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   Chapter 1
 
   Parting Ways
 
    
 
    
 
   The cry of a terrified infant echoed through the crystal chamber. Whill ran blindly through the maze of luminescent shards. His reflection darted this way and that on the mirror-like crystal walls as he tried desperately to reach his child.
 
   “Whill!” Avriel cried out somewhere nearby.
 
   A heavy thrumming sound pulsated through the chamber, vibrating the floor beneath his feet and causing the reflections to quiver.
 
   “Whill!” she called out again.
 
   The voice was so close, just around the next corner.
 
   “Avriel!” Whill called out.
 
   The cry of the infant tore at his insides. He caught a glimpse of the babe in the reflection to his right. A dark form loomed there as well.
 
   The gleam of a raised dagger caught his eye…
 
    
 
   “NO!”
 
   Whill jolted awake and grabbed at the looming shape standing over him. In a flash he had a dagger to the phantom’s throat.
 
   “It’s me, sire, Avalyn.” 
 
   He stared wild-eyed as the world came rushing back to him.
 
   It had only been a dream.
 
   “Avalyn…I’m sorry,” he said and carefully released her.
 
   The young woman was clearly shaken, and she took a step back. “I’m sorry, sire, you were having a bad dream. I was trying to wake you.”
 
   “Sire!” Two guards came rushing into the room, alert to some danger by Whill’s initial cry.
 
   “It is alright. Please, return to your stations,” he said, waving them off.
 
   Whill tried to sit up, but the pain in his back proved too great. Avalyn hurried to help him and propped pillows behind his back for support.
 
   “Thank you, Avalyn. Again, I apologize. I think it best if you do not try to wake me in the future.”
 
   “Yes, sire. Would you like anything for the pain?”
 
   “That won’t be necessary. Just help me to dress. I need to see Tarren off shortly.”
 
   The process of bathing and relieving himself was often tedious, not to mention slightly humiliating. Whill hated being so dependent on his servants. It had been a week since he had returned to Del’Oradon. The infection was all but gone, due to the diligence of his healers. Still, the pain remained, and while there were remedies for such agony, Whill did not like to partake too often, finding that they left him groggy and unable to focus.
 
   Avalyn dressed him in an immaculate white suit with a silver silk sash that went over the right shoulder and crossed to the left hip. Matching silver buttons adorned the waistcoat which, like the pants, had double-stitched hemlines meant to stand out. His white boots had a similar stitch, and silver buckles crafted with the image of a gleaming sword. Last came the silver crown with its thirteen spear-like spires.
 
   When he was finally ready, he asked that his wheeled chair be brought to him. Avalyn offered to push him as always, but he graciously declined, wishing to get what exercise he could. Whill wheeled himself into the hall, and his personal guard followed close behind as he made his way through the castle to Tarren’s quarters.
 
    
 
   Tarren had been waiting for Whill. The boy offered a wide smile, one mixed with excitement and apprehension.
 
   Whill couldn’t help but grin wide, pride swelling his throat. Tarren stood before him in his smart recruit uniform. He had expressed a wish to join the military academy many months ago, but it had yet been impossible, as he had been trapped in the Watcher’s body.
 
   “Look at you,” said Whill, extending a hand and giving Tarren a firm handshake. “You wear the uniform well.”
 
   “Thanks,” said Tarren, beaming.
 
   “So, you’re ready for training?” Whill asked.
 
   Tarren shrugged. “I passed the dwarven trials. How hard can it be against a bunch of human kids?”
 
   Whill laughed at that. “Don’t get too cocky. They’re going to give you a hell of a time because of who you are.”
 
   “I’m used to it,” said Tarren.
 
   “And these aren’t dwarf boys, go easy on ‘em.”
 
   “I’ll try.”
 
   Whill marveled at how much Tarren had grown over the last year and a half. He was almost a teenager, and his voice had even begun to crack a bit.
 
   “Your parents would be proud, Tarren,” said Whill.
 
   Small tears shimmered in the boy’s eyes, yet he smiled. “Thanks,” he said and hugged Whill in his chair.
 
   “I’ll see you when your first semester is up,” said Whill, his own tears pooling.
 
   Tarren eyed him knowingly. “Good luck in the north. Watch your back.”
 
   Whill gave a small laugh. “I will.”
 
    
 
   He was on his way to meet with the council when Lunara found him in the west wing.
 
   “May I speak with you?” she said, eyeing Avalyn. “Privately.”
 
   “Of course,” said Whill, nodding to his nurse.
 
   Avalyn gave a small bow and left them.
 
   “What is this about?” Whill asked, concerned by her heavy air.
 
   “I am returning to Elladrindellia,” she said, unable to look at him and instead staring out over the sunlit courtyard beyond the veranda.
 
   “You wish to return to your people? How long have you felt this way?”
 
   “For some time now. With Tarren gone to the academy, I am no longer needed here.”
 
   “Of course you are,” said Whill.
 
   She finally turned to him and smiled kindly, touching his face delicately. “You have your servants, your doctors. What use am I to you now?”
 
   Whill didn’t know how to answer. It was he who had pushed her away when she tried to get close. Now he realized how much he had come to depend on her in his life. The last six months without Avriel had been torture, only lessened by Lunara’s constant presence and her profound optimism. But also, Whill realized, her love.
 
   “You are one of my closest friends, Lunara.”
 
   “Yes…friends.” Her gaze dropped to the floor and tears pooled in her eyes. “I am honored to be your friend, Whill. But my heart yearns for something more. It is not fair to you, and it is not fair to my princess. During the tea ceremony that you unwittingly performed with me, I gave you my heart, and never shall another have it. I must return to Elladrindellia. I will become a priestess of my goddess Kellallea and serve my people in any way I can.”
 
   Whill knew that her mind was made up. And there was no point in trying to convince her that Kellallea was not one to be worshipped. They had already been down that road more than once. Lunara was devout, and the news that Kellallea had shown herself to Avriel only strengthened that belief.
 
   “Let us have one last dinner before you go,” he said.
 
   Lunara tucked her silver hair behind her long ears—a mannerism that Whill knew well.
 
   “I have already made arrangements. An elven escort will arrive within the hour.”
 
   “You have been thinking about this for some time,” Whill noted.
 
   “It is for the best,” she said and bent to give him a hug.
 
   He held her tight, wishing that he didn’t have to let her go. It was she who let go first.
 
   “Goodbye, Whillhelm Warcrown. Until we meet again.”
 
   “Thank you, Lunara, for everything.”
 
   “It was my pleasure, sire.”
 
