to the same conclusion, eventually.”


“Let’s hope so,” Neala replied.


“Well, at this moment in time, I see few other options,” Tristan said, offering Lusam his hand. “I will inform the others of our new plan, and wish you all a safe onward journey.”


Lusam nodded and shook his hand. “I wish you calm seas and swift winds,” Lusam said, recalling the parting words of the Nauroe.


Tristan nodded his appreciation and reached over to shake Neala’s hand. “They look a little busy at the moment,” Tristan said, glancing towards Arlo and Samara and smiling. “Please, can you pass on my thanks later.”


“Of course,” Lusam replied.


“Thank you,” Tristan replied, before turning and walking away towards his long-awaited freedom.


“Oh, by the way,” Lusam called out after him. “Don’t worry about the two dragons waiting outside; they won’t harm you.”


“Dragons!” Tristan gasped, turning a slightly paler shade.


“You’ll be fine, I promise,” Lusam chuckled, waving him on. Tristan didn’t look at all convinced, but he nodded and disappeared through the open door all the same. Milo gave them both a respectful nod then followed in his wake, closing the door behind him.


Lusam suddenly caught sight of the large tray of food, and his stomach let out a loud grumbling sound, reminding him that he hadn’t eaten anything in a while.


“Just make sure you save some for your mother,” Neala said as he jumped down off the throne platform.


“There’s plenty. I couldn’t eat all of that even if I tried,” Lusam replied. Neala simply raised an eyebrow in reply to indicate that she didn’t believe a word of it, and the overloaded plate that he returned with a moment later did little to change her opinion.


“Do you want some?” Lusam asked, holding out the plate towards her after he’d climbed back up onto the throne platform.


“I’ve already had some, thanks,” Neala replied. Lusam nodded and eagerly tucked into the delicious pile of food without saying another word.


Lusam had almost finished eating when he happened to glance down and notice two faint, but distinct lines scored into the marble floor behind the throne platform. It was obvious that they had been caused earlier when he had slid the platform back to reveal the entrance to the book room. And he knew it would be equally obvious to anyone else who saw them that there was something hidden beneath the throne. With a small sigh, he picked up the last morsel of food from his plate and shuffled off the edge of the platform. A moment later, he crouched down and placed the palm of his hand on the cool marble floor. His father had made him practice so often in the hidden realm that the complex spell to manipulate its structure almost came as second nature to him.


Lusam focused his mind and examined the marble floor using his mage-sight. He could see every imperfection on its surface and even deeper down within the fault-lines of the marble as they weaved their way through each large slab. With a single thought, he released the countless millions of bonds holding the floor together, turning the entire area behind the throne into a writhing black and white sea of liquid marble. Slowly, he calmed his thoughts, and the liquid-like surface gradually became less volatile. Little by little, the waves and then the ripples subsided, to leave behind a mirror-like surface. At that moment, Lusam allowed the bonds within the marble to reform, solidifying the floor into a perfectly smooth version of its former self, devoid of any marks whatsoever. He opened his eyes to take a look at his work and suddenly startled when he noticed someone standing right next to him. He hadn’t heard anyone approach, and before he could look up to see who it was, his mother’s voice announced her presence.


“How did you just do that?” she said, sounding slightly awestruck.


Lusam shrugged. He knew it would be too complex to try and explain what he had just done in the short time they had available, so he decided to sidestep her question instead.


“My father taught me. He made me practice on his floor for weeks until I could do it,” Lusam replied, getting back to his feet.


“What? No… that wasn’t what I meant,” Samara said. “What I meant is; how did you do it without speaking any words of power?”


Lusam shrugged again. “I don’t need to use any words of power,” he replied. “I just think about what I want to happen, and it does. Most of the time.”


“But that’s impossible!” Samara said, looking between Lusam and Arlo for any further explanation or signs of foolery, but finding neither. Eventually, she fixed her gaze on Arlo, and it was his turn to shrug.


“I really don’t know,” he pleaded. “In the past, he’s tried to explain it to me in detail, and even tried to teach me how to do it, but I’m afraid it’s beyond me. I have no idea how he does the things he does. It’s a complete mystery to me.”


Samara didn’t look convinced at all that Arlo, a fully-fledged Guardian of Aysha, couldn’t replicate or even understand what her teenage son had just done, but she decided to let the matter lie for the time being. After a brief glance towards Lusam, she refocussed her attention on Arlo once more.


“Talking of mysteries,” she said, stepping closer to him. “I think it’s about time you kept your word to me and revealed what that damned riddle of yours is all about.”


Arlo took a deep breath to object, but Samara cut him off dead.


“Don’t you dare!” she said in a threatening voice that would have put even Neala’s best efforts to shame. “You gave me your word that if we ever saw each other again, you would tell me. And where else better than right here, right now, in an empty temple that’s magically enchanted against prying ears, with only our family members present?” she said, turning and winking at Neala. Neala’s face flushed bright red, and Lusam struggled not to burst out laughing at her expense. Fortunately, he had the good sense to step away from her before she noticed.


“Actually, if I remember correctly, my exact parting words to you were; in the future, if you ever decide to change your mind and want to come back to live with me, I promise that I’ll tell you what the riddle means,” Arlo said smugly.


Samara instantly stiffened and let out a high-pitched sound, somewhere between a strangled laugh and a banshee’s war cry. By the time her hands had firmly fixed themselves onto her hips, Arlo’s smug grin was long gone, and he’d already taken a step back.


“Ah, well,” Arlo said, nervously licking his lips. “I suppose we shouldn’t get ourselves tied up in semantics, eh?”


“That’s probably for the best,” Samara agreed, glaring at him. Arlo sighed and nodded, then began to recite the riddle out loud.


“The final five created five; the five creates one, and one you must possess to seek the five and then become one.”


“Yes, I know how it goes,” Samara said impatiently. “But what does it mean?”


Arlo smiled at her, then nodded over her shoulder towards Lusam. “Well, I could tell you, but I think I’ll let Lusam do the honours.”


“What!” Lusam gasped. “I have no idea what it means; you know that. I spent months trying to work it out at your house, and all you kept telling me was that I would never guess the right answer.”


Arlo’s smile broadened into a wide grin. “And at the time, that was very true. The reason why you would never have been able to decipher its meaning, was because you didn’t possess all of the information that you needed; but now you do.”


Lusam frowned at his father’s typically cryptic answer. The only things that had changed since he had left the hidden realm were that he had read the final Guardian book, bonded with Kanos, and become a Guardian himself. None of which, as far as he could tell, had enlightened him to the meaning of the riddle. He knew from experience that it often took quite a while for his mind to make sense of the vast amount of information released by a Guardian book, and he knew that he had not even assimilated it all yet. He could still feel Kanos acting as a buffer for him, constantly feeding him new information at a rate that his mind could safely process.


Lusam suddenly startled at the sound of Kanos’ voice in his mind. “The information you seek is not contained within the Guardian book.”


“Are you certain?” Lusam asked silently. There was a long pause before Kanos replied, and it left Lusam wondering if he had offended him by questioning the validity of his statement.


“Yes,” Kanos finally replied. Lusam thanked him, but when he got no further response, he gently quested out towards Kanos with his mind. He was relieved to find that he was not upset at all but instead curled up, dozing quietly in the afternoon sun.


“It’s not in the book,” Lusam said confidently, meeting his father’s eyes.


“I never said it was,” Arlo replied.


“But you just said that I didn’t have all of the information before, but now I do. And the only thing that’s changed is that I’ve read the book.”


“Are you quite sure the book is the only thing that you’ve read here?” Arlo replied, still grinning from ear to ear.


“Yes!” Lusam replied, throwing his arms up in exasperation. He had read the riddle down below, of course, but that had shed no further light on its meaning than the first time he had read it in Mr Daffer’s basement. He turned to go and sit back on the throne platform and let his mother deal with it, but stopped dead in his tracks as another image of a word came to mind. “The book pedestal,” he half-whispered, turning back to face his father.


Arlo clicked his fingers and pointed at Lusam. “There you go, see. I knew you would get it eventually. So, let’s see if you can work the rest of it out now, shall we? Can you remember all of the words written on the pedestals?”


Lusam recalled each of the five pedestals in the order that he had read the Guardian books and spoke their corresponding names out loud. “Freedom, Absolution, Transcendence, Honour and Irrepressible.”


Arlo nodded slowly as Lusam recited each name in turn. “Very good,” he said, folding his arm across his chest. “So, tell me what it means.”


Lusam shook his head. He hated playing his father’s games. Or rather, he hated being a part of his father’s games, but he knew from experience that his father believed wholeheartedly in that particular method of teaching. Resigned to playing along, Lusam sighed and began to indulge his father as best he could.


“The final five created five; refers to the final five Guardians creating the five Guardian books.” Arlo smiled and nodded, but Lusam had already worked out that part of the riddle a long time ago. “The five creates one,” Lusam said, pausing to try and work out its meaning.


“The pedestals,” Arlo prompted after the silence had stretched on for quite a while.


“The five pedestals create one?” Lusam said, imagining for a moment that they somehow physically attached to one another, but then realising that, like the Guardian books, they were probably not removable from the rooms. “The words on the pedestals make one word,” Lusam mused out loud. The smug grin that spread across his father’s face told him that he was right, but no matter how he rearranged the words in his mind, he could not make a coherent sentence out of them. Almost at the point of giving up, he decided to try something else. Instead of using the entire words, he took the first letter of each name and rearranged them to form a new word, and what he discovered sent a shiver down his spine. No matter how hard he tried, he could only make one word out of the five letters, but even if that had not been the case, he would have still known it was the right word.


“Faith…” Lusam gasped, as the meaning of the riddle became clear to him. “The final five created five; the five creates one, and one you must possess to seek the five and then become one.” He said, meeting the eyes of his father. “I know what it means now.”


“Then, please, don’t keep us in suspense any longer,” Arlo replied, with a dramatic flourish of his hand.


“The final five Guardians created the five books. The first letter of each of the five pedestals creates one word: Faith. And you must possess ‘faith’ in Aysha to seek out the five books, and then become one, a Guardian of Aysha.”


“I couldn’t have explained it any better myself,” Arlo said, giving Lusam a mordacious round of applause.


“That’s it? That’s all it means?” Samara asked disappointedly.


Arlo smiled at her and shrugged. “I told you, we only came up with the idea as a bit of fun. It was never meant to be prophetically life-changing in any way. It was just a simple truth, hidden in plain sight.”


The derogatory noise that Samara made left no one in any doubt about what she thought of it all, as she finally went to get some food. The first bite of a sticky pastry felt like ecstasy to her. She had almost forgotten what real food tasted like and could have quite happily spent the rest of the day sampling what the kitchens of Irragin had to offer, but she knew she had to hurry if she was to catch up Tristan and the others before they set sail. She grabbed the pile of clean clothes left for her and headed for the far side of the throne platform. It wasn’t perfect, but it would offer her a small degree of privacy, and she really didn’t have the energy yet to walk the full length of the room again to get changed in the corridor.


“So,” she said, slipping out of her ragged, foul-smelling clothes, “where shall we arrange to meet up again, once I’m back in Afaraon?”


Several confused looks were exchanged between Lusam, Arlo and Neala at Samara’s words.


“We won’t be meeting up with you anywhere, you’re coming with us. You don’t seriously think we’re about to leave you alone again, do you?” Arlo said, watching her re-emerge from behind the platform fully dressed in clean clothes.


“I don’t see that you have much of a choice unless you intend to leave either Lusam or Neala behind. And you know that I wouldn’t allow you to do that. I know Ryuu’s limitations as well as you do, and I’m surprised that he managed to even carry three of you. There is no way that he could carry four of us, even if his saddle allowed it. So, I will travel back to Afaraon with Tristan and the others on the ship, providing they haven’t already left without me.”


Arlo looked between Lusam and Samara and struggled to contain his amusement. “You haven’t told her yet, have you?”


“Told me what?” Samara asked, looking at Lusam.


“Well, first of all, Ryuu is not the same dragon as you remember,” Arlo interjected before Lusam could reply.


“Is he alright? Is he ill?” Samara asked, a look of concern spreading across her face.


“He’s fine. He’s just a lot larger and grumpier than you might remember. He wouldn’t have any trouble carrying the four of us if it were necessary, but it’s not.”


“Ryuu was never grumpy around me,” Samara said.


“No. I guess the overgrown lizard wasn’t, was he,” Arlo replied, eliciting a deep roar from outside the walls of Irragin. “Oh, shut up. I know you always preferred her company to mine,” he said, facing the direction of Ryuu’s roar. When he turned back to face the others and found them all staring at him open-mouthed, he suddenly realised that he’d said the words out loud. “Well, it’s true,” he protested a little too defensively.


“Aw, do I detect a little jealousy?” Samara said, tapping him lightly on the cheek. But before Arlo could reply, Samara spoke again. “So, would someone like to tell me how I’m supposed to get back to Afaraon if not with Ryuu or onboard Tristan’s ship?”


“I never said that you wouldn’t be travelling with Ryuu. I said it wasn’t necessary for him to carry all four of us,” Arlo replied. “You see, our son here has his own dragon now. So, he’ll be riding Kanos, while you and Neala travel with me on Ryuu.”


“His own dragon?” Samara half-whispered to herself. Suddenly her eyes went wide as she realised the implications of what Arlo had just said. She turned and stared silently for a moment at Lusam, and he knew instantly what she was looking for. Slowly, he revealed the full extent of his aura to his mother, and she gasped out loud.


“You’re a Guardian, just like your father,” she said in barely a whisper. Lusam smiled and nodded.


“How? How is this even possible?” she said, looking back towards Arlo.


“It’s a long story and one that I’m sure he will be happy to share with you later. But for now, we must leave this place and get back to The Rift before it’s too late.”


Samara nodded, but her eyes rarely left her son as they made their way outside to the awaiting dragons.


The sun was still high in the sky when they emerged outside, and it held a rare winter’s warmth in its rays. Ryuu was standing near the large doors waiting to greet Samara like a giant lost kitten, almost purring with delight as she stepped through the open doorway. The moment she laid eyes on him, she drew in a sharp intake of breath and stopped dead in her tracks.


“Oh my, Ryuu!” she gasped in disbelief, noticing how much he had grown since she had last seen him.  “You look truly magnificent!”


Hearing her compliment, the low rumble in Ryuu’s throat intensified, and when she ran towards him and wrapped her arms around his long neck, the ground beneath their feet positively vibrated.


“Oh, how I’ve missed you, Ryuu,” she said.


“And I, you,” Ryuu rumbled.


“Well, they seem to like each other,” Neala observed quietly.


“Oh, you’ve no idea,” Arlo replied in an exasperated whisper. “After she left, it took him five years to even speak to me again. Anyone would have thought the overgrown lizard was bonded to her, instead of me.”


Lusam and Neala chuckled at his words.


“It’s not funny,” Arlo retorted. “Five years is a long time. You’ve been there, Lusam, so you know what it’s like. It’s not as if the locals are good conversationalists. Most of them would rather eat you than talk to you!”


Lusam couldn’t deny his words, but it didn’t make them any less amusing, much to the annoyance of his father.


“Sorry,” Lusam called out after him as he stormed off towards Ryuu. Out of the corner of his eye, Lusam noticed a sudden movement and turned to see Kanos emerging around the edge of the building. A sudden pang of guilt washed over Lusam as he realised Kanos had not occupied much of his thoughts since finding his mother alive. In fact, he had barely acknowledged his existence other than to ask him about the contents of the Guardian book. He hadn’t even spoken of him to his mother until a few moments ago. Then something else suddenly occurred to him, and it made him feel even more guilty.


“Kanos,” he said silently. “Thank you for not informing Ryuu that I’d found my mother alive, I appreciate it, and I know she does, too. She just needed a little time to prepare for the reunion with my father, that’s all. And she wouldn’t have had that if you had spoken to Ryuu about it.”


Kanos slowed to halt and stared at Lusam with his swirling copper-red eyes for a moment before finally answering.


“Human emotions are still very… strange to me. I do not understand why you would wish to keep such information a secret from Ryuu and your father, only that you did, so, therefore, I chose not to speak of it.”


Lusam smiled at the small copper dragon. No doubt another completely alien gesture to him, Lusam thought, but he knew his future life-long companion could at least sense his feelings towards him.


“So, this must be the mighty Kanos,” Samara said, striding up to the strange dragon with far more confidence than anyone had a right to do. “It’s an honour to meet you, Kanos. My son is truly blessed to be bonded to such a magnificent looking dragon.”


“There she goes again,” Arlo said by Lusam’s side. “Watch out, Son, by the end of the day she’ll have him rolling over on his back and begging for his tummy tickling like a puppy if you’re not careful. I mean, what is it about dragons anyway? Someone offers them a compliment or two, and they instantly take a permanent liking to them.”


Lusam chuckled at his father’s words while he watched his mother fussing over Kanos. There was no denying his father’s observations, Kanos was certainly revelling in the attention, and when his mother finally turned to walk away, the disappointment that radiated from him was almost palpable.


Samara gave them both a smile and winked at Arlo as she approached. “Maybe you should try it yourself sometime,” she said, walking straight past them towards Neala. Lusam couldn’t help laughing at the stricken look on his father’s face, but his amusement didn’t last long. A moment later, he overheard part of the conversation between his mother and Neala, and when the word ‘wedding’ was mention for the second time, he knew he was in trouble. Arlo clapped him hard on the shoulder, roaring with laughter.


“You’re in real trouble now, Son,” he said between belly laughs. “No prizes for guessing what their conversation will be about on the way back to The Rift,” he said, walking away towards Ryuu in fits of laughter. Lusam simply stood and watched as they all secured themselves into Ryuu’s saddle, his father chuckling uncontrollably to himself, while his mother and Neala stared at him amid their secretive discussions.


Chapter Forty-Seven
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Aamon seethed with anger and frustration at the situation he now faced. He had been aware for quite some time that one of his sister’s so-called Guardians had appeared in the world beyond The Rift. He didn’t know how she had managed to do it in such a short time, or indeed, why their brother, Driden, had allowed it to happen at all, given his ill feelings towards her. But it had happened, and it now left Aamon with very few options.


He had hoped that the incompetent fool, Lord Zelroth, could provide him with enough power to escape the Netherworld before his inevitable demise at the hands of the new Guardian, but that had proved not to be the case.


Aamon’s ability to sense things in the outside world had always been extremely limited. Only events in close proximity to The Rift’s opening or immense shifts in the fabric of magic, such as the emergence of the new Guardian were detectable by him. Lord Zelroth’s death may well have gone unnoticed for days or even weeks if it had not been for the tenuous link that he had formed with his captured Aznavor.


For countless centuries, the creature had fed on magic and returned it to the Netherworld. Not because it wished to nourish Aamon with it, but because it was what all Netherworld creatures instinctively did, and he had been able to tap directly into that source. Now that The Rift was partially open again, it was easy for him to collect any power that flowed through it, but that had not always been the case. In the past, he had been forced to absorb what little magic he could directly from his environment, and it had barely been enough to sustain him, let alone make any plans to escape. The Netherworld was so vast and the concentration of magic there so weak, it had been nigh on impossible for him to locate any significant or stable source of magic until Lord Zelroth had attempted to contact him using his Aznavor as a conduit. Once Aamon discovered the existence of the creature and pinpointed the exact location where its magic crossed the threshold between the two worlds, he had been able to tap directly into its power.


Over the years, Aamon had also learned how to take advantage of the creature’s senses to occasionally gain information about the outside world. Unfortunately, two things worked against him in this endeavour, often making the effort and the expenditure of magic not worth his while for what little he gained. The first was that the creature would always fight against his control, only capitulating if he used great force against it. And then there was Irragin itself. Its blessed walls and foundations were not only effective against anyone seeing inside, but also against him being able to see anything of the outside world beyond.


Today had been the first time that the creature had ever willingly sought Aamon’s attention, and it had been for a single purpose; to show him the demise of Lord Zelroth. The moment the creature had killed him, it permanently severed its connection, but not before Aamon managed to glimpse the boy-mage and Guardian through its eyes. The image was fleeting, but it was enough for him to recognise the growth in power that the boy had achieved since recently departing the vicinity of The Rift. His dual aura was unmistakable. Somehow, he had bonded with one of his brother’s spawn, and the inevitable outcome to that manifested itself a short time later when he felt the emergence of a second Guardian. Now, he would face the combined might of two Guardians, and with his only reliable source of power gone and The Rift still barely open, the outcome of the coming battle was far from certain.


Aamon now faced a stark choice. Either he admitted defeat and used the vast amount of power that he had accumulated to carve out an existence within the Netherworld for the rest of eternity, or he used every bit of that power to tear open The Rift and make his stand. On the face of it, the choice seemed simple; but in truth, it was far from it. The amount of power that it would take for him to fully open The Rift would leave him with little left in reserve, and he knew that emerging into the outside world in such a weakened state would likely be the end of him. He would still probably have enough power to defeat the Guardians and their underlings guarding The Rift, but he would certainly not survive his sister’s attack, nor his brother’s if he had, indeed, sided with her.