   She bent quickly and kissed Whill before turning and hurrying away. Whill was left on the veranda overlooking the courtyard, feeling as though everything was slipping through his fingers.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 2
 
   The Blessed o’ the Gods
 
    
 
    
 
   “Go on, lad. Tell Agnar what ye done told yer mother ‘n’ me,” said Roakore.
 
   Helzendar sat up in his chair, grinning from ear to ear.
 
   “I been to the Mountain o’ the Gods,” he said.
 
   Agnar didn’t look surprised. Indeed, he had heard the rumors.
 
   “It be a miracle ye pulled out o’ yer coma the way ye did. Ye be blessed,” said the holy dwarf.
 
   Roakore was impressed by Agnar’s self-control. He knew that the dwarf had a million questions on his mind.
 
   “They sent me back with a message,” said Helzendar.
 
   “Nah, lad, tell it like ye told me. From the beginnin’,” said Roakore.
 
   “Alright. Well, I remember flying back here on Silverwind, well, some o’ it. After that it gets fuzzy. I had a lot o’ crazy dreams while that dragon venom was pumpin’ through me veins.” Helzendar snorted and spat on the floor at the mention. Roakore and Agnar did the same. “Then I floated up out o’ me body, I did, or I’m a yellow-bellied dragon whelp! I floated up through the mountain, past the clouds, and on into pure darkness. But then a light appeared, a light at the end o’ a tunnel. It became brighter as I flew toward it, and for a time I was blinded. But then it all went away, and I found meself sittin’…at the table o’ the gods.”
 
   Agnar pressed his fist to his chest and held it there firmly. “Glory be to Ky’Dren,” he whispered reverently.
 
   Helzendar nodded. “Aye. Glory be.”
 
   “Who was at the table?” Agnar asked, unable to control himself.
 
   “A lot o’ dwarves. The table stretched on as far as the eye can see left and right. It was full o’ ale and meat, fowl, fish, and taters. Pipe smoke rose up and curled around pillars a thousand feet high. I saw me grampa and me uncle, though I ain’t never met ‘em, I knew it was ‘em indeed. Others there were as well. Including Haldagozz.”
 
   Roakore grinned to himself and nodded happily at that, discretely wiping a pesky itch in the corner of his eye.
 
   “Across from me sat Ky’Dren and the gods o’ old. Azrokea himself sat at the head o’ the table,” said Helzendar, watching Agnar’s reaction.
 
   The holy dwarf only stared, enthralled.
 
   Helzendar continued.
 
   “Ky’Dren said that it was not yet my time. That I had more to do. He told me to go back and spread the word o’ the gods…”
 
   Agnar leaned forward so far in his chair that he almost fell out. “What…what be the word o’ the gods, lad? What did they say?”
 
   “They said that a dragon scourge was soon to be sweepin’ across this land. To help us in our fight, they’ve given us their blessin’. It be a gift.”
 
   “What gift?” Agnar asked in nearly a whisper.
 
   Helzendar reached out his hand and mentally lifted the book of scripture from the holy dwarf’s grip.
 
   Agnar gasped and fell to his knees. “Glory be!”
 
   “They have blessed us with the ability to move not only stone with our minds, but anything.” Helzendar lowered the book back into Agnar’s trembling hands and reached out to the fireplace twenty feet away. He pulled, and a long snaking tongue of fire darted out toward him. With a flick of his wrist, it receded.
 
   “And it ain’t only the descendants o’ Ky’Dren be havin’ this power. The gods have blessed others—those they’ve deemed to be deservin’ o’ the gift.”
 
   “Glory be,” said Agnar once more as he stared at his own hands. “How will we know?”
 
   “The gods said that they would appear before those who be worthy. In their dreams.”
 
   Agnar stroked his long beard. His eyes were wild and full of possibility. “To think that I could wield such power…could be such a weapon o’ the gods…”
 
   “This ain’t about who the gods pick and who they don’t,” said Roakore. “It be about a scourge o’ dragons aimin’ to wipe us out. Ye be one o’ the best dwarves I be knowin’, Agnar. If’n the gods see fit, ye’ll be visited. Until then, I need yer advice. What do we do with this information? How do we present it to our people?”
 
   Agnar pondered that as he stroked his long gray beard. At length, he nodded to himself. “I think we be callin’ a gatherin’. Tell ‘em like it be.”
 
   Roakore thought of Nah’Zed and what she had done when he had presented her with new information about the gods. The announcement would change dwarven culture forever.
 
   For good or for bad, this be the beginning o’ a new age.
 
   “Ye think…ye think they’ll be able to handle it?” he asked Agnar.
 
   “It be a blessin’ me king,” said Agnar. “What harm could come o’ it?”
 
    
 
   The next day, every dwarf in the city was summoned to the gathering. Roakore and Helzendar, along with Agnar the Holy, stood high upon the dais overlooking the crowd of thousands. Agnar raised his long scepter and silenced the crowd, who stared up at Helzendar. Having heard of his miraculous recovery, they were all quite curious to see him.
 
   With a nod from Roakore, Helzendar stepped forward to the edge and addressed the crowd. “Dwarves o’ Ro’Sar, I been returned to ye by the glory o’ Ky’Dren and the gods. I been to the Mountain, and they’ve sent me back with a message.”
 
   The crowd stood motionless, hanging on his every word.
 
   “Like Ky’Dren o’ old, I been blessed by the gods. As once Ky’Dren was given the power to move stone with his mind, so too have I been given power. Behold!”
 
   Helzendar reached out and mentally took hold of the fire of a torch a few feet away. The flame flared up into a spiraling serpent that snaked its way through the air toward the young prince. The crowd gasped and uttered shocked exclamations. They slammed their fists to their chests and bowed low.
 
   Releasing the fire, Helzendar mentally pulled a stream of water from the nearby basin that had been provided for the showing. The water floated over his head and swirled in a circle. Firewood that had been placed on the dais lifted into the air and joined the water, and so too did many large stones and a gleaming shield of steel.
 
   The crowd cheered and cried out to the glory of Ky’Dren. Some of them even passed out, so enamored were they by their prince’s power.
 
   He let the many spinning objects fall to the ground and addressed the crowd once more. “It be a great blessin’ indeed. But I be not the only one who’s been gifted. The gods told me that a great firestorm be coming, and they will bestow this blessing on many others. Those who be chosen shall be visited by the gods in a dream.”
 
   “It be true,” said Roakore, coming to stand beside his son. “I been visited by such a dream.” He reached out with his mind and lifted the lumber at his feet, and then the steel, followed by the water.
 
   The crowd began to chant loudly. Tears streamed down bearded cheeks and proud smiles lifted many faces.
 
   Roakore was deeply heartened by their apparent joy. He thought of Nah’Zed then, wishing that she was there to share in the glory of the gods.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 3
 
   Krellr Brandr
 
    
 
    
 
   “Are you ready?” Dirk asked.
 
   Aurora nodded and solidified completely. Dirk raised the steel sword high and came down on her swiftly. The blade cut into her shoulder, and she turned to mist instinctively. Still, the steel continued on through her astral body and she howled in pain.
 
   Dirk retracted the blade and sheathed it. “Hurts, don’t it?”
 
   Aurora solidified again, inspecting her untouched shoulder, rubbing it. “But, it doesn’t kill us.”
 
   Dirk smirked at that. “You’re already dead.”
 
   “I feel weaker, tired.”
 
   “Yes. While metal swords, arrows, and the like cannot kill us, per say, they can weaken us. If you take too many hits, you will be weakened to the point that you cannot remain in the physical plane, and you will return to the spirit realm. Your bearer, however, being left alone in the midst of battle, may be killed.”
 
   Aurora nodded understanding, glancing over at Gretzen, sitting by the fire with other villagers. 
 
   “You must remember,” said Dirk, “whether you have taken form or not, metal is not your friend. Gretzen said something about it causing us to vibrate, and altering the temporal gateway that keeps us here. No matter how you say it, metal hurts like hell, and it will get your arse sent packing. So don’t get cocky and think that you don’t have to block strikes or pay attention to your surroundings. Understand?”
 
   “Yes, I believe that I do.”
 
   “Good. Now let’s give winking a try.”
 
   “What’s winking?” Aurora asked.
 
   “Something Krentz and I made up. It’s when you blink in and out of solid form. It can be quite useful, but it can get you into trouble if you’re not careful. For instance, you cannot wink out in the middle of a sword parry, or else the enemy’s blade will sail through your now astral blade and yourself as well, unless you get out of the way in time. Luckily, in astral form you are only as slow as your thoughts. Watch. Try and hit me.”
 
   He unsheathed his sword and Aurora followed suit. She circled him slowly, gauging the distance and the reach of his strike. Suddenly she slashed forward. Dirk parried a blow up high but then disappeared when Aurora’s blade came in again from the side. A hot pain tore through Aurora’s back and she turned to mist and shot off to the side. Aurora solidified, feeling much more tired than before and finding it harder to maintain physical form.
 
   “How did you do that? You disappeared and reappeared right behind me.”
 
   “No, I didn’t,” said Dirk, sheathing his blade once more. “I flew under your blade and around you. I was just too fast for you to see. Try it. See that hut over there? See how fast you can get to it in spirit form.”
 
   Aurora’s face twisted with determination. She changed from solid form and shot across the ground. In two heartbeats she was standing beside the hut.
 
   “Not bad,” said Dirk. He turned into a streak of light and was suddenly standing beside her. “But you can be faster. The only thing stopping you is the limitations that you are putting on yourself.”
 
   “I’ll race you to the next hut,” she said with a smirk.
 
   “You’re on,” said Dirk.
 
    
 
   Krentz watched the two shoot around the village, yearning to be able to do what she once could. Dirk had been spending more and more time with Aurora—and the barbarian beauty returned to the spirit world with him every day.
 
   She knew that her jealousy was ridiculous. Dirk was only showing her the ropes. Still, the pain of loss remained. She felt as though they had lost something special that only they had shared.
 
   “What do you think?” Raene was asking her.
 
   “What?”
 
   “Ain’t ye heard a word we been sayin’?”
 
   Krentz offered the dwarf a deep scowl and turned to watch Dirk and Aurora once more.
 
   “We need to attack Zander before he gains more power,” said Azzeal. “He will strike Northern Uthen-Arden soon, if he hasn’t already.”
 
   “For now, I remain where I belong. With my people,” said Gretzen.
 
   “Not only they be headin’ into Northern Uthen-Arden, but me mountains as well. I for one ain’t sittin’ here on this rock while dwarf mountains are bein’ invaded,” said Raene.
 
   “You are free to leave if that is your wish,” said Gretzen, absently staring at the fire.
 
   “Dirk and I are at your mercy, Gretzen,” said Krentz, finally looking to the group. “You and you alone can restore Dirk to physical form.”
 
   “It is too dangerous. You know this,” said Gretzen.
 
   “There must be a way.”
 
   “Without the lost healing magic of the elves, I fear that it cannot be done safely.”
 
   Krentz looked away from the old barbarian but found that Dirk and Aurora had vanished beyond view. She excused herself and retired to her tent.
 
    
 
   For many long hours she lay there, staring up at the chimney hole at the top of the teepee, unable to sleep. She was tired of being idle. More than a week had passed since she had been returned to her elven form—a week spent trying to convince Gretzen to march south. The old barbarian was a stubborn one, however, and would not be swayed. Krentz was reluctant to leave her, for she was the only one who might restore Dirk.
 
   Wind ruffled the tent flap, and Dirk solidified on the straw bed beside Krentz.
 
   “Would you like to return to the spirit world with your new friend?” she asked.
 
   Dirk gave her a concerned look. “What is that supposed to mean?”
 
   “You’re spending an awful lot of time with her lately.”
 
   “Are you jealous?” Dirk asked, eyeing her with amusement. “Don’t worry. Aurora isn’t my type. She is much too tall.”
 
   “Of course I’m not jealous. I just think that you have lost track of what’s important.”
 
   “What’s important is that we are together.”
 
   “We must find a way to restore you to your body. Or don’t you even care?” Krentz asked.
 
   “Of course I care. But how do you propose we do that? You heard Gretzen. It is too dangerous without elven magic. Who exists that can still wield the power?”
 
   “If any are given the gift, it will be Whill of Agora.”
 
   Dirk laughed at that. “I don’t think that he will be very keen on helping us.”
 
   “Who else is there?” Krentz asked, becoming increasingly upset.
 
   “Krentz, what’s wrong? We’ve been over this.”
 
   She let out a long, pensive breath. “You don’t know what it’s like. How frustrating it is. Before the Taking, I could have healed you myself. Now I can’t do anything. Not even the magic of the spirit world.”
 
   “I’m sorry,” he said, gently brushing the hair from her face. “Perhaps Kellallea will return the power to the elves.”
 
   “No. She will not. Especially not to the daughter of Eadon.”
 
   “Don’t lose faith now, Krentz. We’ve beat far worse odds before. Everything will work out. Trust me.”
 
    
 
   The next morning Krentz was awakened by Azzeal, who looked to the floor out of modesty when he spoke to her. “Lady Krentz, excuse my intrusion. Would you walk with me today? There is a place that I have not been in many years. I would have you join me.”
 