Fortunately, Aamon had a plan to even the odds a little. He had fully expected Lord Zelroth’s failure and had taken measures to ensure a new way of replenishing his power reserves in the event of his death. His only regret was that he hadn’t taken the opportunity to kill the pathetic excuse of a man himself while he’d had the chance. But he did have to admit that it had been rather satisfying seeing him die the way he did.


Aamon’s skin tingled slightly as he turned to look towards the western horizon. He couldn’t see it yet, but he knew the hunt had just begun, which also meant his plan was also now underway.


Over the millennia, he had discovered that there were two distinct types of creatures that populated the Netherworld; those that he could subvert to his will, and those that he could not. Often the ones that he could not control had been the natural predators of the ones that he could, and in the beginning, that had proven to be extremely problematic for him. What little of the unpalatable magic that he absorbed from them, he often had to use to defend them against their predators. For centuries, he felt like he’d been reduced to little more than a human shepherd tending his flock, while the dark wolves continued to take their toll. It enraged him beyond reason. In the outside world, he would simply smite them out of existence, but here in the Netherworld, he was all but impotent to do anything about it.


Ironically, it was the philosophy of his long-dead brother, Erebi, that eventually came to his rescue. Erebi believed in balance and the ongoing evolution of all creatures that he had created to populate the world.


‘There would always be predators and prey in the world,’ he’d said, ‘but each of them would have to continually adapt over time in order to survive. If the prey animals didn’t become faster, stronger, and harder to kill, they would be wiped out, and the predators would eventually starve. Conversely, if the predators became too efficient at killing, and their prey didn’t adapt quickly enough, the same fate would befall them.”


‘Balance’ Erebi used to call it. He had preached it to all of his siblings, and Aysha had even adopted it herself and implemented it into her own creations. Aamon always believed it to be a misguided and even dangerous philosophy. He had seen with his own eyes how the humans had ‘evolved’ from little more than hairless apes, living in caves, to beings capable of challenging even the gods themselves. Who knew what they would eventually become if left unchecked? Well, he didn’t intend to find out. Killing every filthy human in the world was the first thing that he would do once he finally escaped; right after killing their creator.


Balance. That was what Aamon had changed all those centuries ago. But instead of waiting millennia for the changes to take place naturally, he decided to take matters into his own hands and began changing the creatures around him. His early experiments often went awry, resulting in the creation of new Netherworld creatures that were just as uncontrollable as the natural predators of the realm. Creation had never been one of his strong points. He had always left that kind of thing to his other siblings, while he pursued his own interests. Eventually, though, he became much better at it, and soon he had a few viable creatures that could better defend themselves against their predators, while at the same time provide him with enough power to sustain himself.


Slowly, Aamon made small improvements to his creatures. Some he made faster and more agile, others he gave thicker armour or better offensive capabilities. One thing that he found didn’t work, however, was increasing their intellect. Giving them anything more than a basic instinct for survival and a predisposition to follow his commands often ended badly, usually resulting in him having to destroy the creatures or watching them vanish into the distance.


By combining the best traits of the Netherworld’s natural predators into his own creations, he had eventually built up large and diverse force. Unfortunately, he had recently expended a sizable part of that force while trying to gain the upper hand against the Paladins guarding The Rift. He had underestimated their strength and that of the boy-mage, and had not foreseen the emergence of the Guardian at all. Those factors had left him weakened in both power and forces, and he knew that he had little time to replenish either.


Creating a new army of Netherworld creatures to replace those that were lost was far too costly in both magic and time to even consider. But there were other Netherworld creatures that Aamon could use instead. Potentially thousands of them. And every one of them was a deadly hunter in its own right. He might not be able to control them directly, but that didn’t mean that he couldn’t use them to his advantage.


There were two things that Aamon knew to be true about every predator in the Netherworld. The first was that they all had an insatiable appetite for prey. And the second was, like any Netherworld creature, the magic that they absorbed in the outside world would inevitably be channelled back through The Rift, where he would be waiting to collect.


Aamon bent down and picked up a stray specimen of his latest creation, a small, heavily armoured, worm-like creature less than a foot long and smiled. Their inception had been relatively simple, and the speed at which they reproduced ensured that their numbers multiplied rapidly with each successive day. The rumbling sound suddenly grew, and Aamon turned once again towards the western horizon. He could see them coming now. Tens of thousands of his new creations diving in and out of the ground to escape the jaws of the countless predators chasing them. They rolled along like a giant living wave towards him. Only two thoughts occupied their simple minds; survive and return to their master.


Even at a distance, Aamon could sense the feeding frenzy now underway. Sparks of life winking out by the hundreds as the predators gorged themselves on the smaller creatures. He doubted there had ever been such an abundance of prey available in the Netherworld, and the predators seemed to be taking full advantage of it. Aamon watched the black rolling wave approach and began gathering all of his power. He focussed on the exact centre of The Rift and waited until the mass of creatures were almost on top of him, then with a thunderous crack of power he released his magic, tearing The Rift wide open. In their efforts to escape, the thousands of creatures poured through the open Rift, closely followed by countless deadly predators.


Aamon smiled at the screams of terror coming from the other side, and a moment later, he began absorbing the first stream of magic.


* * *


Alexia reached for the coffee pot to refill her cup and suddenly felt the tiny hairs on the back of her neck stand on end and a shiver run down her spine. A split second later, the first alarm calls rang out as the paladins’ blessed weapons began to emit an eerie blue glow. Alexia’s cup clattered to the ground as she bolted to her feet and scanned the perimeter of the clearing.


“STAND READY!” Renn commanded from the edge of the temple foundations. Alexia grabbed her bow and sprinted over to join him. By the time she’d arrived, her bow was already strung, and she had an arrow nocked and ready to fire.


“Can you see anything?” she half-whispered. Renn shook his head in reply but didn’t avert his eyes from the treeline. Men and women scrambled to take up their positions all around them in a well-practised choreography of military prowess. Within seconds, an unnatural silence descended on the camp as everyone strained to see or hear the potential threat.


Despite their best efforts, they had never found the several Netherworld creatures that had escaped into the forest during the last attack, nor thankfully, had they come across any more of the deadly mosquito-like creatures that had killed so many of their friends and colleagues. Given what had happened when the first Netherworld creatures had evaded them and disappeared into the forest, it was only natural that tensions within the camp were running high. Everyone, including Renn and Alexia, had been expecting an attack for days now, but so far, each successive day had only brought more snowfall and a mounting level of nervousness among the paladins and magi alike.


In the absence of an attack, Alexia had ordered regular battle drills to ensure that the men and women were ready for whatever they eventually faced. The last thing that she wanted was a repeat of the first attack that had claimed so many of their lives, including that of their leader, Hershel. She was determined that if any more of them were destined to die, they would do so in battle, with swords in their hands, not caught unawares and slaughtered out in the open like before.


Alexia and Renn both turned towards the sound of running footsteps behind them and found Lucian approaching while holding up a small amber orb and pointing in the direction they’d previously been looking. Alexia waited until she was sure that Lucian could see her then nodded her acknowledgement. His injuries had proven to be the worst among the previously possessed paladins, and although the healers had done their best, he had still been left with several long-term consequences due to the attack, including diminished sight and a complete loss of speech. Alexia fully intended to ask Lusam or Arlo if they could help him when they returned, but until then, she had assigned Lucian to much lighter duties.


The orbs had been Skarp’s idea. He had not only proven to be a extremely competent healer, but also a good leader among the other magi and a very resourceful man in general. After the previous attacks, Skarp had approached Alexia with his idea. He had recognised the weak defensive position that the temple foundations provided, in the sense that it was open on all four sides, and suggested that he might have a way of determining the direction of the next attack. Obviously, both Alexia and Renn showed an interest in his idea, and later that day, Skarp returned with four small clear orbs. The way they worked was simple; they posted a sentry at each of the four corners of the foundations, and as soon as any of their weapons started to glow, the sentry would squeeze the orb they were holding. The first orb activated would then turn amber, indicating the direction of the imminent attack. It had its limitations, of course, such as if an attack was mounted on multiple fronts. But both Alexia and Renn were happy to gain any advantage they could and implemented the devices as soon as they were able.


The amber orbs weren’t the only changes that had been made in preparation for an attack. Renn had also come up with an ingenious idea to help control the flow of any Netherworld creatures. Using Aysha’s light from an earthbound weapon to form a protective boundary was not an unusual thing to do for a paladin. In fact, it was part of their basic training and a mainstay of survival while scouting The Dark Forest. They had even used a similar tactic previously to help stem the flow of both Netherworld creatures and the deadly darkness emerging from The Rift. But Renn’s idea went beyond simple defence. It was intended to put them on the front foot and gave them a chance to strike back at their enemy, while still maintaining control of the battlefield.


Ever since the magi had learned how to create the Power-spheres, limiting the growth of the strange darkness using earthbound weapons had not been necessary, leaving dozens of blessed weapons available for other things. At first, Renn’s idea seemed so simple to Alexia that she wondered why they hadn’t tried it before. But she quickly realised that it was only because they had lost so many people that the blessed weapons were available at all.


Renn had created a semi-circle of blessed weapons along one edge of the temple foundations, forming a large impenetrable area where the paladins could effectively fight. Then, by removing two of the blessed weapons from the outer circle, Renn created a gateway into its heart. But instead of simply leaving a gap for the Netherworld creatures to flood through at will, he set a parallel line of earthbound weapons and formed a long, restrictive corridor, with a single sword at the end to create a gate. The overlap of Aysha’s light would only allow a single file of Netherworld creatures along its length, and the width of the corridor could be easily adjusted to whatever size of creature needed despatching.


Alexia visually inspected the circle’s integrity before giving the order for the first three squads of paladins to take up their positions within its boundaries. The bulk of the remaining paladins formed up alongside her and Renn, ready to strike from within the temple foundations. The plan was for the squads to continually rotate with one another to ensure an equal workload among the paladins. What she hadn’t counted on, however, was seeing Pippa and her squad take their place among the first rotation.


Alexia wasn’t at all sure if Pippa was ready for duty yet after what had happened, let alone ready to lead her entire squad against the first waves of attack. She could only imagine how distraught Pippa must be after being forced to kill the man she loved. Afterwards, she had refused to talk about it to anyone, but from what Alexia had learned from the other victims that had been infected, even though they couldn’t control their actions, they could still recall everything that had happened with perfect clarity. Renn must have realised what was on Alexia’s mind because when she drew breath to issue new orders for Pippa and her squad, he caught her eye and shook his head.


“She needs to do this,” he said quietly, meeting her eyes. “After what she’s gone through, she needs to feel like she’s in control again.”


Alexia drew breath to respond, but the sky suddenly darkened, and the air around them became extremely heavy as if a summer storm was about to break above them. The cold winter wind, so prevalent of late, instantly ceased, plunging the entire forest into a deathly silence. Not a branch creaked nor a leaf rustled. Alexia glanced around nervously, the hairs on her arm and neck standing upright of their own accord.


“Do you hear that?” Renn whispered.


Alexia listened intently for a moment then shook her head. “I can’t hear anything,” she breathed.


“Exactly. No birds. No animals. Nothing. It’s like the entire forest is holding its breath for something,” Renn said. But before Alexia could reply, a wave of fear washed over the entire clearing, and a distant wail of a single Shade cut through the silence like a knife. Several more otherworldly howls and screams swiftly followed, and all eyes snapped towards the distant haunting sounds. The feeling of primordial fear intensified rapidly, causing several of the newer recruits to fall to the ground as their legs gave out under them. Even the veteran paladins seemed visibly affected by its potency. It had been a long time since Renn had felt anything remotely like it, and it took him a moment to steady himself against its effects. Thankfully, most of the creatures that Aamon had unleashed on them recently had not shared the fear-inducing capability of the original Netherworld creatures. If they had, their casualties might have been much higher, especially among the newer recruits. Something that Renn had been acutely aware of for quite some time, but never more so than right at that moment.


“HOLD FIRM!” he bellowed. “Put your trust in Aysha and remember your training, and you will survive this day.” As if to punctuate his words, the ring of earth-bound weapons suddenly flared brighter, but a heartbeat later, Renn realised that it had nothing to do with divine intervention. The aura of fear that enveloped the camp suddenly spiked beyond anything that even he had experienced before, causing many of the paladins, veterans and recruits alike, to involuntarily cry out in terror. Alexia was the first to notice a sudden movement within the circle of blessed weapons and turned to see a man fleeing towards the forest, screaming as he ran.


“Leo!” Pippa yelled, but before she could even attempt to stop him, everyone was temporarily blinded by the sudden flash of light that preceded a massive explosion. Most of the paladins were blown off their feet by the sheer force of it, scattering them across the clearing and temple foundations like rag dolls.


A few seconds later, Alexia struggled back up onto one knee, clutching at her ringing ears while she tried to blink away the after-effects of the searing light. Her confused mind tried to comprehend what had just happened, but she couldn’t seem to unjumble her own thoughts. When she finally got back to her feet and looked up, she gasped loudly. Where there had been only trees a moment before, now stood a whirling mass of blackness; a gaping hole into the Netherworld. At the edge of her peripheral vision, she could see Renn struggling back to his feet, but she couldn’t tear her eyes away from the apocalyptic scene to offer him any help. A moment later, a string of curses signified that Renn had seen it, too. But before they even had a chance to discuss the implications, their worst fears suddenly materialised before their eyes.


Thousands upon thousands of black, worm-like Netherworld creatures began flooding out through the open Rift into their world, bringing with them a fresh wave of primordial fear that chilled their very souls. Alexia staggered backwards as it hit her, and even Renn drew in a sharp intake of breath at its severity. The small armoured creatures continued to pour out like a miniature black Tsunami, crashing up against the shoreline of the earth-bound weapons and screeching in pain as Aysha’s light burned and blistered their bodies. Some tried to leap over the barrier of light but found themselves either incinerated by it or quickly despatched by the awaiting paladins on the other side.


“Seven Hells!” Renn cursed, pointing towards the leading edge of the creatures. Alexia’s head snapped towards where he was pointing, but it took her a moment to realise what he was looking at. The creatures moved along in a constant wave, crawling over the top of one another and disappearing back into the rolling mass as they spread out across the forest clearing. It was impossible to follow a single creature among the thousands of writhing bodies, but what she saw on the leading edge of the wave chilled her to her core. The worm-like creatures were disappearing into the ground in their hundreds. The implications of it almost paralysed her. She felt breathless as she spun towards Pippa and the other Paladins, trying desperately to fill her lungs with air.


“Eyes down!” she managed to yell. “They’re burrowing under our defences!”


Renn was already in full flight before she had finished her warning, relieving nearby paladins of their shields and flinging them out into the precarious circle. Renn then leapt off the edge of the temple foundation and climbed on top of an upturned shield in preparation for the attack. The other paladins didn’t need prompting to do the same. Those that had their own used them. Those that didn’t swiftly found one.


Alexia watched with bated breath, expecting the ground to explode under them at any moment, but nothing happened. She turned back to look at the stream of creatures still pouring out of The Rift and realised for the first time that the sheer number of them suggested that they had been burrowing into the ground ever since they had first emerged. But if they weren’t doing it to circumvent their defences and attack, what were they doing it for? The answer came to her as the first wave of deadly Netherworld creatures emerged through The Rift, killing the smaller worm-like creatures as they went. The smaller creatures hissed and screeched in fear as they tried desperately to avoid their hunters, burrowing into the ground before they could be torn apart.


Everyone watched helplessly as hundreds of deadly Carazhal, Culzach, Vesdari and Aroichi emerged in the first wave alone. Then almost as one, they stopped pursuing their smaller prey and turned towards the massive reservoir of power contained within the glowing weapons of the perimeter.


“Aysha save us!” Alexia gasped as the creatures let loose a spine-chilling mix of howls and screams and lurched towards their new prey.


Chapter Forty-Eight
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Lusam looked down at the winter-ravaged shoreline of Afaraon and couldn’t help but wonder how their friends at The Rift were faring. The weather had obviously not been kind to them while they’d been gone, but he supposed if the winter storms had been the worst of what they’d had to endure, they would all no doubt consider themselves lucky.


The conditions had grown ever worse the further north they had travelled, with bitterly cold headwinds slowing their progress and making the trip truly miserable for the two dragons. Lusam even found himself pining for the warmth of the desert that they’d recently left behind, which surprised him, considering that he usually hated being too warm. A short time later, it made more sense to him when he realised that it was actually Kanos’ thoughts that had been occupying his mind. And when he started to pay a little more attention to those thoughts, he also realised just how tired Kanos had become trying to keep pace with the much larger dragon. Carrying his father, mother and Neala seemed to have had little effect on Ryuu’s speed, although Lusam got a distinct impression that he could have flown even faster if he had wanted. Fortunately, they were only a few miles away from the edge of The Dark forest now, and that meant Kanos would soon be able to take a well-earned rest.


Arlo had suggested re-establishing their mental links with one another before leaving Irragin, but apart from him announcing a few minor course corrections to avoid the worst of the weather, he and everyone else had travelled in relative silence. For a while, at least, Lusam suspected it was due to their inevitable apprehension about what might be waiting for them at their destination. But that notion had been shattered a couple of hours ago when he and Kanos suddenly broke through the cloud cover and found themselves alongside Ryuu.


Neala and his mother had been engaged in full-blown conversation, giggling and gesticulating to one another, seemingly without a care in the world. And while this was all going on, his father sat quietly up front taking it all in and grinning to himself like a dullard. Lusam couldn’t tell what they were talking about, but judging by the sudden look of guilt and rush of colour that spread across Neala’s face when she noticed him and Kanos alongside, he could quite easily guess. He fully expected that by the time they reached The Rift, he wouldn’t have a secret left in the world, his mother would have already planned their wedding with Neala down to the last detail, and his father would have gathered enough juicy information to tease him mercilessly for months to come.


Lusam and Kanos continued to follow Ryuu as he banked west at a wide river tributary and started following it upstream, skirting the southern edge of The Dark Forest. They had barely made it a mile inland before they all began feeling the unmistakable sensation of fear pulling at their minds.


“I hope that’s a rogue Shade or something,” Lusam said silently, more in hope than jest.


“I’d like to share your optimism, but I think we may already be too late,” Arlo replied grimly.


“You think Aamon has already opened The Rift and escaped?” Neala asked, gritting her teeth against the growing sensation of fear. With every beat of the dragons’ wings, the fear intensified, and by the time Arlo replied a few seconds later, there was little doubt as to what his answer would be.


“The Rift has definitely been re-opened; of that, I’m certain,” he said. “It’s been a long time since I’ve felt anything like this, but trust me when I say; it’s not something I’m ever likely to forget. And I can guarantee that it’s going to get a lot worse the closer we get to The Rift. We might want to consider dropping Neala and Samara off at The Sanctum of Light on our way. The blessed walls and foundations should shield them from the worst of the effects.”


“You’re not dropping me off anywhere,” Neala said flatly. “I’ve got friends at The Rift, and I’m not about to abandon them or you, no matter how hard it gets.”


“I understand,” Arlo replied, “but being able to withstand the effects of so many Netherworld creatures in such close proximity often requires months or even years of training…”


“Or faith!” Neala said, cutting him off mid-sentence. She spoke the words with far more conviction than she truly felt, and couldn’t help wonder with the increasing terror tearing at her mind if she shouldn’t have swallowed her pride and taken up Arlo’s offer of sanctuary, instead. Instinctively, she did what she always did when she felt threatened and reached for her knives. She closed her eyes and prayed to Aysha for the strength that she would need to overcome what she was about to face, and those prayers were swiftly answered.


Samara watched in awe as the knives in Neala’s hands began to glow brightly. She recognised the implications of it immediately and had to stifle a gasp of disbelief. Everything she knew or had ever read about blessed weapons suggested that only a paladin of Aysha or a Guardian could wield them, yet here Neala was, brandishing not one, but two of them.


“Samara, maybe you can talk some sense into her,” Arlo said without turning.


“No. I don’t think so,” Samara replied, not taking her eyes off the glowing weapons. “I’m sure Neala will do just fine. As will I, thank you.”


“Lusam, surely you can change her mind?” Arlo pleaded.


“Not me,” Lusam replied. “I learned a long time ago not to try and tell Neala what to do, especially when she’s holding a knife.”


Arlo sighed loudly and threw his arm up in exasperation.


“Fine. Have it your way, then. Just don’t blame me if she loses her mind and runs straight into the waiting jaws of a Netherworld creature,” he said, as Ryuu banked north towards The Rift.


Lusam was acutely aware that his father had not fully answered Neala’s question as Kanos turned to follow Ryuu. Whether his father or the others realised it yet, he didn’t know, but he couldn’t see any benefit in speculating whether or not Aamon had escaped, anyway. Either he had, and they would all likely be killed as soon as they arrived at The Rift. Or he was still trapped within the Netherworld, and they would have to do their best to make sure it stayed that way; forever.