   Krentz was confused by the lingering effects of sleep and the strange request. She hadn’t spent much time with the sun elf, and she was a little uneasy around him. It wasn’t so much his being a lich that bothered her—she had after all spent the last seven months as a spirit—but rather, it was the way he seemed to be able to look right through to her soul.
 
   She agreed, and he left her to rouse. While she dressed, she wondered about what he might want from her. Perhaps information on Zander, or questions about the spirit realm.
 
   Emerging from the tent, she found him waiting for her, smiling as he always did, and holding two steaming bowls. “Are you hungry, my lady?”
 
   “Actually, yes. Thank you.” She took the offered food and sat with him at one of the smoldering fires at the center of the tents.
 
   Krentz and Dirk, as well as Raene and Azzeal, had been given their own spot at the southern tip of Fox Village. The buffalo hide tents were large and comfortable, each with a fire pit at the center. Gretzen had taken up in one near them as well.
 
   Krentz eyed the bowl of soup. It smelled like fish and looked like seaweed.
 
   “It is Veizla Fiskr, in the barbarian tongue—feast of fish,” said Azzeal.
 
   They ate for a few awkward minutes before Krentz was tipping the bowl back and wiping her mouth.
 
   “Shall we depart?” Azzeal asked.
 
   “Lead the way.”
 
   Azzeal led her north out of Fox Village toward the only visible peak on the horizon. His pace was steady, gentle enough that they might have had no problem keeping up a conversation, but Krentz found herself unable to think of what to say, and Azzeal seemed content with silence. Once in a while he glanced at her with that ever present grin and those eyes that knew everything.
 
   There was a time when that idea wouldn’t have bothered her as much. But she had done things that she was not proud of. She tried to tell herself that she hadn’t had a choice, that she had been forced. But she knew the truth of it. Now that she had returned to her physical form, the memories and emotions attached to her body had become almost unbearable.
 
   Krentz had sworn fealty to her father, Eadon, to save Dirk. The dark elf lord had won in the end. He had taken from her the last of her purity by forcing her to kill every one of Whill’s living relatives. King Mathus had even fallen by her hand.
 
   “Where are we going?” she finally asked after an hour of silent travel.
 
   “Beorn’s Cave. Do you require rest? There is a spring up ahead—if my memory serves me right.”
 
   “Yes, that will be fine. I did not bring my water skin.”
 
   He stopped and pointed at a tall pine tree looming over the rest of the cluster at the root of the small mountain. “It is just up there. I apologize for not informing you of the distance. Another half hour I suspect.”
 
   At the spring Krentz drank her fill and watched, curious, as Azzeal did as well.
 
   “How is it that you need food and drink? Being what you are…considering what happened to you.”
 
   Azzeal wiped his mouth and looked to her with a knowing grin. “Being that I am a lich? It is alright, the word does not bother me as much as the condition. I see that you are curious. It seems that Gretzen’s magic has begun to restore life to me once more. Every day I am feeling more…myself. Does my presence bother you? I have felt as though it might. It is completely understandable of course.”
 
   “No, no, it doesn’t bother me. It’s just…”
 
   “Just?”
 
   “I am a dark elf,” said Krentz. “Doesn’t that bother you?”
 
   Azzeal laughed. “Now, why on the heavens would it? Your skin does not make you. Nor does the reputation of your ancestors. I know you, Krentz, daughter of Eadon. Yes, I know who you are. The one who got away,” he mused.
 
   “How do you know who I am?” she asked.
 
   “I know many things. I have all my life been a student of history and the peoples of this world. Cultures, I find utterly fascinating. Two hundred years ago I spent many decades here on Volnoss, studying its people. That is when I met Gretzen, of course. T’was I who authored the Windwalker Archive. Have you ever read it?”
 
   “You wrote that? Incredible. Talon came to me in the spirit world. Told me to seek out his Amma.”
 
   “Strange how things work sometimes. Is it not?” said Azzeal with a friendly smile. “I know your history, and much of Dirk’s. A chance encounter with a traveling bard named Bramby Brecketsworth a few years back lent much to my knowledge.”
 
   “Bramby…” Krentz said in nearly a whisper. She smiled at the memories. “What year was this?”
 
   Azzeal looked to the sky as he thought. Overhead three crows circled. “I would say that this was ten years ago. Yes, it was ten.”
 
   “Why were you so interested in me back then?” asked Krentz.
 
   “Why wouldn’t I be? You are the only dark elf, to my knowledge, who has ever shunned her people and ran away…successfully!”
 
   “He found me in the end.”
 
   “We have something in common then,” said Azzeal. “For he found me as well, and exacted his revenge.” He pulled his shirt open to expose the glowing blue gem in his chest where his heart should have been.
 
   “I’m sorry,” said Krentz.
 
   “As am I for what was done to you. If my people have ever brought you harm unjustly and out of prejudice, let me apologize for them as well.”
 
   “Thank you.”
 
   He offered her a respectful nod and continued up the slope.
 
   Soon they came to the opening of a cave and he stopped, regarding her with a glimmer of excitement in his eyes. “This is where Chief was born from the spirit world. To me it is called Beorn’s Cave.”
 
   “Who was Beorn?” Krentz asked, intrigued.
 
   “He was a bear friend of mine. Ah, look. The ivy has grown thick, but there are tracks. Perhaps bears live here still.”
 
   Azzeal slipped his pack off his shoulder and retrieved two torches from inside. He handed her one and lit them both with a striking stick.
 
   They ventured into the cave with Azzeal leading the way. The crunch of old bones beneath their feet told them that something had lived here in recent years. There was no scent of death, nor was there that of rotten or fresh meat. The cave smelled of fungus and limestone. Its walls sparkled against the torchlight, being made mostly of quartz.
 
   “There is a large deposit of iron in these hills and surrounding land. During the time that I stayed here there were many mines, worked by the Skomm—castaways sent to the center village to live a life of servitude at the hands of cruel masters.”
 
   Krentz had read as much in the books that Azzeal had written, but she enjoyed hearing it firsthand from the author. Such an overwhelming sense of history and timeless toil washed over her that she became choked up momentarily.
 
   “The iron they used mostly for weapons. The barbarians are nearly as strong as the dwarves you know.”
 
   The cave opened up into a wider cavern then, and Azzeal swept his torch from left to right, checking for possible inhabitants. As the torchlight passed over the rock, Krentz caught fleeting glimpses of large murals painted on every surface. To the right a natural spring trickled into a basin that could have only been crafted by magic…long ago. She knew without asking that Azzeal had been its creator.
 