The trees flashed by as they raced towards The Rift, the intense sensation of fear growing with every passing moment. Lusam barely took his eyes off Neala, wondering if she could, indeed, overcome the debilitating effects of the Netherworld creatures once they arrived. He had learned never to underestimate her abilities, or her will to achieve anything that she set her mind to, but he had to at least consider the possibility that what they were about to face might even be too much for her. Almost as soon as the thoughts entered his mind, he found himself smiling and shaking his head as he reminded himself of what she had already achieved. Had she not, almost single-handedly, faced and laid waste to an entire undead army during The Battle of Lamuria? And more recently, had she not been responsible for the deaths of more than a dozen Darkseed Elite guards at Irragin? Something, he noted, that even he had been unable to achieve during his previously botched attempt to rescue his mother. He knew that he had no right or reason to doubt Neala’s resolve, but even so, he still intended to keep a close eye on her. As for his mother, of course, he would keep a watchful eye on her, too. But Lusam knew that she had already been taught the same mental skills as him by his father during her many years inside the hidden realm. Besides, if she had been able to withstand years of torture at the hands of Lord Zelroth and his minions, he had little doubt that she could block out the effects of the Netherworld creatures, no matter how severe it became.


Their final destination came into view a few minutes later, but from a distance, something looked a little odd to Lusam. The clearing itself might have remained hidden from view a while longer if it hadn’t been for the strange, grey coloured ring of trees circling its position. Unable to determine what he was looking at, Lusam slipped into his mage-sight to take a better look and immediately realised what he was seeing. All of the trees surrounding the clearing were utterly devoid of life. Every sign of magic had been stripped from them, turning them into grey, petrified versions of their former selves. Several other patches of the forest also appeared to have shared the same fate, and as Lusam looked more closely, he realised that whatever had caused it was still at work; the patches of lifeless forest were slowly spreading.


“Have you seen those trees up ahead?” Lusam asked his father silently.


“Yes, but I’ve no idea what might be causing it,” Arlo replied.


“That doesn’t make me feel any better,” Lusam said as the first sounds of battle reached their ears.


A few seconds later, they got their first glimpse of the battle below.


“Seven Hells!” Neala cursed as she saw hundreds of Netherworld creatures repeatedly crash up against the Paladins’ defences. Side by side, men and women fought valiantly among their fallen comrades to hold back a tide of monsters from over-running their perimeter. Neala desperately searched the ground below for any sign of her friends amongst the carnage. A moment later, she gasped with relief when she noticed Alexia fighting alongside Renn on the eastern front, holding back several large Netherworld creatures while two other paladins attempted to reposition a handful of blessed weapons to plug a gap that had appeared in their defences.


“We have to get down there and help them!” Neala shouted, forgetting that the others could hear her thoughts. Cheers suddenly erupted from the ground as the Paladins noticed the two dragons fly overhead, and as one, Ryuu and Kanos let loose a mighty roar in response.


“I’m afraid that will have to wait,” Arlo replied silently.


“But they’ll be overrun!” Neala objected.


“No, they won’t,” Arlo replied, shaking his head. “The blessed weapons will hold against the onslaught of those Netherworld creatures, but they won’t hold for very long against the Vesdari attacking their southern flanks.”


Lusam’s head snapped towards the south side of the clearing, and his heart skipped a beat in his chest. It wasn’t a single Vesdari that he saw, but an entire group of them. He counted at least a dozen of the vile creatures trying to syphon magic from the blessed weapons. Only the desperate efforts of a handful of paladins wildly swinging their swords held them at bay. It was only a matter of time before they exhausted themselves, and when they did, the creatures would quickly absorb the magic of the blessed weapons and break through the perimeter, killing everyone in their path, including Renn and Alexia. And as if that wasn’t bad enough, Lusam also knew that any magic they absorbed in the process would be sent back to the Netherworld, where it would be intercepted by Aamon, strengthening him even further and reducing their chances of ever closing The Rift.


“Arlo, Neala is right, those paladins need our help,” Samara said. “I might not be a Guardian, but I’m stronger than any of those magi down there, and there’s no denying Neala’s battle prowess from what I’ve seen and heard. Besides, Ryuu may have grown considerably since the last time I saw him, but you know as well as I that he still wouldn’t be as effective in battle with all three of us on his back.”


As much as he wanted to, Arlo couldn’t deny her words. Ryuu might be much larger and stronger than before, but he was also considerably older than he had been. The rapid ageing process of passing between the two realms had not been kind to him, and lately, Arlo often sensed the deep-seated weariness that he felt. Ryuu tried to hide it from him, of course, but he had spent far too long in his company not to notice. He glanced down at the battlefield to assess the situation and quickly realised that what had, at first, looked like complete chaos was, in fact, a much more controlled situation than he had first thought. The Netherworld creatures had not broken through the paladins’ defences at all, but instead, had been let through in a controlled manner in order to kill them more easily. That, of course, would change rapidly if the Vesdari were allowed to go unchallenged much longer.


“There isn’t enough room for Ryuu to land, so I’ll have to levitate you both down there,” Arlo replied reluctantly.


“No need; I can levitate us both down safely while you deal with those Vesdari,” Samara replied.


“Are you sure you’re strong enough?” Lusam asked.


Samara turned to look at him and smiled. “Don’t worry, I’ll take good care of Neala for you,” she replied directly to him, then allowed the others to hear the rest of her reply. “My magic reserves were never depleted, I just couldn’t reach them while I was under the influence of the drugs. My physical body might have been weakened by the long-term lack of food, but as you know, physical strength has little to do with magical ability. Besides, I’m feeling a lot better since I ate, and I’ve been slowly strengthening my body with magic during our journey here.”


Samara didn’t wait for a reply. Instead, she simply turned in the saddle to face Neala and asked, “Are you ready?”


“Absolutely,” Neala replied with a nod, bracing herself for the short journey to the ground and reinforcing her resolve against the prevailing sense of fear emanating from the battlefield below. She didn’t relish the thought of magically floating through the air again, but the alternative of staying where she was while Ryuu performed his countless battle manoeuvres appealed to her even less.


Samara took hold of Neala’s hand and spoke a few words of power, lifting them both clear of the saddle. Neala let out an involuntary squeal and threw her other arm around Samara’s shoulder as they glided gently down to the ground below.


“Good luck, and stay safe,” Arlo said just before they touched down. “And remember; you’ll not be able to contact us until after we’ve closed The Rift.” Samara signalled that she understood and Arlo severed their mental connection, leaving them isolated and alone on the ground and surrounded by deadly Netherworld creatures. The last thing that he wanted to do was put either of them in danger, but he knew Neala was right, the paladins did need all the help they could get.  And he also knew that Samara and Neala were both very capable of delivering that help. But even so, he still spoke a silent prayer to Aysha asking her to watch over them during the coming battle.


The Rift was no longer the small area of blackness that it had been when they had left to find the dragons. Now, it was a massive swirling tunnel of darkness that bridged the two realms. Flashes of crimson lightning sporadically arced across the opening, offering tantalising glimpses of the horrors that lay on the other side. Every few seconds, another Netherworld creature emerged from the darkness to join their brethren in battle, no doubt drawn by the presence of so much magic in close proximity to The Rift.


“LUSAM!” Arlo called out, startling him from his dark reverie. “Did you hear what I just said?”


“Erm… no. Sorry,” Lusam replied, dragging his eyes away from the hypnotic spiral of The Rift.


“You need to keep your focus, Son. The creatures are not the only danger we’ll face from The Rift. If you allow it, it will consume your mind, too. Its influence will be far greater now that it’s fully open.”


Lusam nodded and strengthened his mental defences as best he could, then suddenly realised that he hadn’t even seen his mother and Neala land safely on the ground because he had been so busy staring into The Rift. Nor had he noticed when their mental connection to him and his father had been severed in preparation for closing The Rift. Frantically, he searched for them below and promptly breathed a sigh of relief when he saw them being greeted by Alexia and Renn. Even at a distance, he heard the boom of Renn’s voice issuing orders, and a moment later, a dozen paladins peeled away from the eastern perimeter and raced towards the south to bolster the defence against the Vesdari.


Remembering that his father had just tried to tell him something, Lusam turned back to face him and was greeted by a thinly veiled look of annoyance.


“Sorry,” Lusam said again.


Arlo shook his head and sighed. “I was trying to warn you to be careful when you get close to the ground. Make sure that you protect the underside of Kanos from the creatures. Many a dragon and its Guardian lost their lives at the start of the Great War due to torn wings. Let’s not have history repeat itself, eh?”


Lusam nodded again and suddenly wished, not for the first time that day, he’d had more time to plan their strategy with his father before arriving. The brief time they’d had during their trip had been spent going over the magical requirements of resealing The Rift, and that, unfortunately, had left little time for anything else.


“So, what’s the plan?” Lusam asked as they slowly circled the clearing.


“Well, our main priority has to be those Vesdari, but the other Netherworld creatures need dealing with as well before we can attempt to close The Rift.”


Lusam nodded. He knew that while so much magic still flowed between the two realms, it would make it impossible to achieve their goal.


“So, any ideas on how we can deal with the Vesdari without killing any of those paladins or blowing a hole in their defences?” Lusam asked. He knew a direct assault on the creatures was out of the question. All it would take was for one of their missiles to inadvertently dislodge a blessed weapon, and the Vesdari would pour in through the gap and kill everyone inside in a matter of seconds. Nor could they use a magical barrier to crush them because the creatures would simply absorb the magic as fast as it was applied, and with The Rift wide open, there would be no limit to the amount of power the creatures could leech from them. Even cutting them off from The Rift and trying to overload them with magic until they exploded was not feasible given the number of them. The last time he had done that there had only been four Vesdari, and even then, they had consumed most of his power reserves along with a bunch of blessed weapons before they met their end.


“Actually, I do,” Arlo replied. “But I think it will be best if we deal with the Vesdari, while you and Kanos clear some of those other creatures.”


Lusam wanted to know more about how his father’s plan but he knew time was very much against them, so he simply nodded and directed Kanos into a steep dive towards the hordes of Netherworld creatures below.


The clang of steel against heavily armoured carapaces suddenly dwindled at the sight of the swooping dragon and was replaced by loud cheers. Lusam had felt the thrill of the hunt slowly building in Kanos over the last few minutes, but as he dived towards his intended quarry, he let loose a deafening roar, and the thrill of the hunt completely overtook him. At that moment, Lusam knew the pure pleasure that a dragon felt for the hunt. Nothing else in the world mattered. Nothing else outside of the hunt even existed, and if it had not been for his father’s booming voice in his head, he would have forgotten all about protecting the underside of Kanos as he prepared to deliver a deadly blast of venom. Less than twenty feet from the ground, Lusam erected a magical barrier underneath Kanos, and the moment he did, Kanos seemed to fall from the sky like a rock. His father’s voice rattled his mind as he bellowed a warning, but it was already too late. Kanos collided hard with the ground and skimmed across the clearing, crushing several Netherworld creatures and bowling over dozens more. Instinctively, Lusam expanded his barrier around them both, just in time to prevent himself from being decapitated by the outstretched claws of an unusually large and mean looking Carazhal.


“Lusam!” he heard Neala cry as they hurtled across the clearing towards the treeline. With a single thought, Lusam launched them back into the air, narrowly avoiding the treetops as he did so.


“Are you two okay?” Arlo asked, desperately.


“I think so,” Lusam replied, not sensing any injuries to himself or Kanos, other than to their pride.


“What in the Seven Hells were you thinking? You can’t just cut off the airflow like that and expect Kanos to still be able to fly!” Arlo half-screamed in his mind as another loud cheer erupted below. Lusam glanced down and got his first look at the devastation he had just caused. Dozens of Netherworld creatures had been crushed on impact, while many others now sported debilitating injuries. Sensing their weakness, the other Netherworld creatures quickly descended on their injured brethren and began tearing them apart in a bid to feed on their power, concentrating their numbers well away from the Paladins blessed weapons. Lusam saw their opportunity and Kanos banked hard into another steep dive.


“I don’t suppose you’d believe me if I said it was intentional?” Lusam replied in jest, then quickly added a silent apology to Kanos. It must have certainly looked that way to the paladins given the results, Lusam thought with a wry smile. But even so, he wasn’t about to repeat the mistake again and erected a modified barrier below Kanos that allowed the flow of air to pass through it.  If his father had an opinion on the matter, he kept it to himself, and a moment later, Kanos struck with devastating consequences. Dozens of Netherworld creatures screamed in agony as Kanos’ venom liquified their carapace-like armour on contact and ate through their bodies, leaving behind little more than pools of steaming black ichor and melting limbs.


Time after time Kanos strafed the creatures with his venom, killing hundreds outright with each pass and injuring many more. Some of the wounded creatures tried to reach the shelter of the forest, but between Lusam’s magic and Alexia’s arrows, few made it very far. All too soon though, the creatures seemed to recognise the danger of congregating in larger numbers, and after a brief retreat into the forest, they returned to attack the blessed weapons of the perimeter once more, making it almost impossible for Kanos to use his venom effectively. Whether it was the intelligence of the creatures themselves, some other unseen higher power, or simply raw instinct that drove them to attack the weapons, Lusam didn’t know. But whichever it was, it had the effect of dramatically slowing their demise.


Lusam had been so engrossed in the shared thrill of the hunt with Kanos that he had not taken the time to look, or even ask how his father was fairing against the Vesdari. When he did finally catch a glimpse of his progress, Lusam was stunned to see the method he had chosen to kill them. He suddenly understood why his father had suggested that he should deal with them, while they attended to the other creatures. Instead of using magic or Ryuu’s venom to kill the Vesdari, which of course he couldn’t do without risking the lives of everyone in the area, Ryuu simply swooped down from above and plucked the creatures from the ground one by one, before crushing them with his powerful talons. The contact was brief, but even from where he was, Lusam could see the strain on his father’s face and see the muscles in Ryuu’s back and legs spasm at the sudden and massive drain of power. Using his mage-sight highlighted it even more. With each contact came a blinding flash of magic, as vast quantities of power were torn away from Ryuu and his father’s reserves. Even knowing how quickly a dragon could recoup its magical reserves, Lusam still couldn’t help worrying about their chances of closing The Rift once they had done.


“Are you sure that’s wise?” Lusam asked when he noticed Ryuu momentarily falter as he tried to regain some altitude.


“Absolutely not!” Arlo replied, glancing in Lusam’s direction. “But unless you have a better idea, it’s all I have right now.”


Before Lusam could respond, fresh shouts of alarm suddenly grabbed his attention. He turned towards the commotion and openly cursed at what he saw. Several of the blessed weapons had somehow become dislodged, allowing dozens of Netherworld creatures to pour in through the gap. The paladins fought furiously to hold them back, but he could see they were fighting a hopeless battle. One after another the paladins fell to the creatures, torn apart by their vicious, razor-sharp claws, only to be replaced by the next man or woman in line.


A heartbeat later, another gap suddenly appeared in their defences, only this time, Lusam saw how it happened and plugged it with a magical barrier before anything could get through. Stunned, he watched as the large bipedal creature responsible for it retreated back towards the treeline in search of another object to throw at the earthbound swords. Somehow, it had realised that Aysha’s light could only hold back living creatures from the Netherworld, not inanimate objects such as logs or large rocks. And if it was smart enough to work that out, surely it was only a matter of time before it, or another like it, concentrated their efforts on the southern flanks and unleashed the remaining Vesdari. Just as the thought entered his mind, Lusam gasped in horror when he saw three more of the creatures stepping out of the forest carrying large objects, one on a direct course to where Neala was helping to defend the perimeter.


“Some of the creatures are trying to dislodge the blessed weapons by hurling things at them,” Lusam said, barely able to believe his own words.


“What! Are you sure?” Arlo replied, as Ryuu plucked other Vesdari from the ground and swiftly crushed the life out of it. It was apparent by Arlo’s tone that he was just as surprised as Lusam by the turn of events.


“Yes, I saw it happen with my own eyes, and three more are about to do the same thing again unless I stop them,” Lusam replied, directing Kanos into a steep dive towards the creature threatening Neala. He didn’t recognise the creature, and therefore, he didn’t know what it was capable of. He briefly considered crushing it inside a magical barrier, but quickly realised that might not end well if it had the ability to absorb magic like a Vesdari. Kanos’ venom was also out of the question due to the creature’s close proximity to Neala and the others, as was a fireball for the same reason. With limited time and choices available to him, Lusam did the only other thing he could think of. With a single thought, he gathered moisture from all around him and instantly froze it into a spear-like projectile. After strengthening it with magic, he launched it at the creature. The spear of ice struck it dead centre of the chest, impaling it and pinning it to the ground. It howled in pain and thrashed around violently trying to break free, but Lusam never gave it a chance. He levitated the large rock it had been holding only moments before into the air, then let it fall directly onto its skull, crushing it on impact.


Lusam turned just in time to see the other two creatures release their projectiles towards the ring of blessed weapons and managed to erect magical barriers just in time to avoid them reaching their targets. Several paladins dived for cover as they noticed the massive boulders hurtling towards them, only to see them stop dead in mid-flight and fall harmlessly to the ground when they hit the invisible barrier.


Lusam quickly formed two more spears of ice and launched them towards the creatures. The first found its target, passing straight through the creature’s forehead and killing it instantly. The second, however, glanced harmlessly off the creature’s thick armour and buried itself deep in the ground by its side.


The creature snapped its head towards Lusam and hissed loudly while drawing back its powerfully muscled arm, ready to launch the boulder in his direction. Lusam caught it mid-flight and hurled it back towards the creature, hoping to kill it with its own projectile. But apparently the creature anticipated his move, and with lightning-fast reflexes, it avoided the missile with ease. Lusam formed another ice spear and had Kanos circle around for another pass, but the creature had already disappeared into the forest before he could take another shot. Whether it had gone for good or was just looking for more ammunition, Lusam didn’t know, but he was sure that he would find out soon enough.


The continuing sounds of battle drew Lusam’s attention back to the ground below. With the immediate threat to the paladins’ perimeter averted, for now, at least, he knew that he had to get down there and warn them of the potential danger, and also to help them clear the inner circle of Netherworld creatures. Landing Kanos inside the circle of blessed weapons was out of the question. Even if the paladins made enough space for him to land, he would still be practically defenceless against the Netherworld creatures that would undoubtedly attack him. Without the use of his venom or the ability to even swing his tail in the confined space, he would quickly become more of a liability than an asset. Fortunately, Lusam knew a way that he could contribute to the battle and one which Kanos would surely also enjoy.


“I’m going to levitate myself down there and help them fight from within the circle. Once it’s clear, I’ll start pushing the other creatures away from the blessed weapons and out into the open so that you can kill them more easily,” Lusam said silently to Kanos. A sudden surge of anticipation and excitement radiated from Kanos at his suggestion, but then Lusam suddenly sensed something else; disappointment.


“You do not wish to join me in the hunt?” Kanos asked. For a moment, Lusam didn’t know how to respond, but suddenly, an image came into his mind of a dream he had once had. A silver dragon flew high above a great forest, emanating a sense of fear towards the ground. The smaller creatures of the forest hid in their burrows and dens, not knowing what was hunting them, but the larger hooved animals that inhabited the forest had nowhere to hide and were driven towards the open prairie by their instinctual fear of the unseen predator. As the animals emerged through the trees and into the open grasslands, several other dragons swooped down from above to claim them, roaring in triumph as they did so. Even the dragon that had flushed the prey from the forest shared in their celebrations of the hunt, and at that moment, Lusam suddenly realised what the images were. They weren’t part of any dream he’d ever had as he first thought, but instead, real memories of a dragon hunt conducted countless millennia ago by several of Kanos’ forebears. The memories and feelings had been passed down the ages from dragon to dragon through their bonding to the sacred hearts, and now he, too, possessed those memories through his bond to Kanos. He wasn’t sure if the words that he spoke next were his own, or if they had been spoken once before in a different age, but as they formed on his tongue, he instinctively knew they were the right words.


“The glory of the hunt shall be ours to share, brother,” Lusam replied. “I shall drive our quarry into your waiting jaws, and we shall rejoice together in the spoils of our labours.”


“As it shall be, brother!” Kanos roared in reply as Lusam began levitating himself towards the ground.


The battle below still raged but it looked like the paladins had, at last, started to gain the upper hand. The breach in their defences had been closed, and the men and women were managing to hold the deadly creatures at bay, picking them off as best they could whenever one got close enough to strike. Lusam counted more than thirty Netherworld creatures within the perimeter, but thankfully, none of them was a Vesdari. In fact, from what he could tell, all but a handful of them were Aroichi, the others he recognised but couldn’t put a name to them. One thing he was quite sure of, however, was that none of them posed a threat in the same way the Vesdari did.


Relaying his intentions to Kanos using images was far easier and quicker than trying to explain things the usual way, and from what he could tell, Kanos preferred it, too. Considering that was how most dragons chose to communicate with one another, he supposed he shouldn’t be too surprised, he thought to himself as his feet finally touched the ground. He looked up at Kanos and reminded him to keep a lookout for the creature that had retreated into the forest, or others like it, then turned back towards the raging battle. With a single thought, he created a barrier between the paladins and the Netherworld creatures, then extended it to fully encase them all inside.


“Ready?” he asked Kanos.


Kanos roared his reply and dived towards the spot that Lusam had shown him in his mind. A heartbeat later, more than thirty Netherworld creatures catapulted into the air and out across the open ground on the western edge of the encampment. Several of the paladins tripped over themselves trying to back away from the sudden movement, but when they realised what was happening, a loud cheer erupted throughout their ranks.


Kanos’ timing was almost perfect, and Lusam only had to hold the creatures in position for a split-second before releasing his barrier. Kanos’ deadly venom fell over the creatures like a veil of death, melting through their armour on contact and liquifying their bodies beneath. The collective sounds they made as they died sent a shiver up Lusam’s spine. He watched as acrid plumes of smoke rose into the air above the fresh carnage, thankful that the wind was carrying it away from their camp.


“Lusam!” Renn’s voice called out from behind. Lusam turned to see his old friend jogging towards him. “It’s good to see you again, lad,” he said, wearing a grin and clasping him tightly by both shoulders.


“It’s good to see you, too, Renn,” Lusam replied.


“I see that you found yourself a dragon,” Renn said, nodding towards Kanos just as he roared in triumph overhead.


“Kanos,” Lusam replied, watching him pass above with a growing sense of pride.


“And the mage that you found?” Renn asked, looking towards the temple foundations. It took Lusam a moment to realise who he meant, then he suddenly remembered that Renn had never met his mother, nor did he believe her to be still alive after their failed rescue attempt. No doubt as soon as they arrived on the ground, Neala had immediately sought to join the battle, and his mother would have gone to help out where she could, probably healing the injured paladins within the temple foundations, he thought. And now that Hershel was no longer with them, there was no one else there to recognise her.


Lusam met his eyes and a broad grin spread across his face. They were only words, but they meant so much to him that his eyes brimmed with tears as he spoke them. “My mother,” he said, his voice cracking with emotion as he delivered the news. Renn’s eyes went wide with surprise, and his jaw went slack.


“Oh… lad,” he gasped, pulling Lusam into a tight bear hug. “Aysha be praised. I’m so happy for you. No one deserves it more than you!”


“Thanks” Lusam croaked, holding back the tears of joy that threatened to overtake him. Over Renn’s shoulder, he could see several paladins carrying away the bodies of their fallen comrades, clearing the area in preparation to allow a controlled number of Netherworld creatures back into the circle to kill. Seeing Neala among them, he suddenly remembered the pressing need to warn Renn about the strange behaviour of the rock-throwing creatures. Renn seemed slightly sceptical at first, but when Lusam pointed out the two large rocks he had just intercepted, and the third which was still embedded in the dead creature’s skull, Renn quickly issued fresh orders to keep watch for the new threat.


“I better get back and help the others, lad. I’ll speak to you when this is all over, and you can fill me in on all of the details,” Renn said, clapping him hard on the shoulder. Lusam nodded and watched him return to the others. A quick glance towards his father negated the need to ask how he was doing; all but one of the Vesdari were now dead. A moment later, even that one was unrecognisable, and Ryuu released a mighty roar to signal his victory as he circled above to join Kanos.


Lusam was just about to begin the process of pushing the Netherworld creature away from the blessed weapons and out into the open so that Kanos and Ryuu could kill them more easily, when he heard another familiar voice issuing orders. He turned to see Alexia directing the ingress of Netherworld creatures into the inner circle of blessed weapons, and couldn’t help notice that the quiver on her back was empty. Not surprising, he thought, given her inability to retrieve any them. He knew how deadly she was with her bow and doubted that many of her arrows had failed to find their mark. A quick glance over the battlefield confirmed it; more than fifty blessed arrows protruded from dead Netherworld creatures around the clearing. They weren’t hard to spot as they glowed like a miniature streak of lightning to his mage-sight. Nor was it a hard decision for him to retrieve them. For what little effort it would take, the end results would surely be worthwhile, he thought with a wry smile. A moment later, he held a bunch of ichor-drenched arrows and began making his way towards Alexia.


“Anyone know who these belong to?” Lusam asked. Alexia spun towards the sound of his voice, and her face lit up at the sight of her arrows.


“Oh, thanks… I love you,” she said, reaching for the arrows.


“Hey! Hands off,” Neala said in jest giving her a fake scowl.


Alexia laughed. “Oh, you can have him. I was talking to my arrows,” she replied, giving Lusam a cheeky wink. “It’s good to see you again, Lusam.”


“It’s good to see you, too. Now let’s see how fast you can lose those arrows again, shall we?” Lusam replied with a wink of his own, then he quickly added, “Oh, and make sure you look after Neala for me.”


“I think she’s the one looking after me,” Alexia replied with a grin as she watched Neala dispatch another two Netherworld creatures with her blessed throwing knives.


The next twenty minutes saw the deaths of countless hundreds of Netherworld creatures. Lusam corralled small pockets of them inside magical barriers and catapulted them out into the open for Kanos and Ryuu to obliterate with their venom. Alexia skilfully picked off any that tried to escape into the forest with her arrows, and the other paladins continued to admit small numbers of them inside their perimeter to kill. By the time they had done, only a handful of creatures remained, and even the flow of new ones emerging through The Rift seemed to have all but faltered.


“I guess we’re ready,” Arlo said silently, scanning the battlefield below.


Lusam glanced towards The Rift, knowing precisely what his father meant. It was time they closed it forever. Time to seal Aamon inside his prison for the rest of eternity. And the time to finally put all of this behind them.


Curious as to how much magic was still being drawn into the Netherworld, Lusam slipped into his mage-sight and looked for the tell-tale lines of power. What he saw made him gasp. He had expected to see a few dozen lines at most being drawn in through The Rift, but instead, there were still tens of thousands of them, all emanating from somewhere deeper within the forest. From every direction, weak lines of power flowed, and all of it passed directly through the centre of the swirling mass of The Rift.


“Oh, no…” Lusam said silently. “I think we might have a problem.”


Chapter Forty-Nine
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Arlo openly cursed when Lusam finished relaying Renn and Alexia’s story about the thousands of worm-like creatures that had flooded through The Rift and quickly disappeared underground to avoid being killed by the larger predators that followed. Arlo had never seen or heard of such a creature before, let alone knew what they were capable of. Searching for them seemed futile, too, he quickly realised. It was unlikely that they could be seen from the air due to the dense tree canopy, and scouring the forest on foot was far too dangerous. The creatures may not have shown any hostility towards the paladins when they first emerged, but that didn’t mean it would remain that way if they set off into the forest in pursuit of them. For now, the creatures seemed content to only consume the magic of the trees and surrounding vegetation, the last thing he wanted to do was encourage them to broaden their appetites to include people, too.


Arlo always knew the task of closing The Rift was going to be difficult because there was always going to be a certain amount of magic passing between the two realms. No matter how many Netherworld creatures they attempted to hunt down and kill, they could never hope to find them all. From what Lusam had told him, the paladins had tried to eliminate them for centuries after The Great War had ended, and had still failed. So, they had little chance of achieving it now, especially given the fact that their numbers had just grown significantly.


Several distant explosions suddenly pulled Arlo’s attention back from his dark musings. A moment later, six plumes of smoke rose above the treetops less than a mile to the south.


“I guess it works on them, too,” Lusam said grinning to himself.


“What did you just do?” Arlo asked, guessing that he was responsible for the distant explosions. But before Lusam could reply, the forest reverberated with another series of them, this time much nearer the camp.


“STAND READY!” Renn’s voice boomed out. Lusam turned to see the paladins rapidly forming a defensive line along the northern perimeter where the explosions had just been heard. Lusam saw Renn glance in his direction and noticed the slightly worried look on his face.


Lusam shook his head and shouted, “It’s alright, we’re not under attack.”


Renn hesitated for a moment as he scanned the treeline once more. Satisfied that Lusam was right, he reluctantly gave the order to stand down and jogged over towards him.


“What in the Seven Hells is going on, lad?” Renn asked, keeping one eye on the forest. Aware that he still hadn’t replied to his father’s earlier question yet, Lusam decided to voice his explanation both verbally and silently at the same time.


“Do you remember the time when we faced those four Vesdari here?” he asked, looking at Renn.


“Of course. How could I ever forget?” Renn replied.


“Well then, I’m sure you also remember how I eventually killed them. Or rather, how they killed themselves. Once I severed their connection to the Netherworld, they had nowhere to vent their excess magic. After consuming that pile of blessed weapons and most of my power reserves, not to mention a large swathe of magic from the surrounding forest, they eventually exploded. Just like those worms are doing right now,” Lusam said, nodding towards the treeline. As if to punctuate his words, another dozen or so loud explosions echoed through the forest.


Renn frowned at him. “So, you’ve blocked their ability to send back magic to the Netherworld, too?”


“In a sense, yes,” Lusam replied wearing a grin. “As an experiment, I decided to sever a few of their magical connections and reconnect them back together in a loop. I had a feeling that they would eventually explode, just like the Vesdari did, but I didn’t expect it to happen quite so quickly. I guess the worms don’t have the same size appetite as their larger brethren.”


“I guess not,” Renn replied with a chuckle.


“That was good thinking, Son,” Arlo said silently. “Do you think that you can kill the rest of them the same way?”


Lusam’s grin widened still further at his father’s uncharacteristic praise. “I don’t see why not. Now that we know it works, it’s just a matter of severing the remaining lines of power and reconnecting them all back together again. Eventually, they should all explode, just like the others.”


The hairs on the back of Arlo’s neck suddenly prickled. It was the second time in as many minutes that he’d had the strange feeling of being watched. Instinctively, he turned towards The Rift and stared into the swirling blackness, but nothing seemed to have changed since the last time he had looked.


“That’s good news,” he said, turning back towards Lusam on the ground below. “I suggest you hurry. The longer those creatures remain alive, the stronger Aamon will become.” He chose not to mention the strange feeling that he’d been having, hoping that it was merely the close proximity to The Rift that was causing it, other than anything more sinister. Passing his eyes over the clearing, he estimated there to be less than a hundred Netherworld creatures still attacking the perimeter. The paladins were steadily reducing their numbers, but he knew the fewer that remained when they began their efforts to close The Rift, the better.


The thought of sealing The Rift suddenly highlighted a logistical problem that Arlo hadn’t previously considered; that of where they would conduct it from. It simply wasn’t feasible to attempt the complicated process out in the open for risk of being attacked by any lingering Netherworld creatures, or for that matter, any new ones that emerged through The Rift. The spell would require complete focus, not only from him and Lusam but also from both of the dragons. Any interruption of the process would mean certain failure, and that simply wasn’t an option given the dire consequences that would surely ensue if they did. There were only two locations safe enough to even attempt it. One was too small for Ryuu to land, and the other was far from ideal, but he couldn’t think of any other alternative. He glanced down and noticed Renn still standing with Lusam.


“While you’re dealing with those worms in the forest, can you have Kanos assist Ryuu and me in killing the remaining creatures here?”


“Of course,” Lusam replied, relaying the request to Kanos as another round of distant explosions echoed through the forest.


“Thanks,” Arlo replied. “And while you’re at it, can you ask Renn to clear an area large enough for a dragon to land inside the perimeter. Once you’re done with the creatures in the forest, you should have Kanos join you on the ground where he will be safe.”


“What about you and Ryuu?” Lusam asked, realising for the first time that the circle was not large enough to accommodate the much bigger dragon.


“We will have to remain in the air, I’m afraid.”


“Is that even possible?” Lusam asked, shocked that his father would even suggest it. From what he understood, the process required a massive amount of effort and concentration from everyone involved, and none more so, than from the dragons. The immense power reserves of Ryuu and Kanos would be linked together using a complex series of spells, then their combined magic would be focused and channelled through him and his father towards The Rift. Apparently, the spell amplified the potency of the dragons’ magic many times over but required the total commitment of everyone involved to maintain it.


“I have to admit it’s not ideal, but I’m sure we can handle it. Ryuu and I have been together for a very long time. Over the years he’s become used to me drawing on his magic while we’re in the air,” Arlo replied. “Besides, I don’t see we have any choice. There’s not enough room down there for Ryuu to land, and we certainly can’t attempt it outside the protection of the circle.”


Lusam passed his gaze over the outer perimeter of the circle. The blessed weapons were already well spaced out, and he doubted that they could be moved much further apart without leaving gaps in the protection that they provided. He turned towards Renn and asked a question that he felt sure he already knew the answer to.


“Do you have any more blessed weapons in reserve?”


Renn shook his head. “No, lad. That’s all we have left, other than the few that are currently being used.” Lusam turned and counted ten armed paladins.


It wouldn’t be enough.


The next few minutes saw a hive of activity in the clearing. Fresh explosions erupted within the forest every few seconds now, sometimes in such high numbers that it was impossible to discern how many creatures had just met their end. Arlo watched from above as the paladins sealed their makeshift gate and swiftly killed the remaining Netherworld creatures inside the circle, before promptly clearing an area large enough for Kanos to land.


The hairs on the back of Arlo’s neck began to prickle once more, but just as he was about to shrug it off as another proximity effect of The Rift, the air around him suddenly became heavy and cold. The sky above him darkened, and the wind began to howl through the treetops. Flashes of crimson lightning arced across the opening of The Rift, incinerating an unfortunate creature just passing through it.


Almost in unison, Ryuu and Kanos lifted their heads and roared towards the heavens. Arlo didn’t need to access Ryuu’s heightened dragon-senses to know the reason why; he could feel the malevolent presence for himself. He turned towards The Rift and openly cursed when he saw the unmistakable shadow of Aamon through the swirling portal.


“We’re out of time!” Arlo gasped. “Get Kanos on the ground, now!”


Lusam didn’t ask why. He didn’t need to. His heart raced at the prospect of facing down a God, and he found himself closing his eyes and praying for guidance and strength from Aysha. But instead of her calming light washing over him as it had done previously, a blast of primaeval fear slammed into him, causing him to stagger backwards under its intensity. It felt like he had just been struck in the chest with a sledgehammer. Every fibre of his being screamed at him to flee. Screams of terror echoed throughout the clearing as men and women succumbed to its effects. He watched in horror as more than a dozen paladins lost control and ran directly towards the awaiting Netherworld creatures. Unable to control his own mind, he was powerless to stop them and was forced to watch as they were torn limb from limb.


“FIGHT IT!” his father bellowed in his mind. Lusam startled at the sound of his voice and drew his mental defences tighter than he had ever done before. The effects lessened immediately, and Lusam gasped for air as if he hadn’t taken a breath in minutes. Suddenly, a strong death-pulse of a mage washed over the clearing and Lusam’s heart skipped a beat in his chest.


“Mother!” he gasped, snapping his head towards the temple foundations. Suddenly, the entire foundations erupted in bright blue light, and Lusam was forced to shield his eyes against it. The light gradually intensified, reaching out across the clearing towards the stranded paladins. As it passed over Lusam, he felt the unmistakable touch of Aysha and knew instinctively that she was there to help. As his eyes slowly adjusted to the bright light, Lusam began to make out individual figures inside the temple foundations and was immensely relieved to see his mother’s silhouette a few moments later.


Lusam turned towards the other paladins and watched as the blue light slowly engulfed them. All but a few were kneeling in prayer. Those that weren’t were unconscious on the ground, no doubt rendered that way by Renn and the others to avoid them fleeing into the waiting jaws of the Netherworld creatures.


Although Lusam never doubted Neala’s faith and ability to withstand the onslaught of fear, he was nonetheless relieved to see her still knelt in prayer next to Alexia. They were among the last that Aysha’s light touched, but still, nobody moved, as if they were frozen by its touch. It was only a few moments that the paladins remained motionless, but it seemed far longer to Lusam. Then, without a single order being issued, they all stood as one, turned, and headed directly towards the temple foundations. Only Renn acknowledged him as he passed, and only then with a slight nod. The rest simply walked by him with a uniform look of euphoria on their faces.


All that is, except Alexia.


Lusam watched as she veered off from the others and began walking directly towards The Rift. Lusam expected her to stop when she reached the edge of the perimeter, and she did, momentarily. But as Aysha’s light passed beyond the blessed weapons, Alexia stepped past them as well. The Netherworld creatures hissed loudly as they were pushed back by the light, frustrated that they could not reach their prey within.


“ALEXIA!” Lusam called out. Alexia turned her head and smiled fondly at him, then simply continued on her way, matching the progress of Aysha’s light towards The Rift. Lusam moved to go and fetch her, but a firm hand on his shoulder stopped him in his tracks. He spun to see Renn’s smiling face, strangely devoid of any concern.


Lusam turned back just in time to see Alexia arrive at the boundary of The Rift. Aysha’s light pressed hard against the swirling vortex, steaming and crackling as it made contact with the darkness beyond. He watched in dismay as she casually removed her blessed bow from across her shoulder, held it with both hands out in front of her, and knelt before it with her head bowed, as if in prayer. The bow glowed so brightly that Lusam could barely look at it.


“What does she think she’s doing?” Lusam gasped as several bolts of crimson lightning arced across The Rift’s opening and struck her bow, before dissipating harmlessly into the ground directly in front of her.


“She’s trying to buy us the extra time that we need, lad,” Renn said, giving his shoulder a small squeeze.


“But she’ll be killed!”


Renn slowly nodded as he looked out across the clearing towards his commanding officer and good friend. “Aye, lad. And she is at peace with that.”


“I still don’t understand,” Lusam replied as Neala came to join them. Neala took hold of his hand and gave it a small squeeze, before turning towards Renn.


“Aysha told us that it was safe to speak openly within her light. That Aamon could not overhear our words no matter how hard he tried,” Neala said with a slight edge to her voice.


Renn paused a moment then nodded. “You are correct, but Arlo remains outside of that protection. Anything he learns of Aysha’s plan could be used against her by Driden.”


“Driden? What in the Seven Hells is going on? What does Driden have to do with anything?” Lusam asked, not bothering to hide his growing frustration.


Neala waited a moment for Renn to reply, but when it became apparent that he wasn’t going to, she sighed heavily and stepped out in front of Lusam.


“As you already know, Driden forbade Aysha under oath not to interfere in certain matters regarding humankind, such as the one we face now. She cannot directly intervene to save the world from Aamon. If she does, Driden will rise up against her and destroy us all, anyway. But within her oath to Driden, Aysha is allowed certain exceptions. One is the ability to intervene to save any of her paladins that are in danger…”


“And if one of them happens to find themselves directly in front of The Rift…” Lusam said, cutting her off mid-sentence.


“Then Aysha can use whatever means she sees fit to protect them. And if that just happens to coincidently slow down Aamon’s emergence into this world, then so be it,” Neala finished.


Lusam turned to look at Alexia. “Then Aysha told her to do it?”


“No, lad,” Renn replied. “She went willingly for her God.”


“And to help save us all,” Neala added, smiling fondly at her friend with tears in her eyes.


“Then let’s make sure her sacrifice is not made in vain,” Lusam replied softly as Kanos touched down inside the circle.


Chapter Fifty
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Watching the paladins flee to their deaths had been a stark reminder for Arlo as to how unprepared everyone was for what was to come. It had been a long time since he had felt the touch of fear from Aamon, and it brought back many unpleasant memories of that time. None more so than the death of Ryuu’s mate, Ietha. Even now, after so many years, Arlo knew that Ryuu felt the loss of his mate just as keenly as if it were yesterday. The only difference was that he had learned to hide it better over time.


The sensation of fear only grew as the seconds ticked by and Aamon drew nearer to their world. Thankfully, though, no more paladins or magi had lost their lives to it yet. Whether or not they could maintain their mental discipline against its onslaught, only time would tell. But as Arlo surveyed the ground below, a renewed sense of optimism suddenly filled him when he saw the temple foundations begin to glow with Aysha’s light. He could almost feel the relief of the people within its boundary as the effects of Aamon’s fear were dampened. Then a moment later, he looked on in fascination as the blessed light moved beyond the temple foundations to first include the area where the paladins were knelt in prayer, then eventually onwards and outwards in all directions until it made contact with The Rift itself.


Arlo watched as a single lone female casually followed the leading edge of blessed light towards the open vortex, while dozens of Netherworld creatures tried in vain to reach her. He didn’t need to tap into Ryuu’s enhanced sight to recognise who it was. He knew of only one person that carried a blessed bow: Alexia, the paladins’ commander.