   “Here, you can sit if you like,” said Azzeal, indicating a stone table built into an alcove at the back of the cave. Similarly, a bench and two chairs had been crafted into the stone.
 
   Krentz sat down and watched the elf go about searching for something along the back wall. He ran his hand along it carefully, pressing one long ear against the stone. Five slow paces later he stopped and grinned. He put down the torch and retrieved a small iron spade from his pack. His hand trailed a line down the stone and he stuck the spade in a crack. After working it back and forth for some time, he caught a hold and leveraged the spade in deeper, simultaneously forcing a small slab out. Azzeal took the brick out and tossed it to the side. Excitedly, he returned to investigate the space.
 
   Krentz got up to better see what he was doing.
 
   He withdrew a long bundle wrapped in leather and reverently blew the dust off.
 
   “What is it?” Krentz asked.
 
   “I had nearly forgotten about this one,” he said, more to himself than to Krentz. He looked to her now and rose, gesturing her over to the table.
 
   He laid down the bundle and began to unwrap it. There were many laces and layers, but by the general shape of the bundle, Krentz assumed it to be a long, curved blade or a bow.
 
   “Aside from a passion for history, I have for many centuries enjoyed crafting weapons,” said Azzeal, unwrapping the last of it.
 
   A bow as white as sun-bleached bone was laid bare before them. The craftsmanship was exquisite; there were no sharp edges, but rather smooth and angular. Elven runes inlaid with tiny gems had been forged into the bow, which Krentz realized was indeed bone, likely dragon horn.
 
   Azzeal retrieved a long thin bowstring as well. “This is made from the vocal cord of a dragon. You may have guessed that the bow is dragon horn. It was fashioned from one piece, which, while the dragon was alive, grew between the nostrils of the beast. I originally made it as a gift for the then chief of Dragon Tribe. But upon meeting him, I saw him to be a vile and offensive man. So I brought it back here and stashed it away for posterity.”
 
   He turned to Krentz. “And here we are.”
 
   A quiver of arrows came out of the cloth as well, which Azzeal set on the floor. He then strung the bow and tested its flexibility.
 
   “Just like the day I made it,” he said with a smile.
 
   “It is an incredible piece.”
 
   “Aennak, it is named. I would like you to have it,” said Azzeal, handing it to her.
 
   “What? Why would you give me such an exquisite gift?”
 
   “Consider it an offering of trade, if you like. As I have said, I am a historian above all other things. I am interested in chronicling what has happened here in Agora these last few years. Your story is quite interesting. You are, after all, Eadon’s daughter. There are many rumors about you throughout Elladrindellia. I would give you a chance to tell your story as it should be told.”
 
   Krentz considered Aennak once more and nodded. “I accept your offer. Thank you.”
 
   “I thank you, Lady Krentz.”
 
   From his pack Azzeal took a bottle of wine bound in leather straps. He found two mugs as well and poured them both a cup.
 
   “Let us drink to newfound friendship,” said Azzeal, raising his glass.
 
   Krentz tapped his rim with hers. “To newfound friendship.”
 
   They both drained their glasses, and Krentz took up the bow and quiver. “Now let’s go and try out this bow!”
 
   They finished off his bottle and took turns practicing with the bow, and she told her story all the while. When Krentz got to the part of her meeting Dirk on the highway leading from Kell-Torey, she summoned him from the spirit world and together they told the tale. Long into the night they took turns telling the story. Azzeal became so interested in Dirk’s side that he asked him to back up and tell him more.
 
    
 
   The next morning, Gretzen awoke Krentz with a stick to the ribs. “Summon the Blackthorn.”
 
   With that she slipped out of the tent without another word. Krentz plopped her head back on her lumpy pillow and gave a sigh. She hadn’t seen much light coming from outside, and the sky beyond the smoke hole in the top of the tent remained dark, with but a light shade of blue.
 
   “You want to stay out while Dirk takes his shift?” she asked Chief, who lay curled up at the foot of the bed.
 
   Dirk had insisted that one of them remain with her at all times, and so he and the wolf hadn’t seen much of each other as of late. The mention of being in the physical realm at the same time as Dirk roused the spirit wolf. He changed into a streaking blue light and solidified above her, licking her face.
 
   “Alright, alright,” she said with a laugh. “Let me summon him then.”
 
   Chief obediently sat on his haunches and licked his chops, faintly whining.
 
   “Dirk Blackthorn, come to me,” said Krentz, holding out the figurine.
 
   Dirk joined them in the tent and was instantly pounced on by Chief. They flew around each other and solidified, wrestling in the middle of the tent.
 
   “Gretzen wants us,” Krentz told them both as she dressed. “Quit your fooling around.”
 
   Outside they found Gretzen sitting by a fire. The village was quiet. In the east the first hints of dawn were just beginning to mingle with the darkness.
 
   Azzeal sat on a log across the fire from Gretzen, and a sleepy-looking Raene was just emerging from her little hut as well. Gretzen sat with her back to Dirk and Krentz, yet she waved them over all the same.
 
   Standing back from the fire were six barbarian women and one child—her apprentices. Gretzen didn’t often have her underlings gathered together, and Dirk and Krentz knew that something magical was about to happen. They both sat on a log to the right of the witch, and Raene sat to the left.
 
   “I has been working on a spell for you all. One that will create weapons for you to fight the undead.” Gretzen tossed a handful of spice into the fire and it flared blue and yellow. “Begin the ritual.”
 
   The seven apprentice witches began to chant, and the fire grew higher and brighter still.
 
   “Give to me your weapons of choice, all but Dirk.”
 
   Raene, Azzeal, Krentz, and Dirk exchanged glances. Azzeal gave to her his curved elven sword, and Raene handed over her long pointed mace. Krentz began to hand over her sword as well, but on second thought, she passed the barbarian witch her new bow, Aennak.
 
   Gretzen gathered the weapons and put them on the flat stone in front of her and sprinkled them with a sparkling dust. Some of it she threw in the fire. It flared once more, and the chanting of the women grew stronger. From the fire, Gretzen pulled a long iron rod with a glowing shape at the end. Chanting with the others, she brought it down on the weapons one after another and branded them with the strange rune. Another handful of dust into the fire had it roaring bright blue. Slowly, the runes on the weapons began to glow the same shade.
 
   Gretzen handed the weapons to Dirk one after another. “You are to bring these with you into the spirit realm. You will be summoned back soon. Dismiss him,” she told Krentz.
 
   Krentz held out the figurine and looked to Dirk, who nodded. “Back to the spirit realm, Dirk Blackthorn,” she said.
 