The air around Arlo crackled with energy when the blessed light brushed up against the swirling vortex of The Rift. No doubt a direct result of Aamon’s rage within the Netherworld, he thought. His suspicions were confirmed a moment later when Alexia knelt before The Rift and was immediately struck by several crimson bolts of lightning. Arlo had seen Aamon use such tactics in the past when several magi had strayed too close to the opening during the final days of The Great War. They had been instantly incinerated, but Alexia didn’t even show any signs of noticing. With each successive strike, her blessed weapon flared brightly as it channelled the deadly force harmlessly around her body and into the ground. Arlo grinned to himself as they circled above. Whatever power Aamon expended on his futile attacks would only serve to weaken him, and that in turn could only increase their chances of defeating him.


Arlo could feel Aamon’s rage permeating the air around him as he battered against Aysha’s light in an attempt to escape his prison. The clouds grew darker above and an icy wind gusted around the clearing like a great tornado, tearing branches from trees and sending debris high into the sky all around them. In stark contrast, the clearing itself remained perfectly calm; the blessed blue light of Aysha untouched by the raging storm beyond its boundaries. Arlo knew it couldn’t and wouldn’t stay that way for much longer. He was aware of Aysha’s oath to her brother, Driden, and felt sure that her current ruse of protecting Alexia would not go unchallenged for long.


“Are you ready, old friend?” Arlo asked Ryuu as he watched Kanos land safely in the clearing below. Ryuu lifted his head and roared his intent to the heavens. It only contained a single word; Ietha. But the complexity and strength behind the emotions accompanying it left Arlo in no doubt as to what was truly on his mind; revenge for the death of his mate. Given the task ahead, he wasn’t sure if that was a good thing or not, but he knew there was no time to debate it right now. Besides, he’d be lying if he said that he, too, didn’t relish the prospect of exacting retribution for the deaths of so many of his friends and colleagues.


“For the honour of the fallen!” Arlo’s battle cry echoed. Ryuu’s response shook the ground below with its intensity, causing every man and woman to look up in awe at the mighty dragon above. One look towards The Rift told Arlo that it was now or never. Aamon was no longer a distant shadow within the Netherworld, but instead, an imposing figure standing on the verge of crossing between the two worlds.


“We need to do this now, Son,” Arlo said silently.


“We’re ready down here,” Lusam replied, tapping into Kanos’ vast power reserves.


Arlo began chanting the complex series of incantations required to link the four of them together and focus their combined efforts towards The Rift. He’d often envied Lusam’s unique ability to simply create magic using his mind, and never more so than right now. A few moments later, he felt the first connection take hold between Ryuu and Kanos, swiftly followed by his own to Kanos, then to Lusam, and then finally, from Ryuu to Lusam. Including their natural bond links to one another, they now had a web of five connections running between them, each one acting as a lens to strengthen the flow of magic.


The spell was originally conceived at Coldmont by the High Priest during the final days of The Great War, but it had never been tested before, due to The Rift being sealed in the manner that it was. Something that Arlo had purposely neglected to tell Lusam. He didn’t see any point in adding even more doubt into the mix. Besides, the spell was their only hope. Either it would work, or it wouldn’t.


Arlo waited until the connections stabilised and strengthened, then gave the order to begin. As one, they both released their power towards the swirling mass of The Rift.


The result created a blindingly bright flash at the point of impact and sent a powerful shockwave throughout the clearing. Lusam staggered and fell to one knee behind Kanos, but managed to somehow maintain his focus. Others within the Temple foundations were not so lucky and were sent flying backwards into one another or catapulted entirely out of it into the clearing. Fortunately, Aysha’s light still extended that far and protected them from the ever-present Netherworld creatures waiting nearby.


The searing light left floating black spots in Arlo’s vision, but he didn’t need to see The Rift clearly to know that their spell was working. The rage-filled cries of Aamon left him in no doubt of it. Nor did the sudden and immense response from Aamon as he pushed back against their growing efforts.


As his vision began to clear, Arlo noticed the blue light of Aysha slowly retreating away from The Rift, and along with it, Alexia. Now it was only Lusam and him that held Aamon at bay. Either Aysha felt that she had all but exhausted the goodwill of her brother, Driden, or she felt confident enough in their ability to prevail, he surmised. If it was the latter, he certainly wished that he shared her optimism, he thought to himself, as the beads of sweat began to run freely down his forehead and neck with the strain.


The seconds turned into minutes, and the minutes soon felt like hours as they fought against Aamon. One moment they seemed to be winning the battle, pushing him further away from The Rift’s opening and collapsing its aperture. The next, Aamon would fight back with immense force and regain his foothold at the border between the two worlds. How Ryuu remained in the air, Arlo didn’t know. Never in all the time that he had been bonded to him had he ever taken so much power from him, and certainly not in such a short period. He felt Ryuu suddenly lose altitude again for the second time in as many minutes, and knew instinctively that they could not win this battle. What was he thinking? How could only two Guardians ever have hoped to defeat Aamon, when so many had failed before them?


Arlo glanced down at Lusam and saw his knees buckle under him, and a wave of guilt and regret washed through him. He had lived for countless centuries within the hidden realm while his son had toiled and fought to stay alive out here alone. He had never even considered the possibility of having a child at all, let alone having one that he could be so proud of. He just wished that he’d had more time to tell him how he felt. More time to get to know him better, and more time to see him grow up into the man that he knew he would become. No, that was wrong, he thought, correcting himself. Lusam is a man already. And a good man at that. His life had just begun, and here it was, about to end even before he’d had a chance to live any of it. No. He wouldn’t allow it. He couldn’t allow it.


“Ryuu…” Arlo said, unable to find the words that he needed. But their ancient bond went way beyond the need for any words.


“I am weary, brother. I’m ready to finally join Ietha by Ega’s side,” Ryuu replied with no regret.


Arlo nodded. “It’s been an honour, my friend. My Brother,” Arlo said with tear-filled eyes. He felt a sudden drop in power and turned in his saddle towards Lusam just in time to see Kanos collapse under the strain. He looked across at the temple foundations and saw Samara looking up at him. He raised a hand, and she waved back, obviously sensing that something was wrong. He wished that he hadn’t had to sever his connection to her earlier, she deserved much better. He loved her. He always had. And yet he had chosen to let her go rather than abandon his post. And now he was about to leave her again. He just hoped that she could forgive him for a second time.


“Lusam, we can’t close The Rift this way. We never could. There’s only one way that it can be done. There only ever was,” Arlo said, his voice full of regret.


“What… What do you mean?” Lusam gasped through the pain in his head. Slowly, he began to understand the meaning of his father’s words. “No… No, you can’t! PLEASE!” he begged, trying to get back to his feet and almost falling flat on his face when his legs gave out beneath him.


“I have to, Son. There’s no other way,” Arlo replied, as Ryuu began taking a wide arc around the clearing.


“But the world needs you! Mother needs you! I need you!” Lusam pleaded.


“No, the world no longer needs me, Son. It has a new Guardian now—you. Ryuu and I have lived a thousand lifetimes within the hidden realm. I cannot deny you the chance of a single lifetime, nor would I deny the same opportunity for everyone else in the world. I love you Lusam, and I’m so proud of you. Look after your mother for me, and tell her that I love her and that I’m sorry for leaving her again,”


“NO!” Lusam screamed at the top of his lungs as he watched his father and Ryuu tilt and dive towards the open Rift. It felt like his entire world was being torn away from him in slow motion, and there was nothing that he could do about it. A heartbeat later, his mother’s scream seemed to echo his own when she, too, realised what was going on. The world around him seemed to almost grind to halt, all eyes fixed on the enormous dragon plummeting towards the swirling vortex of The Rift, roaring his intent to the God inside.


Suddenly, a rogue memory of another dragon flashed into mind, almost overlaying the image of his father and Ryuu in the real world. That dragon, too, flew directly into the open vortex of The Rift, and the resulting explosion that followed was truly devastating. It only took him a split second to realise what he had just seen, but even so, he still barely had time to react. Within the space of a heartbeat, he reached for Kanos’ power reserves, only to realise that he had already given everything that he could. If he drew any more from him, he would surely die. If he didn’t, Neala, his mother, Renn, Alexia and everyone else would die when the explosion hit.


Lusam raised his head and cried out in frustration at the injustice of it all, and plunged his hand into the ground by his side. Reaching out further than he had ever thought possible, he gathered magic from every nook and cranny around the clearing. Insects, seeds, trees, plants and even the soil itself relinquished its power to him. Then he threw every ounce of that power into a magical barrier to protect the people he loved, and the friends that he’d fought alongside for so long.


He held nothing back.


A split-second later, a blinding flash preceded the massive explosion. The shock wave tore across the clearing and slammed into Lusam’s barrier with more force than anything he could possibly have imagined. The power was ripped from him so violently, and in such vast quantities, that he thought it had torn his body apart on impact. The last thing that he remembered was looking up into the dark sky and watching the black snow drift down into his face, and hearing the sweet sound of Neala’s voice as she screamed out his name.


Then there was only blackness.


* * *


Exhausted, Kanos slowly turned his head towards Lusam and gazed down at his frail body, the raw and unfiltered emotions of Arlo and Ryuu’s sudden loss heavy on his mind. A single tear formed in the corner of his eye as he lay down his head next to him.


Chapter Fifty-One
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Lusam slowly stirred to the sound of rhythmic marching outside his window. For a brief moment, he wondered where he was, but the sight of a familiar-looking window and the continued military activity outside in the courtyard told him all that he needed to know: he had been brought back across the river to the Sanctum of Light.


Heart-wrenching images of his father and Ryuu’s last moments of life suddenly reasserted themselves in his mind. Tears filled his eyes and run freely down his cheeks, soaking the soft pillow that he was resting on. His head pounded with every beat of his heart, and his mouth and throat felt parched as he stared blankly at the ceiling above.


“Why?” he tried to ask the world, but the sound barely passed his cracked lips. The door to his room slowly creaked open, and someone stepped inside. He didn’t turn his head to see who it was, nor did he try to speak to them. But whoever it was apparently noticed that he was awake, and quickly retreated from the room. He heard their brisk footsteps fade away down the hallway outside his door. For a blissful moment, there was only silence. Silence and pain. Then the footsteps returned, only this time someone was running. He didn’t even try to hide the shame of his tears as the door burst open.


“Oh… Lusam,” Neala said softly, throwing her arms around him and hugging him tightly. “I’m so sorry,” she whispered into his ear. Neala’s words seemed to open the floodgates of his emotions. Hot tears streamed freely down his face, and he sobbed uncontrollably in her arms. The pain in his head exploded with every movement of his body, but he didn’t care. Compared to the pain that he felt inside, it seemed insignificant. Several minutes passed, but Neala refused to let him go. Her embrace an anchor during the storm of his emotions. A rock to cling to, and safe refuge when he was finally ready to re-join the world.


“W… w… why?” he eventually croaked through his sobs. “Why did he do it?”


But before Neala could reply, the door to the room quietly clicked shut, and another voice answered his question.


“He did it so that you could live, Lusam,” his mother replied softly. “He did it so that we could all live.” Samara walked slowly around the foot of the bed and took a seat next to him. She reached out and took hold of his hand, trying desperately to smile past her own grief. As hard as she tried, she couldn’t stop her own tears from forming, but her voice was clear and meaningful when she spoke.


“I knew your father better than anyone else alive, Lusam, and I can tell you this: the choice that he made to sacrifice himself to save you, me, Neala and everyone else in the world, would not have been a difficult one for him to make. Protecting the world against Aamon and his followers was his entire reason for existing. It was why he and the other Guardians were originally created by Aysha. And gods only know, trying to get him to abandon that duty was always going to be pointless, as I once found out for myself.” She paused and looked away, her own tears threatening to overflow as she revisited the painful memories of leaving Arlo behind in the hidden realm.


If she had known where it would lead, she would have chosen to stay with him, she thought. Arlo would still be alive. She would have avoided years of Lord Zelroth’s torture, and they would both have got to see their son grow into the man he was now. But, of course, the world would have been destroyed, along with everyone in it, including the woman her son had chosen to love. Samara turned and smiled fondly at Neala. No. She wouldn’t change a thing, she realised, giving Lusam’s hand a small squeeze. Love was what he needed most. What everyone needed. Even dragons.


Samara glanced back towards the window and offered a silent prayer for Ryuu, that he had finally been reunited with his mate, Ietha.


Then she closed her eyes and smiled, knowing that one day, she, too, would be reunited with her true love.


“Are you hungry?” Neala asked after it became apparent that no one was willing to break the extended silence in the room, and knowing that he always woke up hungry in situations like this.


Lusam shook his head. In truth, he was famished, but he couldn’t even contemplate the thought of eating anything right now. He knew that everything his mother had just said was true, but her words had done little to ease the pain that he felt inside.


Instinctively, he reached out to Kanos and was shocked to discover that he wasn’t there. His heart suddenly leapt into his throat. Had he inadvertently tapped into Kanos’ already severely depleted reserves while creating his barrier and killed him in the process? He sat bolt upright, and the pain exploded in his head, causing the room around him to spin.


“Easy,” Neala said, grabbing him just in time to prevent him from falling out of the bed.


“Kanos,” Lusam winced through gritted teeth, holding his head.


“Kanos is fine. He recovered quickly after the explosion,” Neala replied, easing him back down onto the pillow.


“Then where is he? How come I can’t sense him?”


“Kanos needs some time alone right now, Lusam,” his mother said softly.


“You mean he’s abandoned me when I need him the most,” Lusam retorted, feeling guilty almost as soon as he spoke the words.


“He hasn’t abandoned you, Lusam. Nor should you abandon him. He’s upset and confused right now, that’s all. He just needs some time alone to come to terms with what happened. He’s not used to dealing with these types of emotions, and I think they have overwhelmed him a little. I’m sure he’ll return in good time.”


“Maybe,” Lusam replied, trying his best to sound unconcerned. In reality, he couldn’t believe just how concerned he really was. He had only been bonded to Kanos for a short time, yet his absence seemed to have left a gaping hole in his very soul. And the fact that Kanos had consciously chosen to sever their connection hurt him even more.


Samara gave his hand a gentle squeeze. “I’m certain of it,” she replied, seeing right through his attempts to hide his true feelings.


“But how can you be so sure?” Lusam asked, meeting his mother’s eyes. “For all we know he might not care at all, and may have already left for good.”


Samara smiled at him and shook her head. “No, he cares, alright. In fact, he cares a great deal,” she said, reaching into her pocket and pulling out a small crystal-like object. She held it out towards Lusam in the palm of her hand and watched as the realisation slowly spread across his face.


Lusam gasped, and his hand clasped at the pendant around his neck. “Is that a…”


His mother’s smile broadened as she nodded. “Yes, a dragon tear. One of the rarest things in all of creation,” she half-whispered. “I found it on the ground between you and Kanos after the explosion. At first, I thought it had been the result of the overwhelming emotions that you must have projected onto Kanos at the sight of your father’s death, but now I’m not so sure.”


“If not that, then what?” Neala asked.


Samara took a deep breath and quietly sighed. “With Arlo and Ryuu’s death, everyone in the world has lost something, whether it be a father, a partner, a friend, or simply a Guardian and his dragon. But Kanos has lost far more. Through your bond, he feels the loss of your father and Ryuu just as deeply as you, Lusam. But for him, the death of Ryuu holds an even greater significance. Ryuu was more than just a friend to him. He was the last connection that he had to his own kind. The last dragon that he could ever speak to. And as a result, I’m sure that he now feels truly alone in the world.”


“But he’s not alone, he has me,” Lusam objected.


“Yes. Yes, he does. And you should make sure to tell him that the next time you see him,” Samara replied. “Dragons may deny that they suffer emotions in the same way as humans, but I spent long enough with Ryuu to know differently. Like I said, he just needs some time alone to deal with things, that’s all.”


As Lusam held Kanos’ tear between his forefinger and thumb, he couldn’t help wonder how something so beautiful could be born of such incredible grief and despair. As he slowly closed his hand and around it, he called out once more to Kanos. Only this time, he channelled his feelings and words through the small crystal that he held tightly in his fist, hoping that somehow his message would get through.


Silence descended over the room once more, but it wasn’t long before Lusam remembered that he still had another message to deliver.


“Before he died, my father gave me a message for you,” Lusam said softly, turning to look at his mother. “He said that he was sorry; and that he loved you. And that he hoped you could forgive him for leaving you again.”


Samara’s eyes filled with tears, but somehow, she managed to smile and nod. “I know,” she said, her voice cracking with each word. Then she turned slowly towards the window and whispered, “I forgive you.”


Chapter Fifty-Two
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After a short period of quiet reflection, the mood inside the room took a sudden upturn when a knock came at the door, and Alexia poked her head inside to greet them all. Her smile was infectious, and so was her good news regarding a paladin called Leo that had succumbed to the initial wave of fear and fled into the forest. Somehow, against all the odds, he had managed to survive with little more than a nasty bump on his head and superficial cuts and bruises.


Apparently, in his haste to get away, Leo had stumbled over a root, knocked himself out on a nearby tree, then rolled down an embankment into a thick bramble bush, where he had remained unconscious until long after the battle had ended. And as if that wasn’t bad enough, the poor man’s humiliation had been made even worse by the fact that it had been Beany’s squad that had found him. They had been out in the forest hunting the remaining Netherworld creatures when they had discovered him, and the poor man had been forced to travel with their squad for the past two days, being the constant target of their jokes and jibes.


Lusam soon discovered that it had been three days since The Rift had been sealed. And during that time, the paladins had been sending squads into the forest almost constantly in an effort to kill as many of the remaining Netherworld creatures as possible. The worm-like creatures that Lusam had not already managed to kill had exploded by themselves shortly after The Rift had been closed. With nowhere to send their excess magic, they simply gorged themselves to death.


The priests from the High Temple, along with the coastal refugees had already departed for Lamuria two days ago. Apparently, they were keen to return to the capital bearing the good news about The Rift. They also wanted to ensure that everyone in the city was prepared for the victory celebrations by the time the others returned. Lusam cringed at the mere thought of it, but regardless, he knew that he would have to endure, eventually.


Alexia’s real reason for stopping by was to inform them that she was planning to leave later that day with around half the number of paladins. Renn would remain behind with the more seasoned troops and continue to scour the forest for any stray Netherworld creatures, before leaving for Lamuria the day after tomorrow with the rest of the paladins.


Neala asked Alexia for a favour, but when Alexia asked what it was, Neala seemed reluctant to discuss it openly in front of Lusam and his mother, and swiftly offered to help Alexia with her preparations for leaving. A moment later, Lusam and his mother were alone in the small room, and the footsteps of Alexia and Neala slowly faded away down the hallway outside their door.


“What do you think that was all about?” Lusam asked, propping himself more upright in bed. His head still pounded, but thankfully, it no longer felt like his skull was about to crack open. Gingerly, he reached for the jug of water next to his bed, but his mother got to it first and poured him a glass.


“I don’t know,” She replied. “But I’m worried about her.”


Lusam was just about to take a drink of his water but stopped short when he heard his mother’s words. “Worried?”


Samara nodded. “Yes. Worried. For you both, actually.”


“How so?”


Samara met his eyes and quietly sighed. “I know I haven’t known her for very long, but I’ve become quite fond of Neala, and I know your father felt the same way about her, too. She’s a lovely girl, and you should feel proud that she wants to spend the rest of her life with you.”


“I do,” Lusam replied a little too defensively.


“Good. Then you’ll listen carefully to what I have to say,” his mother said, in the same tone that his grandmother used to use on him whenever she wanted him to do something. “When I first saw you together at Irragin, I knew that you were right for one another. And on the short journey to The Rift, I got to know Neala quite well. We spoke about a great many things, but one thing, in particular, occupied her thoughts and dreams more than any other.”


“Our wedding,” Lusam half-winced.


“Yes. The wedding that you promised her,” his mother replied. “For those few hours, she spoke of little else. Even when I tried to steer the conversation away from it, she invariably returned to the subject, one way or another. She was so excited at the prospect of getting married to you, almost to the point of giddiness. But for the past three days, she’s not even as much as mentioned it to me. I’ve tried to broach the subject on several occasions, but each time she’s found an excuse not to talk to me about it. She’s afraid, Lusam. She’s afraid that you’ll no longer want to marry her because of what happened to your father. But please, Son, I beg of you; don’t make the same mistake that I made. Don’t wait until it’s too late. Life is too short, and we don’t always get a second chance.”


Lusam slowly nodded. “You’re right. She deserves better from me,” he said, just as a large shadow passed across his window, and a loud roar signified Kanos’ return. The door to the room suddenly clicked open, and Neala stepped back inside, carrying a tray of food.


Samara gave Lusam a knowing smile. “I’m your mother. I’m always right,” she said, giving Neala a wink as she headed for the door.


“What was that all about?” Neala asked as her footsteps faded away.


“Oh, nothing,” Lusam lied. “Is that for me?” he said, nodding towards the tray.


“Yes, I thought you might have changed your mind,” she said, leaning over the bed to place the tray on his lap. He leaned forward to intercept her and landed a gentle kiss squarely on her lips. She closed her eyes and lingered there, extending the sensual kiss for as long as she could before finally stepping away.