   Dirk and the weapons turned to radiant blue fog and were swallowed up by the figurine. After many tense minutes, during which Gretzen said not a word, she finally told Krentz to summon him back.
 
   When he returned, he did so with three glowing weapons. Gretzen took them from him one by one and laid them on the stone before her, where they began to dim.
 
   “Krellr Brandr they are called. Spirit blades. Before I return them to you, I must offer warning. Do not underestimate their power, or use it with ill intent. They are a gift to you because I have deemed you all worthy to wield them. Do not prove me wrong. Use them as they were intended and they shall stay with you. Even if taken away, they will soon return to your hand. Abuse their purpose and they will find their way from you and into the hands of another.”
 
   She eyed them all in turn before taking up Azzeal’s blade. “The sword will remain as it was until the words are spoken. Speak the words and it will become a spirit blade. In this form, it is not like it was. In this form it will pass through earth, water, wood and air without effecting them. It will pass through flesh and bone, and while it will not draw blood, it will cut through the spirit and very soul of your enemy.”
 
   Gretzen handed him the blade, and he took it with great reverence. “Thank you, Gretzen.”
 
   She offered him a nod and took up the mace, eyeing Raene with all seriousness. “Your mace will be very much the same. Rather than slice, however, it will shatter the soul of your enemy.”
 
   Raene accepted the spirit mace with shaking hands. “Thank ye, witch Gretzen.”
 
   Lastly Gretzen took up the bow Aennak and regarded Krentz slyly.
 
   “When Azzeal told me of his intentions to give to you the dragon bow, I began a special spell. When first you began to offer your blade, I was saddened. But then you handed me the bow.” She grinned. “It is a very clever spell. In its material form the bow will require arrows, but in spirit form you shall require neither quiver nor arrows. For every time you pull back on the dragon string, an arrow shall form from her song.”
 
   Gretzen finally handed her the bow. “Now speak the words. I am anxious to see if it even works.”
 
   Krentz stood up and held out the bow in her left hand. “Krellr Brandr.”
 
   Aennak flared with silver light and hummed with power in Krentz’s hand. Tears welled in her eyes at the display. Slowly she pulled back on the bowstring. A sound emitted from the string, a beautiful note sung by a female dragon.
 
   Krentz jumped, startled, and released the string.
 
   “Fear not, child,” said Gretzen, whose eyes were wide with excitement. “Let her sing!”
 
   Krentz aimed for the heavens and pulled the string back fluidly. The dragon song began low, but the farther back she pulled the string, the higher-pitched the song became. A glowing silver arrow appeared, and when Krentz finally released the string, the song became a dragon’s roar. The arrow streaked through the sky and continued on, splitting the clouds and disappearing into the heavens.
 
   ”Holy shite!” said Raene.
 
   “Holy shite indeed,” said Azzeal.
 
   They spoke the words as well, and the sword and mace flared to life, becoming translucent; the weapons were surrounded by a faint blue flame.
 
   “Do not forget that in this form, they will not stop oncoming weapons,” said Gretzen. “And you needn’t speak the command out loud. Your weapons are now melded to your spirits and will obey your unspoken command. Use them wisely.”
 
   “Thank you, Gretzen,” said Azzeal with a small bow.
 
   Raene murmured a similar reply, staring wild-eyed at the translucent mace.
 
   “How can we ever repay all that you have done for us?” Krentz asked.
 
   “Fight to keep darkness at bay, and you will owe me nothing,” said Gretzen.
 
    
 
   Gretzen dismissed Azzeal and Raene, saying that she needed to speak with Dirk and Krentz privately. When they had left, she took the figurine of Aurora from her pocket.
 
   “Aurora Snowfell, I summon thee.”
 
   The figurine glowed brightly, and Aurora was soon standing before her master. She quickly scanned the village for trouble and, finding none, regarded Gretzen.
 
   “Do you remember what happened?” Gretzen asked.
 
   “Yes. Each time I am summoned, the fog of confusion lessens.”
 
   “You are doing well,” said Dirk. “It took me a long time to get used to the transitions.”
 
   Gretzen was overcome by a coughing fit, and she bent at the waist, looking ashen.
 
   “Are you alright?” Krentz asked.
 
   “It is nothing. I am tired from the ritual. That is all. Do not waist your worry on me,” said Gretzen. She drank from her water skin and took up a stick. With it, she drew a rune in the sand and addressed Dirk and Aurora. “This is a Krellr Turr—spirit shackle, in the common tongue. If used correctly, and with a strong force of will, you will be able to bind spirits to you from the realm of shadow and bring them forth into our world when you are summoned.”
 
   “Any spirit?” Dirk asked.
 
   Gretzen nodded. “Any that you can conquer. Do not attempt this with strong spirits yet. First you must try to bind a lesser creature to you.”
 
   “Have you ever seen this done?” Dirk asked, sensing that she hadn’t.
 
   “No,” Gretzen admitted. “But it is the same symbol that I used in the creation of Chief and Aurora’s figurines. I believe that it will work for you as well. You must practice drawing this symbol until it is perfect. Once that is done, we will dismiss you into the spirit realm, where you will try to bind another spirit. You must do this by drawing the Krellr Turr on their spirit body.”
 
   She showed them how to draw the symbol with her finger in three fluid strokes. Two dozen times she wiped the dirt away and told them to start over. It was Aurora who finally got it right first. Dirk soon followed.
 
   “Good,” said Gretzen. “We are ready to begin. When you return to the spirit realm, find a small animal, perhaps a rabbit or squirrel. You must focus, use your force of will to dominate the creature. Brand them with the rune and we will call you back. If my theory is correct, the spirit animal will return with you when you are summoned.”
 
   She lifted the figurine of Aurora. “Are you ready?”
 
   Aurora drew the rune one last time in the dirt and stood to her full height. “I am.”
 
   “Back to the spirit realm, Aurora Snowfell.”
 
   “Be careful,” Krentz told Dirk and dismissed him as well.
 
    
 
   Dirk glanced around at the surrounding glade. In the distance a backward flowing waterfall surged upward into a star-lit sky. A large bird flew past and disappeared into the luminescent forest. Many spirit wisps floated in the air lazily, and Dirk watched as one of them floated to the ground and turned into the ghost of a panther. Heeding Gretzen’s warning, he found another—a small rabbit. He drew the symbol of the rune in the air, and to his surprise, the outline glowed faintly for a moment and was gone.
 