“What was that for?” she asked breathlessly with flushed cheeks.


Lusam smiled at her and shrugged. “Just in case you’ve forgotten how much I love you,” he replied. The relieved smile that she gave him almost melted his heart, and he realised at that moment just how little attention he had given her lately.


“I thought you might like to know that Renn is back,” she said, turning away to hide her teary eyes. “It seems there has been a change of plan among the paladins. The consensus is that most of the Netherworld creatures have already been destroyed in the forest, and those that haven’t will probably continue to evade them for many years to come. I guess they’ll revert back to the old ways of sending in recruits to deal with them as part of their ongoing training here. But in the meantime, Alexia has decided to postpone her departure until tomorrow, so that everyone can travel together to Lamuria.”


“I see,” Lusam replied. “Then I guess we don’t have much time to prepare for our departure. After all, we wouldn’t want to be late for the celebrations.”


Neala chuckled. “I didn’t think you’d be so keen to attend the victory celebrations after how much you hated them last time.”


Lusam looked up and met her eyes. “I wasn’t talking about the victory celebrations,” he teased.


Neala’s eyes went wide, and she clasped her hand over her mouth. “Our wedding?” she breathed. Lusam smiled and nodded, then barely had time to brace himself as she launched herself at him with a loud squeal of joy, sending the food tray clattering to the floor on the opposite side of the bed.


“Oh, Lusam!” she whispered, pulling him into a passionate kiss.


But almost as soon as it had begun, it abruptly ended. “Oh, no!” Neala gasped, jumping back to her feet. “There’s so much to organise, and so little time to do it. The dress, the flowers, food, invitations… Gods, I haven’t even got any shoes!” she said, bolting for the door in a complete state of panic. She skidded to halt just before her hand touched the doorknob, turned, and skipped back across the room towards Lusam. She leaned over and kissed him on the forehead, smiled, and whispered, “I love you,” before turning again and disappearing through the door.


Lusam peered over the side of the bed at the delicious-looking food spread across the floor and sighed.


“I’m glad that you’re back, Kanos,” he said, looking towards the window. “How would you like to go on a special hunt with me?”


Kanos roared his approval. “What will we hunt, brother?”


“Gold,” Lusam replied, praying that the river outside Helveel still held a plentiful supply.


Chapter Fifty-Three
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When they entered the gates of Lamuria eight days later, they were given a true heroes’ welcome. The King’s royal guards trumpeted their return from high up on the ramparts of the city walls, and the citizens showered them with countless gifts and words of gratitude. Every step they took it seemed like someone else wanted to shake their hand or thank them in some other way. On several occasions, Lusam was pounced upon by overzealous young ladies wanting to show their personal gratitude, but their advances were swiftly and firmly rebuffed by Neala, much to Beany’s great amusement.


Lusam and Neala had only joined the column of paladins earlier that morning, choosing instead to remain behind at the Temple of Light until the others had almost completed the journey. With Kanos, the trip was only an hour at best, and Lusam couldn’t see any point arriving more than a week ahead of everyone else. The last thing that he wanted was to be summoned before the King and used as a pawn in his political wranglings again. Nor did he want to be continually looking over his shoulder or worrying about Neala’s safety for any longer than was absolutely necessary. As far as he was concerned, the sooner it was all over, the better. And he had a distinct impression that Neala felt the same way—especially now.


Having some time alone together at the Temple of Light had done them both a world of good. It had given them the opportunity to come to terms with their recent loss of friends and family, and it had also allowed them to formulate a plan for when they arrived at Lamuria. Avoiding the King and his numerous squabbling nobles was at the top of both of their agendas. And with that in mind, they both agreed that staying with the paladins at their barracks would be far more preferential than staying at the royal palace again. No doubt the King would object, but Lusam had a plan to convince him otherwise.


Lusam already knew that the wide cobbled road leading from the main gate eventually led into the market square, and he suspected that would be where the King would be waiting for them. An early morning reconnaissance flyby confirmed it, with Kanos reporting the construction of a raised platform complete with throne and staged seating area around the edge of the market square, no doubt intended for the lesser nobility.


A few minutes later, Lusam got his first glance of the market square. The grip of winter had not yet let go of Afaraon and the grey clouds above threatened even more wintry weather to come. Lusam couldn’t see Kanos through the thick cloud cover, but he knew exactly where he was, circling above him. As they approached the market square, more than a dozen royal guards raised their brass instruments to their mouths and trumpeted their arrival. Flower petals rained down on them in their thousands, carpeting the ground before them in a myriad of colours and scents. It was certainly a spectacle, but Lusam couldn’t help but wonder how they had managed to find so many flowers at that time of the year, and at such short notice.


The marching paladins split into two columns; Alexia leading the women, and Renn, the men. Within seconds they had formed up in several perfect lines to the sound of rapturous cheers and applause. As soon as the last paladin was in place, the trumpets sounded again, and a man stepped forward to formally announce their arrival.


The speech was tediously long and boring and seemed to list more of the King’s achievements than those of the men and women that stood before him. Detailed plans were announced for the victory celebrations due to take place the following day, and a long list of names were read out of the nobility that would be attending. A three-day national holiday was announced to celebrate the closure of The Rift, and a further four days of mourning to honour the dead. Eventually, though, the speech came to an end, and Lusam could almost hear the collective sighs of relief come from the men and women behind him. Then, as expected, his name was called out by the elected speaker, and he was beckoned toward the King. Neala reluctantly let go of his hand and allowed him to step forward.


The speaker cleared his throat, and in a voice loud enough to carry as far as possible, he began relaying the King’s request.


“His Royal Highness, the King of Afaraon, hereby extends his gratitude for all that you have done for this land, and formally invites you to stay with him at the Royal Palace during this momentously auspicious time.”


A deathly silence descended over the square while they awaited Lusam’s reply. Lusam bowed his head towards the King, more to hide the grin that he was trying to stifle than any heartfelt obligation towards the man.


“Thank you,” Lusam replied. “A most gracious offer.” He let his words hang long enough for a smile to touch the corners of the King’s lips. “But I’m afraid that I must decline your kind offer.”


The King’s face instantly went from a look of self-satisfied smugness to one of a man struggling to maintain his composure in a blink of an eye.


“Now,” Lusam said silently to Kanos as the King sprang to his feet.


“Oh, come now,” the King said, trying his utmost to sound unflustered. “I really do…”


A deafening roar suddenly shook the ground under their feet as Kanos swooped down towards the centre of the market square. People screamed in terror and fell over themselves while trying to put some distance between themselves and the dragon. Several of the royal guardsmen fell backwards off of their perches, and even the King narrowly avoided stumbling over his own throne as Kanos collided heavily with the ground only a few feet away, tearing up a vast swathe of cobblestones in his wake. A slight flick of his tail shattered a six-foot-tall ornamental vase and sent another hurtling over the top of the nobles’ heads. And throughout it all, not a single paladin so much as flinched.


As people began to realise that Kanos wasn’t a direct threat to them, the screams of panic quickly subsided and were replaced by whisperings of awe.


“I apologise for the damage caused, your Highness,” Lusam said once the noise had died down enough. “Kanos is not used to such surroundings. Which is why I had to respectfully decline your earlier offer to stay at the Royal Palace. I dread to think what damage could be inadvertently caused if we did. No; I think it would be safer for all concerned if we were to stay within the confines of the paladins’ barracks, instead.”


The King looked visibly shaken by the ordeal and struggled for a moment to find his words. “Yes… yes, of course. A wise decision, indeed,” he said, never taking his eyes off Kanos. He continued to stare for several more seconds before tearing his gaze away and nodding to his elected speaker. The man stepped forward, careful not to get anywhere near Kanos’ twitching tail, and announced that the celebrations were officially open. On cue, the crowd applauded and cheered as the King stood up and retreated towards his waiting carriage.


Lusam turned to see Renn grinning at him, and he couldn’t help cracking a smile of his own. He had asked Renn and Alexia to position their troops away from the centre of the square, but he hadn’t told them why.


“Nicely played, lad,” Renn whispered when he came within earshot.


Lusam grinned at him. “Thanks. I thought so,” he replied as he took hold of Neala’s hand and headed off in the direction of the barracks.


The rest of that day seemed to pass by in a blur of activity. Dressmakers and tailors arrived to take their measurements for the victory celebrations and wedding, each sporting a dizzying array of cloth to choose from. Thankfully, none of it resembled the horrendous peach colour that Lusam had been forced to wear during the previous celebrations. Shoemakers, florists, scribes, bakers and even hatmakers turned up one after another. Lusam had no idea how Neala had managed to organise it all, but by the end of the day, he was certainly glad that he had spent a day at the river in search of gold.


The hive of activity continued on well after sunset, and by the time the last of artisans had left, Lusam felt utterly exhausted. He had been bent, twisted, prodded, poked and pricked by so many pins that all he wanted to do was find a free bunk and collapse. But unfortunately, he still had one person that he had to go see; the High Priest. With a resigned sigh, he pushed himself back to his feet and headed for the door. For a brief moment, he contemplated visiting Neala in the female barracks, but her earlier warning not to ruin the surprise of her dress before their wedding day quickly had him walking in the opposite direction.


* * *


The victory day celebrations held little in the way of surprises for Lusam. The King attempted to parade him in front of his nobles at every given opportunity, often insinuating that he’d had something to do with their overall plans to close The Rift, without ever coming out and actually saying it directly. The nobles’ barrage of questions and offers to live within each of their duchies was a constant irritation throughout the day, with each consecutive offer grander than the last. What started out with a small cottage on the edge of one dutchy, culminated with an offer of an entire estate consisting of five hundred acres of land and its own private river running through it. Lusam had to admit to being tempted by that final offer if only to build an impenetrable wall around it to keep them all out.


The highlight of the entire day, without a doubt, was seeing their old friend, Kira again. The bard had apparently been very busy since their return, collecting eye-witness accounts of the final battle, and had created a new ballad to honour their victory. When she was introduced by the official speaker, everyone in the Great Hall fell silent in anticipation of her latest rendition. As was her style, the ballad started with the slow angelic sounds of her harp, filling the Great Hall with its haunting melody. In an equally angelic voice, Kira began to recount the paladins’ struggle to hold back the hordes of Netherworld creatures while the Heroes of Lamuria and the lost Guardian sought out the help of the dragons of the far north.


Lusam was genuinely shocked at the level of detail contained within her song and wondered briefly when and where Neala had had the opportunity to speak to her in such depth, but then it suddenly occurred to him that she hadn’t. Neala wasn’t the only one who knew what had happened, and Kira was more than capable of charming the information out of Kanos with her silver-tongued compliments. As the ballad drew to a close, all eyes turned towards Lusam as Kira described the final selfless and heroic act of his father. Lusam bit down on his lip to try and stop the inevitable tears from forming in his eyes, but it didn’t work. Neala squeezed his hand tightly as she battled against her own emotions, and even Kira’s eyes welled up and overflowed as she sang the final verse. Throughout, Lusam never took his eyes off the bard, but if he had, he would not have seen a dry eye anywhere in the room. Even the King had succumbed to his emotions.


When the final note of the ballad faded away, everyone in the Great Hall remained perfectly silent for more than a minute before the King finally stood up and began his applause. Slowly, a ripple of respectful appreciation spread throughout the room. Lusam watched as the King leaned in to speak to one of his aids, pointing towards Kira. The man nodded and quickly approached the bard, whispered something to her, then received a reply. Upon returning to the King, the man relayed whatever information he’d been sent to acquire, then stepped back to retake his former place behind the throne.


The king stood once more, and the noise in the room quickly abated. Lusam watched with morbid curiosity as the King drew breath to speak. He knew that whatever the King was about to say or do would only be to further his own ends. But by the time he had finished his speech, even Lusam had to readjust his jaded view of the man. Not only had he given his heartfelt thanks to everyone involved in the battle, but he had also promised that a statue of his father and Ryuu would be erected in the city as a permanent reminder of their bravery and sacrifice.


Lusam met the King’s eyes and nodded his gratitude, not trusting his voice to relay any message. To know that his father and Ryuu’s sacrifice would be remembered long after even he was gone, meant more than he could ever hope to express. Random memories of the time with his father made him suddenly realise something. He turned and whispered something in Neala’s ear, and she shook her head.


“So, nobody knows yet?” he whispered in disbelief.


Neala raised her eyebrows and shrugged. “With everything that’s been going on lately, I haven’t even given it much thought,” she replied, turning towards Samara and whispering something into her ear. Just like Neala, his mother shook her head with a look of surprise etched onto her face. Lusam struggled to contain his grin as he looked back towards the expectant King. He hadn’t retaken his throne yet and was apparently still waiting for a more formal response than a simple nod, as was everyone else in the room.


Lusam smiled at the King and signalled towards the man he had previously sent to speak with Kira. A moment later, the man was standing in front of Lusam wearing a smile as fake as any he had seen adorn a nobles’ face. Lusam leaned in and whispered in his ear. The man jolted back away from him, his eyes wide in shock. Lusam simply smiled and nodded to verify what he had said was true.


The King’s throne was less than thirty feet away from where Lusam was standing, but the man looked over his shoulder no less than four times on his way back. He was a short man, no more than five feet tall, and had to stand on his tiptoes to relay the message. The King’s reaction to the news was unsubtle, to say the least. His head snapped first towards the man delivering the news, then towards Lusam. He wore a look of complete shock and awe on his face and his legs seemed to suddenly give out beneath him, as he unceremoniously dumped himself back onto his throne. Two of his aids came rushing over to him, but he irritably waved them away while trying his best to regain his composure. Whispered mutterings echoed around the Great Hall as hundreds of guests began to speculate at the news the King had just received.


A moment later, the King got back to his feet, and the room instantly fell silent. He looked across at Lusam as if he too needed confirmation, but Lusam gave him none.


“It seems that the closure of The Rift and subsequent defeat of Aamon is not the only things that we should be celebrating on this momentous day,” he said, looking around the room and milking it for all it was worth. “Apparently, someone forgot to mention that during our heroes’ journey, they not only achieved the aforementioned miracle but also managed to rid the world of our arch-enemy, Lord Zelroth in the process.”


There followed a brief stunned silence, but then the deafening cheers of the crowd almost lifted the roof off the building. If it hadn’t been clear that the celebrations had already begun, it certainly was now. Several questioning looks came from Renn, Alexia and the other paladins, but none matched that of the one Kira gave him. He soon realised that it must be torture for her to know that there was a story of such significance waiting to be documented only a few feet away and not being able to abandon her post to retrieve it. Worse still, there was an entire palace packed with nobility, all eager to learn of what had happened, and all night in which to find out.


The King raised a hand and silence returned to the room, albeit a little more reluctantly this time. “I just wondered if Lusam would like to share the story of what happened at Irragin? I’m sure that everyone here would love to hear how the tyrant finally met his end.”


Lusam looked up and smiled at Kira. Even from across the room, he could tell that she was holding her breath.


“No. No, I don’t think that I would,” Lusam replied. “I’ve never been very good at storytelling, so I think I’ll leave that up to someone far more qualified than me.”


“As you will,” the King replied, trying his utmost not to sound disappointed.


The look of utter relief that spread across Kira’s face was palpable. Silently, she mouthed the words ‘thank you’ across the room and beamed him a smile that would have melted the heart of any man.


“And just when were you planning on sharing that story with her?” Neala whispered by his side.


Lusam chuckled. “Whenever you’re free to help me tell it, my darling,” he replied, giving her hand a gentle squeeze.


“Good answer,” she replied, as the first notes of Kira’s harp filled the room once more.


Chapter Fifty-Four
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The day of the wedding came around far too quickly for Lusam’s liking. He had barely recovered from the wine and ale of the victory celebrations before Beany, and several other paladins had organised his bachelor party. The previous night had been a blur of alehouses and inns. He vaguely remembered Renn accompanying him around the first half dozen or so, but he couldn’t remember at which point they had parted ways. In fact, now that he thought about it, he couldn’t even remember how he had got back to the barracks, let alone what time it had been when he’d arrived.


The heavy snoring in the room told him that it was still early, but the strong sunlight pouring in through the windows told him otherwise. He sat bolt upright in the bed and instantly regretted it as the room spun around him and the taste of old ale and wine resurfaced in his throat. The door suddenly burst open, and Renn stepped inside, bellowing his orders to form up on the parade ground outside. Groans filled the room as the men began to protest, most of whom had been with Lusam the night before.


“But, Sir, aren’t we supposed to have a day off for saving the world?” Beany protested from under his pillow.


“I told you last night not to drink too much, Morgan,” Renn replied with a chuckle. “Now get your lazy backside out of that bed before I have you running the parade ground for the rest of the day!” he bellowed. “And that goes for the rest of you drunkards! Lusam’s wedding is in less than three hours, and I’m not going to allow any of you miscreants to ruin it for him. His two best men will look their part, or so help me, you’ll wish that you had. And that goes for the rest of you sodden-headed fools, too. If I see so much as a spec of dust on your dress uniforms, I’ll have you cleaning the latrines until you can no longer smell their stench. I will not have the Royal Guard looking down their noses at us and thinking that they are better than us. DO YOU UNDERSTAND?”


“Yes, Sir,” a chorus of voices replied as they scrambled gingerly around for their discarded clothes. Many of them looked even worse than Lusam felt as they left the bunkhouse, and that was saying something. His head hurt almost as much as it did two days ago, and his stomach felt far worse. Every minor movement brought forth a spike of pain in his temples and an acidy belch that threatened much more.


“Well, lad. You’ve certainly done it to yourself, alright,” Renn said from the doorway chuckling to himself. “If I were you, I’d go and soak my head in the bathhouse for half an hour and then go get some breakfast down before Neala finds you in that state. Either that or come and join us outside, because my drills are bound to be far less painful than what Neala will do to you.” Renn didn’t wait for a reply, he simply turned on his heels and chuckled the full length of the corridor before vanishing through the main door of the building.


Lusam thought that Renn’s suggestion of visiting the bathhouse certainly held merit, especially considering that he smelled like an alehouse floor. His suggestion of breakfast, however, was another matter entirely. The mere thought of food almost had him vomiting before he stepped foot out of bed. By the time he had dragged on his trousers and buttoned up shirt his head glistened with a layer of cold sweat, and he had to sit on the edge of his bed for several minutes before he felt confident enough to bend over and put his boots on. Getting unsteadily to his feet, he stumbled into the long corridor, praying that he didn’t bump into Neala on the way to the bathhouse.


Lusam surmised that Renn’s advice to visit the bathhouse after drinking too much was born from his own experience. It had certainly made him feel a lot better. Well, that and the fact he had spent some of the time there eliminating the toxins from his body using his magic. In fact, he felt so much better when he was done, he decided to take Renn up on his other advice and eat some breakfast. He didn’t stay long in the canteen, however, choosing instead to grab a pile of food and take it back to his room. He might have looked and smelled a lot better than he had, but his clothes certainly didn’t, and he didn’t want to risk bumping into Neala or one her friends while he was eating there.


When Lusam arrived back at the bunkhouse, he found his wedding suit and boots already waiting for him. He was supposed to have been there to meet the tailor and cobbler for the final fitting, but if he was honest, he actually relieved to have missed them. He’d already been prodded and poked enough that week to last him a lifetime, and for the life in him, he couldn’t possibly imagine his measurements being any different today than they had been yesterday or the day before.


“They were already here when we got back,” Morgan announced, startling him a little. He hadn’t even noticed the tall man and his friend, Lucian. Both had agreed to be his best men at the wedding ceremony, even though he wasn’t quite sure what that entailed yet. Morgan, he had asked directly, but Lucian had been suggested by Morgan after Renn had politely refused the position due to his commitments to lead the honour guard of paladins during the ceremony. Apparently, Lucian had been selected for no other reason than his height. He was the only man who even came close to Morgan in stature. But why that should make a difference, nobody was willing to say.


“Thanks, Beany,” Lusam replied. “I hope Renn didn’t work you too hard out there.”


Beany laughed. “Na, he was just making his point, is all. Besides, there’s nothing better than a few laps of the yard to cure a hangover.”


“Or kill ya in the process,” Lucian replied, looking even greener than when he left that morning.


Beany laughed again and smacked Lucian hard on the back. “Come on, Lucy loo, let’s get to that bathhouse while we still got time. The wedding starts in a little over an hour, and I still need to get the ribbon.”


“Ribbon?” Lusam asked. Beany just grinned at him and dragged Lucian towards the door.


“What ribbon?” Lusam called out after him, beginning to wonder if choosing Beany as his best man had really been a sensible choice after all.


Thirty minutes later, Morgan and Lucian returned to the bunkhouse looking far fresher than when they had left. Lusam was already wearing his wedding suit when they arrived, and both men passed comment on how well he looked in it. He had to admit, he was very pleased with it himself, both in fit and colour. He had chosen a soft blue material for the jacket, trousers and tie, and opted for a more traditional white shirt underneath. The shoemaker had also done an outstanding job of creating a pair of matching shoes from the softest leather Lusam had ever seen. He wasn’t sure how long they would last out in the real world, but he had no concerns regarding their comfort in the short term.