   Satisfied, he focused his will on the spirit animal and flew toward it with blinding speed. The rabbit leapt high into the air just before Dirk reached it and turned into a wisp to glide over the backward flowing river. Dirk gave pursuit and caught it just as it reached the outer bank. The animal thrashed and cried, but Dirk held firm. He could feel its inner power trying to repel him, but he easily dominated the creature and traced the rune in the luminescent fur. As he connected the final line, the rune flared to life.
 
   The rabbit went still.
 
   Dirk carefully released it, expecting the spirit to quickly fly away. Yet it remained. He turned and walked a few paces along the bank. The rabbit followed. Dirk’s excitement grew and he flew up into the air. When the rabbit turned to a wisp and followed, he gave a triumphant cry.
 
    
 
   “Dirk Blackthorn, I summon thee!”
 
   The figurine flared to life, and Dirk’s spirit swirled out of it, taking form before Krentz and Gretzen. Another, smaller spirit wisp emerged as well and shifted into a small rabbit.
 
   “It worked!” Krentz said with a laugh.
 
   Gretzen gave an approving nod. “Let us see what Aurora has conjured.”
 
   She called to Aurora, and the warrior swirled into existence. To everyone’s surprise, a bobcat appeared beside her.
 
   “Not bad, eh?” Aurora beamed.
 
   Dirk gave a laugh. “Show off.”
 
   Gretzen, however, was not amused. “I told you a small animal,” she said with a scowl.
 
   “This is a small animal,” said Aurora, smirking.
 
   Gretzen shook her head and got up with some effort. “In time you will be able to summon larger creatures. For now, practice getting them to obey your mental commands. I must rest now.”
 
   Aurora gave Dirk a devilish look and closed her eyes tight in concentration. The bobcat growled low in its throat and sprang after the rabbit, which darted away through the village.
 
   “That’s just not fair,” Dirk said with a laugh.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 4
 
   Troubling News
 
    
 
    
 
   Avriel stared at herself in the tall mirror—she was beginning to show. One of her handmaidens had noticed, and soon others would as well.
 
   How will they react? What will they say? she wondered.
 
   The pregnancy could remain hidden with layered clothes for a time, but eventually she would have to tell the elder council and the elves. She cursed Zerafin for leaving her in charge during such trying times. It was enough for her to worry about the danger she would soon face when word of the pregnancy spread. The problems of the elven kingdom only made it that much worse.
 
   Whill had ensured her that everything would be alright. He had displayed the power of old in the fight against Zander and was confident that he could summon it once more. Though during the few days that she stayed with him in Del’Oradon after the escape from Belldon Island, he had not been able to recreate it.
 
   Kellallea had not appeared to her again since giving her the spirit blade, which she still possessed. The glowing sword gave her some comfort, but it was not enough.
 
   A loud rustling of wings tore her from her pondering, and she found Zorriaz perched on her long balcony.
 
   “Sister,” said the dragon. “I must speak with you.”
 
   Avriel went out on the balcony and caressed the dragon’s long neck.
 
   “What is it, Zorriaz?”
 
   “A strange voice has come with the western wind. It beckons to me, calling me and my kin to Drakkar Island.”
 
   “Is it an elf?” Avriel asked.
 
   “No. He calls himself Reshikk.”
 
   “Reshikk…” Avriel searched her memories. During the time that she had been trapped in Zorriaz’s body, she had been able to access the memories of the white dragon’s line. Now that she was in her own body, however, the memories had begun to fade. Still, she recalled something about the dragon Reshikk. “You cannot mean Reshikk, the ancient green dragon who was banished from the earth after the War of the Dragon God?”
 
   “Yes, it is he,” said Zorriaz, looking to the west.
 
   Avriel could see the inner struggle in her dragon’s eyes.
 
   “But how can this be? He was put there by the elven gods, or so it is told.”
 
   “I do not know, sister, but he is free once more. He calls us all to him. Many have answered his call. A great migration is under way.”
 
   “And he will wage war on the elves for imprisoning him so long ago,” said Avriel.
 
   “Yes, I am afraid that he will.”
 
   “Will you be able to resist?”
 
   Zorriaz growled low in her throat and a small puff of smoke shot from her snout. “He cannot force me to go.”
 
   “Do you want to?” Avriel asked.
 
   For a moment the white dragon said nothing. She stared at the distant falls, seemingly mesmerized. “A part of me wishes to join the migration. If I did, however, I would surely be killed. I am not natural. I have been tainted by Eadon’s magic. The others will sense it immediately. I am not like other dragons. I belong with you, my sister.”
 
   Avriel was glad to hear it. Still, the news of yet another threat sat heavy on her mind.
 
   “He will seek revenge on us…how long do we have?”
 
   “I do not know,” said Zorriaz.
 
   “I must tell the council. We must prepare.”
 
   She ran to the door and was about to call to a guard. Her general, Thrynn de’Bregeth, stood at the door, having been about to knock.
 
   “Princess. There has been a breakout. The assassin Valorron Arken has escaped.”
 
   “How could you let this happen?”
 
   Thrynn was taken aback and bowed before her. “It seems that they had help from someone on the inside. It is being looked into.”
 
   “When did this happen?”
 
   “Not a half hour ago. I came here directly from the dungeons. Five of my guards were killed as well.”
 
   “Lock down the palace. I want the entire city searched. Leave no stone unturned. These elves must be found and made an example of.”
 
   “Yes, Lady Avriel.”
 
   “You.” She pointed at a standing guard. “Summon the council. I will speak to them within the hour.”
 
   Avriel returned to her room and slammed the door behind her. Tears welled in her eyes and she took many slow, steadying breaths. “Damn you, Zerafin. Why have you forsaken me at such a time?”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 5
 
   War Council
 
    
 
    
 
   Whill gritted his teeth against the pain. Sweat trickled down his brow. He gripped Avalyn’s hand hard as he tried to raise his right leg. It was no use. He had been at it for nearly an hour, but to no avail.
 
   “Enough for now!” he growled.
 
   “As you wish, sire,” said Avalyn.
 
   She began to blot his forehead, but he slapped her hand away, annoyed. Instantly he felt bad for his actions.
 
   “I’m sorry…”
 
   “No need for a king to apologize to the help, sire.”
 
   “That’s not true, Avalyn. Being a king is no excuse for being a shite. I said I was sorry, and you deserve to hear it. You have been nothing but good to me. If it were me, I would have told myself to piss off long ago.”
 
   “Well…the thought had crossed my mind, sire,” said Avalyn, straight-faced.
 
   Whill watched her, but she couldn’t hold it for long. Together they burst into much-needed laughter.
 
   “You are a good person, Avalyn.”
 
   The compliment caused her to blush, though she tried to hide it behind her light brown ringlets. 
 
   “Thank you, sire.”
 