Morgan and Lucian’s attire had been made to match his own, albeit a slightly darker shade of blue to match that of Neala’s two maids of honour and her bridesmaids. He had no idea what Neala had chosen to wear herself, nor had he tried to find out due to her earlier threats of post-marital punishment if he did. He was nervous enough about the ceremony as it was; he didn’t need to be worrying about what would happen when it was over.


Morgan whistled as he stared into the mirror. “These suits must have cost you a pretty penny,” he said, admiring his own reflection. “I hope you didn’t skimp on the ring,” he added, chuckling to himself.


Lusam drew a sharp intake of breath. He hadn’t even thought about a ring.


“No… You didn’t,” Morgan gasped, recognising the panic-stricken look on his face. Lusam scrambled to the foot of his bed a threw open the small wooden chest that contained his meagre worldly possessions. A spare shirt and tunic. A pair of worn trousers, and a small cloth bag containing various items. He reached into the bag and pulled out the small leather pouch that he used to store his money and tipped it out onto the bed. Two gold coins fell from the pouch.


“You have to be kidding me!” Morgan said, looking over his shoulder. “That will never be enough to buy a ring. That’s if you could even find one in time.”


Lusam ignored Beany’s comments and breathed a sigh of relief at the sight of the two coins. It wasn’t much gold, but it would be enough. He reached out and picked up the two coins, closing his hand around them and forming a tiny magical barrier around them both. A moment later, the gold turned molten, and he created an image of a ring in his mind, forcing the magical barrier to take the same shape. When he was confident of the ring’s integrity, he rapidly cooled the metal and released it into his hand. He stood up and turned to face Morgan, holding out his upturned palm with the gold ring in it.


“I guess you should look after this,” he said with a grin. Morgan and Lucian’s eyes both went wide at the sight of the ring.


“Whoa! The artisan jewellers in the northern district would not be happy to know you could do that, I can tell you,” Morgan said, gingerly plucking the ring from his hand. He examined it carefully, and a smile spread across his face. “Well, at least I’ll know where to come when I finally get to make an honest woman out of Alexia,” he said, tossing the ring into the air and catching it again.


Lucian laughed. “In your dreams, Beany!” he said, slapping him on the back. “Word has it that she’s already told you that she’d only marry you when you gained the rank of commander. And like that’s ever going to happen!”


“It might,” Morgan replied defensively, checking out his reflection in the mirror again. “Besides, when she gets a look at this, she might be prepared to lower her standards a little.”


“Yeah, she’d have to,” Lucian replied chuckling to himself and stepping back out of harm’s way. Morgan gave him a hard stare through the mirror but chose to ignore his comments, before shifting his eyes towards Lusam.


“Well, kiddo, I guess it’s time that you faced the music,” he said, giving himself one last glance in the mirror before heading for the door.


Lusam’s heart rate seemed to double the instant he moved to follow.


Lusam nervously paced back and forth across the small antechamber, listening intently to the muffled voices and low music playing on the other side of the door. Neala was late. Very late. And no one had arrived to tell him how much longer she would be.


“Relax, lad. I’m sure she’ll be here soon,” Renn said.


“Unless she’s changed her mind,” Beany replied in jest, gaining himself a stern look from Renn. Lusam barely heard the comment. He was far too busy trying to control his anxiety. He had no idea what to expect once he stepped through the door into the main temple, other than that the high priest would be there waiting for them.


He stopped his pacing and turned towards Renn, hoping that he would have some of the answers that he sought. “So, how is this going to work then?”


Renn drew breath to answer, but Beany beat him to it.


“It’s simple, really. We carry you through that big door on our shoulders, and you say goodbye to the life that you’ve known and loved.”


“One more word out of you, Morgan, and you’ll be saying goodbye to the celebrations after the wedding,” Renn replied.


“Sorry, Sir. Was just trying to lighten the mood, is all,” Beany replied, trying to keep a straight face.


“Wait… What do you mean ‘carry me’?” Lusam asked.


“It’s nothing to be concerned about. It’s just a long-standing tradition among the paladins, lad,” Renn replied.


“But we’re not paladins,” Lusam replied.


Renn smiled at him fondly. “You’ve both fought with us and bled with us. You’ve mourned the loss of our brothers and sisters with us; shared in our victories and defeats. You’ve knelt in prayer with us, and even felt Aysha’s light with us. I’m pretty sure that makes you both one of us. And you won’t find a man or woman among us that sees it any differently. That, I can promise you, lad.”


Lusam met Renn’s eyes and nodded. “Thanks,” he said, not trusting himself to say any more.


“Yeah, that’s right,” Beany agreed. “We wouldn’t just let anyone ride our Rocky Road of Love, ya know.”


Lusam gave Renn a questioning look and watched as he rolled his eyes. “That’s what we call it. The Rocky Road of Love. I’ve no idea which dullard came up with the name or even the concept of it for that matter. All I know is that it’s been a tradition among the paladins for as long as anyone can remember. So, try as I might, even I can’t pin this one on Morgan.”


Morgan grinned at his commanding officer. “But, Sir… You haven’t told him the best part yet.”


“I’m not going to like this, am I?” Lusam said when he noticed the mischievous grin on Beany’s face.


Renn sighed heavily and reached into his pocket. He pulled out a length of yellow ribbon and held it up for Lusam to see.


“This is supposed to represent the strength of your love for Neala and also the strength of your ties to your fellow paladins. You’ll place a leg on each of your two best men’s shoulders, and Neala will do the same with her chosen maids of honour. Holding the ribbon between you, your chosen… lunatics will then race towards the temple door in an attempt to get you there first. If the ribbon breaks, it’s supposed to mean that your loyalties after the wedding will remain with your comrades in arms, but if it stays intact, your love for Neala will win out.”


For the first time, the reference to both men being of similar height made sense to Lusam. Anyone other than Lucian would have had him sitting very precariously, indeed. With that in mind, he couldn’t help wonder how many weddings had actually been ruined over the years by the bride or groom falling from their perch during the ridiculous spectacle. Then something else suddenly occurred to him.


“So, why the race to the door?” he asked.


Renn sighed again, and the grin returned to Beany’s face.


“It’s the most ridiculous part of the whole thing,” Renn replied. “Whoever makes it to the door first is supposed to be the prominent figure in the marriage. The one who gets to make the final decisions if the couple cannot agree on something in the future. A nice sentiment, I guess. But I’ve yet to see it work out that way for anyone yet,” Renn said chuckling to himself.


“I suppose there wouldn’t be much risk of the ribbon snapping if you simply walked to the door,” Lucian said.


“I suppose not,” Renn agreed.


“And Neala knew about all of this and agreed to it?” Lusam asked in disbelief.


“Yes, as far as I know. Her maids of honour should have explained everything to her by now.” Renn replied.


“Yeah, that’s why she’s late,” Beany said, grinning from ear to ear. “She’s making sure that her runners are warmed up enough before the race so they can beat us to the door.”


“Maybe so,” Lusam agreed. “But if she did know all about this in advance, it explains something else, too.”


“What’s that?” Beany asked.


“Why she requested the hidden knife pockets in her wedding dress,” Lusam replied with a straight face. “So, unless you have a much longer ribbon, might I suggest that you let her win the race. It would be a shame to see such a nice suit ruined if you didn’t.”


Chapter Fifty-Five
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Neala finally entered the room less than a minute later, and Lusam’s heart instantly melted at the sight of her. She looked absolutely stunning. Nothing could have prepared him for how beautiful she looked. She wore a low-cut white and ivory silk dress that hugged her youthful figure perfectly. The arms and neckline of the gown were made from delicate see-through lace with exquisitely stitched white flowers, revealing the softness of her skin below. On her head, she wore a tightly woven circlet of flowers to match the small bouquet she held. And her long golden hair, no longer constrained by her usual bindings, flowed freely from under her circlet in loosely formed curls to rest gently on her shoulders.


“You look amazing,” Lusam half-whispered as she stepped closer. She smiled, and he felt his heart melt all over again. He wanted to kiss her so badly, but he knew it was considered bad luck to do so before the wedding was over. Nor could he hug or even touch her until their wows were taken.


Renn cleared his throat to gain their attention, but neither wanted to break eye contact with the other. He tried for a second time, and when that also failed, he stepped in between them and reached for their hands.


“With this ribbon, I bind you,” he said, wrapping one end around each of their hands. “May your chosen friends guide you safely into your new future together.” As soon as Renn finished speaking, Lusam was hoisted off of his feet and onto the shoulders of his best men. Neala let out a shrill squeal as she, too, was lifted by Alexia and Pippa. Lusam almost forgot about the ribbon around his hand until he was nearly unseated by an unintentional stumble from Pippa.


Lusam had never been one to believe in luck or any other superstitious nonsense before, but he knew that Neala did. He’d always assumed that it had something to do with how and where she had grown up. Being a member of thieves’ guild must have been a dangerous life to lead, and he could quite easily see how luck could have been attributed to a safe return or a successful heist. With that said, as he looked across at Neala, how could he possibly not believe in luck? He was, without doubt, the luckiest man alive. And if there was at least the slightest chance that luck was real, he wasn’t about to take any chances and lose her. With a single thought, he magically strengthened the ribbon to the point that not even a herd of wild horses could have broken it, then lost himself in her eyes as they hurtled across the room towards the door. He didn’t notice who got there first.


He didn’t care as long as she stepped through it with him.


Renn wished them luck and slipped through the door into the temple to join the rest of the honour guard, leaving them all alone to regain their breaths and straighten their attire before entering themselves. The music increased in volume and tempo as Renn entered the room, as did the beating of Lusam’s heart.


“Ready?” Neala asked.


Lusam nodded mutely, and the door to the temple swung open.


Between them stood Beany and Alexia, with Pippa and Lucian dropping back behind them. As they stepped through the open doorway, everyone took to their feet and turned to watch them enter as the unmistakable, angelic voice of Kira began singing the traditional wedding ballad. The bridesmaids and page boys, led by Rebekah and Kayden, fell in behind them as they passed the first row of seats, closely followed by another six children and their teacher, Mrs Hiroko.


“Oh… My!” Neala gasped “Mr Daffer and Lucy are here.”


Lusam smiled and nodded towards them, and they waved back.


“And there’s Byron, the harbour master. And Captain Waylon. But how’s that possible?” Neala whispered.


“Look who’s over there, too,” Lusam replied, pointing towards Alicia and her giant grey dog, Mouse.


“But how? How did they all know?” Neala gasped.


“I might have stopped by and told them all that we were getting married during my trip to find some gold,” Lusam replied with a grin.


“And you didn’t tell me!”


“Well, it wouldn’t have been a surprise if I had,” Lusam replied.


Neala let out a strangled laugh. “Oh… you’re so lucky that I can’t touch you right now,” she said through a forced smile.


“Yeah, I’m a lucky guy, alright,” he replied as they stepped up before the High priest.


* * *


The celebrations went on late into the night with an ever-increasing number of people arriving to wish them the best for the future and shower them with gifts. Neala had warned Lusam not to drink too much even before the celebrations had begun, but she needn’t have bothered because he barely had time to lift a glass to his lips. It seemed like for the first few hours, he did nothing but greet guests. And almost as soon as the last guests had arrived, the earlier guests began to leave again, forcing him to remain by the entrance to thank them all for coming in the first place. Apart from the obligatory wedding dance, he barely even saw Neala all night. Fortunately, she seemed happy enough spending time with his mother and the other guests, circulating the room and conversing with each of them in turn.


At one point, Hershel’s sister, Darcie, came over to keep him company with Rebekah and Kayden. It had only been a few short months since he had last seen them, but he couldn’t believe how much the children had grown. It was good seeing Darcie again, but it did rekindle some unhappy memories of his old friend, Hershel. Thankfully, she never broached the subject of her late brother, and instead, steered the conversation towards what had been happening in Lamuria since they’d been gone. The children had apparently settled in well at school and were excelling in their magical studies, as were most of the coastal refugees.


The King had tried his best to keep the threat of Aamon’s re-emergence a secret as best he could, but inevitably, the truth eventually got out. Day to day life within the city had continued as it always had, albeit with one eye always looking north towards The Rift. Nobody had really spoken openly about it, but the threat had been constantly on everyone’s mind. Their conversation meandered from topic to topic, but eventually, Kayden began to complain that he was tired and Darcie was forced to bid him goodnight.


Mr and Mrs Daffer decided to leave shortly afterwards for the comfort of their Inn and Lusam found himself apologising profusely for not spending more time with them. They assured him that they didn’t mind at all, but he promised to go and see them with Neala the following day, all the same. Captain Waylon, Byron and Alicia seemed happy to stay for a while longer and catch up. Mouse simply found a spot in front of the fire, curled up and fell asleep. The old dog had spent most of the evening being run ragged by various children and looked relieved that it was finally all over. Alicia assured Lusam that Mouse had found it all invigorating, as he didn’t often come across children at their own establishment, and those that did pass through were often far too scared to approach him.


Inevitably, though, everyone slowly drifted off to bed, and Lusam finally found himself alone with Neala. For a short time, they claimed Mouse’s old spot in front of the fire and reminisced about the incredible day they’d had, before eventually retiring to the room upstairs that had been specially prepared for them.


* * *


The next few days were marked by a series of remembrance celebrations to honour the fallen. Lusam was especially pleased that Hershel’s contribution to their overall victory was marked by a special event and a promise of a permanent memorial, not only for him but for everyone who had lost their lives in defence of Afaraon. It was a sombre few days, but eventually, the city returned to a sense of normality. Trade resumed, children attended their schools, and the paladins resumed their day to day tasks and training. Samara was offered a senior role within the High Temple as the principal mage to help rebuild Afaraon’s lost heritage of magical talent. Lusam wasn’t surprised at all by the offer. From what Renn had told him previously, she had always been one of Afaraon’s most powerful magi. And because she had spent so much time with his father in the hidden realm, her power and knowledge of magic had no doubt grown significantly from what it once was. What did surprise Lusam, however, was that she had readily accepted the position. From what he knew of her history, she had always actively avoided such affiliations with the High Temple. When he asked her about it, she simply said, “I cannot change the fact that your father is dead, Lusam, but I can make sure that some of his knowledge lives on.”


Kanos grew ever more restless by the day. He never spoke openly about it, but Lusam could sense it in him: a deep urge to leave the human city and resume a dragon’s life; or as close to a dragon’s life as fate would now allow him. Twice, he almost caused riots among the local farming community when he took several head of cattle during a hunt. Fortunately, the King stepped in with a promise to recompense the farmers for any animals that Kanos took. Lusam knew that the arrangement wouldn’t last for long. Nor was Kanos at all happy about hunting such docile creatures, pointing out that the plants they ate had more survival instincts than they did.


Lusam had to admit that he, too, was finding it difficult living in Lamuria. It was almost impossible to spend any time alone with Neala, or by himself for that matter. Wherever they went, someone was always there to thank them for what they had done or question them about The Rift. And then there were the ever-present nobles that seemed to stalk them everywhere they went with offers of land or title. It was truly infuriating, and he felt certain that Neala shared his sentiments about it.


Sometimes, Lusam and Neala would retreat to a quiet spot that he’d found high up on the temple roof, and tonight was no different. They held hands and stared up at the stars above, revelling in the peace and quiet together.


“You know we can’t stay here much longer,” Lusam said quietly after they had laid there for a while.


“I know,” Neala whispered. “But where would we go?”


“I don’t know,” Lusam sighed. “Wherever we go, someone is bound to recognise us eventually. And those damned nobles will never leave us alone, not to mention the King. I don’t want to spend the rest of our lives having to hide from them… from any of them. And then there’s Kanos to think about. He needs to be somewhere where he can live his life as a dragon should, not be restrained by human laws and land ownership disputes.”


“I completely agree,” Neala said, sitting up and leaning over him so that she could look into his eyes. “There is a place that we could go where nobody would find us,” she said, smiling at him.


“Where?”


“The hidden realm,” Neala whispered.


“You would do that?” Lusam asked, shocked that she had even suggested it.


Neala’s smile broadened at the look of surprise on his face. “Of course,” she replied. “I’d go anywhere with you. Besides, from what you’ve told me, it’s a fascinating place to visit, and you can introduce me to all of your friends there.”


“But what about all our friends here?”


Neala shrugged. “They will always be our friends, Lusam. But they have lives of their own to live now. Alexia told me last night that Beany proposed to her again and that she was actually considering taking him up on his offer this time, which I know she will. Renn has received a promotion to Praetor and has asked to be reassigned to the Temple of Light to continue the work of his old friend and mentor. And the others… well, they’ll continue to do what they always have.”


“And my mother?” Lusam whispered.


“Your mother is more than welcome to join us, but I’m not sure that she’ll want to. She seems pleased being a part of the rebuilding process at the moment. But either way, I don’t suppose it really matters. As I understand it, nothing is preventing us from coming back here to visit her and others whenever we like.”


Lusam knew that she was right. He and Kanos could come and go almost at will through the portal, and Neala could pass through it using the pendant that he still wore around his neck. Suddenly, something occurred to him, and a broad smile spread across his face.


“Actually, my mother could come and visit us, too, if she wished,” he said, reaching into his pocket and pulling out Kanos’ tear. The small crystal-like object glistened in the moonlight as he held it up towards Neala.


“Then it’s settled,” Neala said excitedly.


“Not quite,” Lusam replied. “I still need to ask Kanos if he is willing to go.” Lusam wasn’t sure how much of their conversation Kanos was aware of, but he knew that he already shared all of his memories of the place, including the glorious opportunities to hunt.


“Kanos,” he said silently, “how would you like to get out of here and go live in the hidden realm for a while?” Lusam expected him to consider the proposal for a few moments, but his response was immediate, and his roar of approval shook the building to its foundations.


“Well, I guess it really is settled now,” Lusam said over the fading echoes. “We’ll speak to everyone about it first thing in the morning, but for now, maybe we should go and get some sleep.”


Neala placed her hand in the centre of Lusam’s chest, pushed him back down onto the roof and climbed on top of him. “Not yet,” she said in a sultry voice, leaning forward to kiss him. “I haven’t quite finished with you yet…”


Chapter Fifty-Six
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Lusam awoke bright and early the next morning to find Neala already dressed and pottering around their room, packing the few belongings they had brought with them. They had received an abundance of gifts from the people of Afaraon on their return to Lamuria, and even more on their wedding day. But most had comprised of food and drink items which they could never have consumed alone. Therefore, the bulk of it had been used during the wedding night celebrations. What had remained, had been shared out among the male and female barracks for them to enjoy during their brief respite before their regular duties resumed. There had been some money gifted to them, too, but that would be of little use to them where they were going, and as such, they had decided to give it to Alexia and Beany as an early wedding gift. The irony of which was not lost on Lusam after the incessant teasing from Beany about him getting married.


When Lusam and Neala had eventually returned to their room the previous night, they had deliberated for almost an hour over who to tell and what to say about their imminent departure. In the end, they both decided that it would be best to keep the number of people who knew the truth to a bare minimum. Lusam’s mother wasn’t a concern for obvious reasons. Neither was Renn or Alexia, as they were already aware of the existence of the hidden realm. Kira, however, was a different matter entirely. They both considered the bard a close friend, but they also knew that if she learned the truth about where they had gone, she would stop at nothing to try and find them; especially if she thought there was a new song in it for her. And if she did discover the location of the portal and try to follow them through, she would undoubtedly die in the attempt. With that in mind, they decided to leave her simple note instead, explaining that they had left at short notice because they wished to spend some time alone together, and would return at some point in the future. They penned a similar letter for Mr and Mrs Daffer, and also one for Darcie, all to be delivered after they had left later that morning.


Renn and Alexia were easy enough to find, and both took the news of their departure well, wishing them all the best for their future together. And when they heard the reasons for wanting to keep their departure, and especially their destination a secret, they both agreed to make sure that the other paladins were busy elsewhere when they were due to leave. Their final farewells were emotional, but thankfully relatively brief. Which was more than Lusam expected to happen during his next encounter with his mother.


Lusam and Neala entered the High Temple through the main entrance, with several curious onlookers trailing behind them at a discreet distance. Thankfully, Lusam was able to gain the attention of one of the young acolytes and enquire as to the whereabouts of his mother, and after a brief discussion, they found themselves being escorted into the restricted part of the temple where their entourage could not follow.


They eventually learned that Lusam’s mother was with the High Priest in his office. Initially, Lusam thought that it might lead to an awkward conversation, but on reflection, he realised that the High Priest had just as much right to know they were leaving as anyone else. When they arrived at the large oak door, Lusam thanked the acolyte for his help and knocked three times on the door.


“Enter,” the High Priest called out from within.


Lusam pushed the door open to find his mother and the High Priest sitting opposite one another across his large desk. The papers spread out in front of them suggested that they had been in some kind of planning process, but there was nothing obvious to indicate what it was, other than magic related. His mother turned in her chair and smiled when she saw them both standing there.


“Ah, Lusam. Neala. Welcome. What brings the happy couple to my door on such a wondrous day?” the High Priest said, getting up from his chair and offering his hand to both of them.


“Actually, we were looking for my mother,” Lusam replied.


“Oh… then, in that case, I shall leave you alone in my office to discuss whatever it is you wish to discuss. I’m sure it’s time for my mid-morning cup of tea, anyhow.”


“No. No. Stay, please,” Lusam said. “What we have to say, you should hear too.”


“Very well,” the High Priest replied, retaking his seat and offering them one each of their own. The conversation went pretty much as Lusam expected with his mother refusing their offer to join them. He tried to skirt around the specific details somewhat by merely saying that they were returning to his father’s house for an indeterminate length of time. When he offered her Kanos’ tear, she recognised its significance immediately even without him even having to explain.


“In case I wish to join you later?” She said, looking down at the tear in the palm of her hand. Lusam nodded and smiled at her. He hated the fact that she had chosen not to join them, but he also knew that she, of all people, deserved some happiness in her life. And if remaining behind to help rebuild the magical capabilities of Afaraon made her happy, then so be it.


Samara remained silent for a long time, staring at the dragon tear in her hand. Eventually, she closed her hand around it and looked up at Lusam with concern in her eyes.


“Lusam, I understand why you wish me to have this,” she said, opening her hand once more. “But I cannot in good conscience accept it.”


“Why not?” Lusam asked.


She gave him a mother’s knowing smile and slowly shook her head. “Lusam,” She said, with more love than anyone should be capable of expressing in a single word. “You were born into a world full of dangers. A world where new-born babies and their mothers were killed without mercy on the orders of a madman from another land. A world where our very existence was threatened by the apocalyptic ambitions of an imprisoned god. And throughout all of that, you not only managed to survive but you became instrumental in the changes that have come about. Without you, this world would not have survived. And although we now find ourselves entering a period of peace and stability, that may not always be the case. It may only be a few years, or it could be centuries or even millennia, but eventually, evil will raise its ugly head once again in this world. And on that day, Lusam, the world will need to call upon you again, and if you entrust this priceless object to me alone, that may not always be possible. But there is another way; if you’ll allow it.”


Lusam was stunned by his mother’s words. He knew that she was referring to her own mortality, and that was a hard thing for him to accept. If he and Neala remained inside the hidden realm, they would eventually outlive everyone else in the world many times over. Things would change without their knowledge. The world would evolve and move on, and they would be truly alone. But what his mother had just said about the world possibly needing him again in the future also made sense to him. He hoped very much that she was wrong. But deep down inside, he knew that one day, he would be called upon again to save the world. And if the knowledge of the hidden realm and how to access it were allowed to die with his mother, the world would end without them even knowing about it.


Lusam looked down at his mother and nodded, already guessing what she had in mind.


She smiled and nodded back at him. “I suggest entrusting the dragon tear to the High Priest, along with detailed instructions on how to find you in the future if the need ever arises. The knowledge can then be passed along to each successive High Priest, ensuring that the world can always call upon you again if it needs to. And as for me visiting you both, I’m sure that Jasper would be willing to give me access to the dragon tear whenever I needed it.”


“Of course,” the High Priest replied.


“Then I suppose we should get started,” Lusam said, stepping towards the large desk. “We will need a maritime map of the Southern Ocean and also a large piece of blank parchment to create a map of the hidden realm.”


The High Priest stood up from behind his desk and walked towards a bookcase at the far end of the room. He traced a finger across several voluminous books before removing one and returning to his seat.


“I’m afraid we don’t have much in the way of official sea charts here at the High Temple, but maybe you can find what you’re looking for in this,” he said, handing Lusam the heavy, leather-bound book. “Now, if you’ll excuse me for a moment, I’ll go see about procuring the parchment that we need,” he said, heading for the door.


Lusam opened the book and was surprised to discover that it was, in fact, a ledger of some kind, and not an atlas as he had expected. Samara pulled up her chair next to his, and together they thumbed through the old book. It didn’t take them long to discover that the book not only contained facts and figures regarding various commerce that had once taken place but also detailed descriptions of the trade routes used, along with expertly drawn maps of the areas visited. Finding an accurate map of Pearl Isles proved a lot easier than Lusam had thought, and the fact that the Monmeriath temple was clearly marked on it suggested that the book was far older than it looked.


A few moments later, the High Priest returned carrying several pieces of high-quality parchment and a variety of drawing and writing implements.


“There,” Lusam said, pointing to the exact spot on the map where he had found the underwater portal.


The High Priest leaned over and looked at the spot Lusam had marked on the map.


“Interesting,” he said, retaking his seat opposite. “I will commission a larger scale map of the area to be drawn by our cartographers, then mark the location of the portal myself so that it remains a secret.”


Lusam nodded his approval, then set about trying to explain what dangers people would face while attempting to cross between the two realms, along with what to expect on the other side. Even though, in theory at least, anyone who was carrying the dragon tear could pass through the portal, Lusam suggested that only the most gifted mage available at the time should be chosen to do so. Not only would it help ensure their safety during the underwater crossing, but also on the other side while they attempted to make contact. Something that Samara pointed out would be far easier than Lusam first anticipated. Apparently, as soon as the visitor entered the hidden realm, Kanos would detect the presence of his dragon tear, just as Ryuu had once done when she’d first arrived there. So, providing the person remained on the beach until contact was made, finding them would not be an issue.


“Unless they’re eaten alive by carnivorous crabs, first,” Lusam pointed out, half in jest. His mother gave him a knowing smile, but it took another few minutes to convince the High Priest that they weren’t really a danger so long as whoever it was kept their wits about them. Lusam decided not to mention the fairies, orcs, wyverns and other strange creatures that he had come across there. But he did describe the friendly mermaid-like beings that he had encountered in the water near the portal.


When it came to drawing a map of the hidden realm, Lusam soon realised that most of his limited knowledge was confined to the ground. He felt confident that he could accurately draw the portal and beach area, as well as a good stretch of that coastline, but not the overall shape or size of the hidden realm itself. Most of the time he had spent there was in the forest, and even some of that had been in an unconscious state. He knew roughly where the mountains and gas fields were, and approximately where to find his father’s house. But he knew that he couldn’t commit it all onto paper with the type of accuracy needed for someone to navigate. Fortunately, his mother said that she could, as she had spent many years flying around with Ryuu and his father. So, between them, they combined their knowledge and came up with a reasonable first draught attempt of a map, complete with the locations of orc villages, fairy outposts and deadly gas fields. The remaining details, Samara agreed to add over the coming days, before handing over to the High Priest so that he could have it professionally redrawn by one of his most trusted priests.


Lusam felt far better about saying goodbye to his mother by the time they were ready to leave. She had committed to paying them a visit before the year was out, and the High Priest had also promised to organise her passage under the guise of an archaeological dig funded by the High Temple. Several emotional hugs and handshakes later, Lusam and Neala bid them both farewell and headed off towards the eastern parade grounds to meet up with Kanos.


They had barely stepped outside the temple doors before people began recognising them and calling out to them in greeting once more. Maybe one day they would be able to return to Afaraon and have no one remember who they were, Lusam thought. But, of course, that would also mean that everyone else that they had ever cared about would be long gone, too, he realised with a twinge of sadness.


They took the long way back to the parade ground, passing through part of paladins’ main administrative building, as well as a small section of the barracks to avoid being followed by anyone. When they finally arrived, Lusam breathed a sigh of relief. It was much later than they had initially planned to leave, but thankfully, the training ground was still devoid of any paladins. Kanos had been snoozing in the late morning sun, but was now on his feet and at least as eager to leave as they were.


Lusam had already spoken to Kanos the previous day about carrying them both and had suggested that he could take as many breaks as he liked on the way to the Pearl Isles. He had, of course, refused, stating that he was more than capable of carrying two tiny humans on his back for the short distance involved. And given the fact that the worst of the winter storms were now behind them and that Kanos could pace himself this time, instead of having to keep up with Ryuu. Lusam had no choice but to agree with him.


A moment later, they were both sitting comfortably on Kanos’ back, glancing around at their surrounds for one last time. Lusam put his arms around Neala in front of him and secured them in place with his magic.


“Are you ready?” Lusam asked, holding onto her tightly.


Neala nodded. “Well, I guess it’s just Kanos and the three of us going then,” Neala replied.


“Three? But you already know that my mother’s not coming with us,” Lusam replied, sounding a little confused.


Neala took hold of his hands and repositioned them gently on her stomach. “I’m not talking about your mother,” she whispered, turning her head just in time to see the look of shock flash across his face.


Lusam drew a sharp intake of breath, but his words were lost as Kanos launched them into the air…


Chapter Fifty-Seven
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Cole watched as Zedd strode triumphantly down the gangplank and onto the docks of Azmarin. Outwardly, he projected an air of confidence that bordered on the verge of arrogance, but Cole knew better. His mental link to Zedd not only remained strong but had now become permanent somehow. Cole suspected that it had something to do with the bond between Zedd and the dragon heart shard, his own link being incorporated seamlessly into their own during the ongoing bonding process.


At first, the potential consequences troubled Cole greatly, but as the days and weeks passed, it became apparent that neither Zedd or the shard could detect his presence. Listening in on Zedd’s thoughts became child’s play for Cole, as did controlling his emotions. But it wasn’t until ten days ago, when they entered one of the larger northern towns of Thule, that Cole pushed the boundaries of what he could do beyond anything even he thought was possible.


Villages, towns and cities had all fallen before Zedd and his new army as they moved north towards Azmarin. Most had surrendered without putting up much of a fight. Especially those that had already heard of Zedd’s legendary cruelty, or knew what he was capable of. A few, however, refused to surrender no matter what the cost and Zedd made those towns and cities pay dearly for their defiance.


It was in one of those towns, after a particularly bloodthirsty week of battle, that Cole had decided to step in and save the innocent townspeople. He had fully expected to be killed for his actions, but he didn’t care. Too many innocent people had already lost their lives to the madman, and Cole no longer wanted to play any part in it.


Zedd had been prepared to kill everyone in the entire town for their leader’s unwillingness to surrender. He said that it would send a message to others not to defy him, but Cole had heard it all before and knew it was nothing more than an excuse to slaughter more people. He knew it had to stop, and he also knew he was the only one that could stop it.


And he did, by taking full control of Zedd’s mind and body.


Cole forced Zedd to disable the Necromatic rings of every man and woman in town, before ordering their release. Some fled, but many seeing that they were now free from the Empire’s control, willingly stayed and swore fealty to Zedd. It wasn’t at all what Cole had intended to happen, but he saw an opportunity in it, and he took it. He implanted several thoughts into Zedd’s mind to convince him that freeing the townspeople had been his idea all along and that gaining so many new followers had always been the intended outcome; one which he had succeeded in brilliantly. Then slowly, he released control of Zedd’s mind, allowing him to think freely for himself once more. Cole had held his breath and prepared himself to retake control of Zedd. If nothing else, he would have made sure that Zedd had died, even if he had been killed himself afterwards by his men. But it never came to that. Zedd had fully believed that he had acted alone, and better still, that his plan had worked perfectly.


That had been ten days ago, and since then, Cole had continuously been inside Zedd’s mind, controlling and manipulating him in ways that he could not possibly perceive. Just as he was doing was right now as he observed Zedd’s pretentious behaviour on the dockside. Zedd may have looked confident on the outside, but Cole knew the truth; he was scared that his scouts’ reports of Bruecia and Azmarin being abandoned were inaccurate. He was scared that Lord Zelroth had somehow laid a trap for him. And ultimately, he was terrified that his newly-gained power would not be enough for him to defeat Lord Zelroth in a face to face battle. But even through those fears, the bloodlust of the dragon shard spurred him on.


“Search the town,” Zedd commanded. “I want anyone that you find brought to me immediately.”


“Yes, sire,” one of his officers replied. A moment later, the officer issued his orders, and a hundred men raced off towards the town of Bruecia.


Nine ships had already docked and landed their crews. Zedd and Cole’s was the last to come ashore, but still, there was no sign of a mountable defence against them as they moved towards the cobbled path leading up to the open gates of Azmarin.


Cole had discovered other things that he could do through the link, too, such as monitoring the lines-of-power that the Necromatic rings created. Unfortunately, one thing that he hadn’t managed to do was tap into the vast reserves of power contained within the dragon heart shard. That, so far, had remained beyond his grasp. Something that he was acutely aware of as they slowly made their way up the path towards the gates of Azmarin.


Cole paused and tapped into the link, but strangely, he couldn’t detect a single line-of-power leading to the stronghold. Either they were being channelled by some form of magic through an unseen area, or Azmarin had indeed been abandoned, he thought. A moment later, the latter seemed ever more plausible as they began seeing evidence of a recent battle. Large splintered sections of Azmarin’s mighty gates lay strewn across the path as if some great force had ripped them apart. Large swathes of cobblestones had also been torn up to reveal the earth below. And the remains of at least two charred bodies lay next to the gaping hole that was now marked the entrance. One of the bodies appeared to be that of a Darkseed Elite. The other, it was impossible to tell who it had been, as only a charred outline on the ground still marked their passing.


“What do you think?” Cole asked, already knowing exactly what he thought.


Zedd gave him a withering stare but answered all the same. “I think we’re not the first to arrive here,” he replied sarcastically. Briefly, Cole contemplated making him walk over the edge of the cliff to his death, but thought better of it.


Zedd stepped towards the opening and Cole could sense the bloodlust building within the dragon heart shard at the prospect of a new hunt. Zedd had already erected a powerful shield around himself, leaving Cole exposed to whatever dangers they were about to face. A quick mental nudge from Cole rectified the situation when he forced Zedd to remember that he might yet need his talents. Cole grinned to himself, and they continued climbing the staircase towards the Throne Room.


A few seconds later, they reached the large antechamber at the top of the stairs, but they didn’t need to go any further to realise that the battle had already been won—by someone else. Through the doors at the far end of the room, they could see dozens of bodies strewn across the floor. Zedd paced across the room and threw the double doors wide open to reveal the full scale of the devastation. For a brief moment, Zedd still suspected a trap of some kind, but then he saw what remained of the mural on the rear wall and knew that it wasn’t. It had been Lord Zelroth’s pride and joy, and now it was little more than a blackened and blistered mess.


The bodies of Darkseed Elite and Inquisitors alike, littered the floor of the Throne Room wherever they looked. And in the centre of the room stood the empty throne of Lord Zelroth. Zedd grinned as he took a step towards it, but something made him stop dead in his tracks. He listened intently for any signs of movement, but he could only hear the footfalls of his own men entering the room.


“Search the entire stronghold!” Zedd bellowed, sending men scrambling in all directions to obey his orders. He looked down at the corpse of an Inquisitor and turned over the body with his foot to check that he was really dead. The cold vacant look in his eyes and his blue lips confirmed that he was. Zedd’s grin returned as he walked towards the empty throne. Could his day possibly get any better, he wondered? But before he’d even had a chance to climb the three golden steps up to his new throne, he found out that it could, when the excited shouts of one of his officers echoed through the Throne Room.


“Lord Zelroth is dead, sire!” the officer yelled as he entered the room.


“Are you sure?” Zedd asked, hardly believing his luck. “I mean, are you sure that he’s really dead?”


The man dared to smile at Zedd as he gave his answer. “Yes, sire. His head is missing.”


“Then how do you know for certain that it’s his body?” Zedd spat at the man.


“Because we took this from his corpse,” the man replied, holding out Lord Zelroth’s ring in the palm of his hand. Zedd’s jaw went slack at the sight of it. The ring was unmistakably his. But still, Zedd needed to see the corpse for himself, or he would never believe it to be true.


“Show me,” Zedd said, striding off towards the large double doors at the far end of the room. Everyone scrambled after him, hoping to catch a glimpse of Lord Zelroth’s corpse for themselves.


Everyone that is, apart from Cole.


He had been staring intently at the throne ever since they had arrived. Something about it seemed to draw him in, and the more he tried to ignore it, the more persistent it became. Without even realising it, he found himself climbing the three golden steps and running his hand over the macabre looking construction. Twice, he circled it before finally sitting down. The moment that his hands touched the arms of the throne, he felt the pull intensify. Something called out to him. Something familiar, yet strange at the same time. He tapped into his link with Zedd and searched for any signs of magic, and was stunned to find that he was surrounded by it. Whatever it was, it was powerful, and it was contained somewhere within the raised platform of the throne. He reached towards it with his mind, and through the link, he gained a new level of recognition. It was another dragon heart shard. No. Not a just shard. This was a whole dragon heart, and it was alone and calling out for him to join it.


He reached a little closer with his mind to see if he could determine why it seemed so helpless, but the dragon heart suddenly latched onto him and pulled him into itself. Cole panicked and thrashed out with his mind, but the dragon heart was far too strong for him to break free. He could feel himself being absorbed by the empty vastness all around him, his knowledge and understanding of the world being drained away. Then just as he thought it would all end, he felt his consciousness being slammed back into his body. His eyes shot open, and he gasped in great lungfuls of air. The room around him spun, and his head throbbed violently, but through it all, he still sensed its touch on his mind.


Tentatively, Cole reached inside himself and was shocked to discover the presence of the dragon heart still within him. At the same time, he began to realise that he felt different somehow. Larger… no, that wasn’t it. He felt… He felt more powerful. Much more powerful. His eyes went wide as he realised what had just happened.


He had bonded with the dragon heart.


He had no idea how it had happened. Nothing that he had read in the ancient book about bonding had given any indication that it could occur so spontaneously. Nor did any of the descriptions of what to expect after a bonding match the way that he felt now. The book referred to vast amounts of knowledge being imbued to the human, as well as memories and character traits. But he felt none of that. All he felt was a vastness of power and an insatiable yearning to learn something… anything. It was as if whatever knowledge the dragon had once retained after death had been lost somehow; wiped away by some unknown force.


Cole was so lost in his own thoughts that he didn’t even hear Zedd and the others re-enter the room behind him, but he did sense the horror that Zedd felt at seeing him reverberate through the link. At first, Cole thought it was because of where he was sitting, but as he tapped into the link, ready to take control of Zedd’s mind, he discovered that it was something else entirely. An array of emotions and fears overwhelmed Zedd’s thoughts, and when Cole glanced through his eyes, he realised why. Zedd’s reaction had nothing to do with where he was sitting. It was the incredible strength of his aura that Zedd had seen.


Cole gasped inwardly at what he saw. A moment later, he sensed Zedd’s intention to attack. His initial reaction was one of fear, but then he suddenly realised that he no longer had anything to fear from Zedd. He now had the upper hand. Zedd may have read a Guardian book and possess more magical knowledge, but he now had the greater reserves of magic, not to mention the ability to take control of his mind any time he liked. For a brief moment, Cole contemplated letting Zedd attack him, then he realised that Zedd had been allowed to make the decisions for far too long. He had been nothing more than Zedd’s puppet ever since they had first met; but no more. Now he would make Zedd dance to his tune for a while, he decided.


Cole casually stood up and moved towards the golden stairs of the throne platform. He showed no indication that he knew Zedd had re-entered the room, but with each step that he took, he implanted new thoughts into Zedd’s mind and erased old images of what he had just seen. As he turned towards Zedd, he could see the confusion on everyone’s face and knew that they, too, had noticed the strength of his new aura. Zedd wore a puzzled look as if he was trying to remember something, but couldn’t quite work out what it was.


“Did you find Lord Zelroth’s corpse?” Cole asked, interrupting his line of thought.


Zedd continued to stare at him for a moment, then slowly nodded. “Yes, it was definitely his body,” he replied, resuming his way across the room. Cole watched in fascination as he climbed the three steps to the throne and sat down again, oblivious to what he had just seen.


“You!” Zedd suddenly bellowed, pointing towards one of his men. “Get these bodies cleared away. I don’t want my wife and children seeing them when they get here.”


“Yes, sire,” the man replied, signalling to several other men to help.


“And while you’re at it, get someone to fix that gate. And post a security detail on the entrance until the work’s complete. We don’t want any uninvited guests showing up and letting themselves in here. The rest of you get out!”


The men scrambled to obey, and soon, the room was free of bodies, both dead and alive.


“This is a momentous day, indeed,” Zedd said as he gazed around the empty Throne Room. “The balance of power within the Empire has finally shifted after centuries of stagnation. But do you know why, Cole?”


“Because Lord Zelroth is no longer in control,” Cole answered, knowing full well that it wasn’t the answer Zedd was looking for. Zedd turned and gave him a withering look of disdain.


“No, you fool! The balance of power has shifted because I dared to challenge the system for control, and I won,” he replied scathingly.


Cole nodded to his words. “And being in control means everything…” he replied with a grin.


* * *
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