   She busied herself with preparing his wardrobe for the coming council meeting, giving Whill some time to regain himself before putting him through the task of changing his sweat-soaked clothes. The therapy sessions took a lot out of him, and though he never seemed to get anywhere, he was sure that his old power would return to him at any minute.
 
   He had to believe it, for to contemplate life as a cripple was utterly depressing. When he was at his lowest, he thought of Abram, knowing that the chipper old man would find something good to say about his present situation.
 
   At least you’ve got hands and arms to wipe your arse, he would no doubt be telling Whill.
 
   A laugh escaped him, one so loud that it startled Avalyn.
 
   “Sire?” she said, eyeing him cautiously.
 
   “Hah, it is nothing. I was just thinking of my father, Abram.”
 
   “Your father, sire?”
 
   Whill realized the mistake and chuckled to himself once more. “No, you are right. He was not my father. But he was like one to me…why does my head feel light? What did you give me?”
 
   Avalyn stopped and regarded him sheepishly. “Just a little milk of poppy. You are always in such pain.”
 
   “I asked that I be given nothing to dull my mind,” he said, growing agitated.
 
   Avalyn found her courage and stepped forward bravely. “With all due respect, sire, I am your head nurse. I deemed it necessary—”
 
   “I don’t think you understand what is happening here. I am the only thing holding this kingdom, this continent, together. My pain is of no consequence to the nightmare that half of Agora faces. When I say no painkillers, I mean no godsdamned painkillers. Do you understand?”
 
   Pain shot through his back that took his breath away. He ground his teeth, trying to relax, but wanted nothing more than to cry out. When the spasm finally subsided, he found Avalyn staring at him, her brow fraught with worry.
 
   “Have I made myself quite clear?” Whill asked.
 
   “Yes, sire. I’m sorry.”
 
   “Never mind that. It is behind us now. Please, help a miserable cripple into his clothes.”
 
    
 
   Avalyn wheeled Whill to the war room, and he found the council waiting for him. At the center of the spacious room was a round table with a large map of Agora built into the top. Whill wheeled himself to his place at the bottom of the map and looked out over Agora. Dozens of small figurines dotted the land. Most were cluttered together in the north, where the majority of the Uthen-Arden forces were stationed south of Brinn. The figurines represented fifteen thousand Uthen-Arden soldiers stationed there—far too few for Whill’s liking.
 
   “Fenious, if you haven’t done so, please bring the council up to speed,” said Whill.
 
   The lord general of war rose from his chair and took hold of a wooden pointer attached to the side of the table. “We currently have ten thousand soldiers stationed in Devandes. We have control of the river south of the city, and fifty miles north as well. The Elgar dwarves have cut off all trade with Breggard and have a force of three thousand patrolling the northern border to Shierdon. The Ky’Dren dwarves have been put on alert as well and have five thousand dwarves at the ready.”
 
   “What of the militia?” Whill asked.
 
   “The militia is growing quickly, sire. Over five thousand in the last week alone. It seems that your offer of one hundred gold commons is being well received.”
 
   “Sire, if I may,” said the Magister of Numbers. “At this rate, the treasury will be depleted within a month. We do not have the funds to launch a massive military campaign while tending to the needs of the people.”
 
   “Duly noted, Magister Glean, but the greatest need of the people right now is a massive military campaign.”
 
   “Then we must raise taxes, sire, by at least ten percent if we are to pay for this endeavor.”
 
   “No,” said Whill. “Enough of a burden has been laid on the backs of the people. It is their sons who march to war for us. King Roakore will lend us the gold if need be. I have no doubt about that.”
 
   “But, sire, we yet owe them for the last shipment of armor and weapons, to the tune of two million commons.”
 
   Whill waved him off. “It can all be sorted out when all of this is over.”
 
   “When this is all over, we will be indebted to the dwarves for generations,” said Krell, Magister of Reflection.
 
   “Better to be in debt than dead,” said Lord General Brighton. “Without the dwarven funds and metalwork, we have no hope of stopping the undead hordes from spilling into our kingdom.”
 
   “Magister of Secrets, what is your mind?” Whill asked.
 
   “My mind and my ears are ever keen to the whispers on the streets both near and far, sire,” said Larson Donarron.
 
   “What are people saying?”
 
   “There is talk in the streets of Del’Oradon that you have become weak since the taking of elven magic. Your recent injury is proof…to some. Many of the lords resent that you are taking so many of their people for the Uthen-Arden army. There are rumors of undead roaming Shierdon, and the people are terrified.”
 
   “They see me as weak,” said Whill, nearly spitting the words. The pain in his back was flaring, and the council’s words weren’t helping. “This is exactly why we must hit the north hard. I will admit it. I was taken for a fool in Brinn. And perhaps I was a fool to think that people could settle things with civility. Well, if it is war that they want, then it is war that they shall have.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 6
 
   Gifts of the Gods
 
    
 
    
 
   After speaking with the guild leaders of Del’Oradon and ambassadors from Eldalon, Whill returned to his new chambers on the first floor with the help of his personal guard. There he found Avalyn waiting for him.
 
   “Are you turning in for the night, sire?” she asked.
 
   “I don’t think that I could sleep if I wanted to. The sofa is fine for now.”
 
   Avalyn helped him to the sofa beside the fire and began pouring him a glass of wine.
 
   “I’ll have whiskey instead, please.”
 
   “Yes, sire.” She brought him his drink and stood waiting for further commands.
 
   Whill was tired. His constant pain had kept him from getting more than a few hours of sleep a night. It must have shown on his face, for Avalyn looked upon him with sympathy.
 
   “Is there anything else I can get you, sire?”
 
   “That will be all for now. Thank you.”
 
   No sooner had she left the room than a bright flash of light lit the dim chamber. When Whill looked again, Kellallea was standing before him, glowing like the full moon.
 
   “Hello, my fearless champion,” she said with a purr.
 
   Whill tried not to show his excitement upon seeing her again. She had not appeared to him since before his capture by Zander. “Hello, Kellallea. Have you come to tempt me once more?”
 
   “Still stubborn as ever, I see. Even as a cripple,” said the goddess with a snide grin.
 
   “I won’t be like this for long.”
 
   Kellallea raised an eyebrow to that. “Oh?”
 
   “You know of what I speak. In Zander’s tower, magic returned to me when I needed it.”
 
   Kellallea gave a laugh. “You think that you did that on your own, do you?”
 
   Whill watched her closely, but her luminescent eyes gave nothing away. “I know what you are trying to do…”
 
   “In your despair you prayed to me, and I answered. It was I who sent Avriel after you. It was I who struck Zander through you.”
 
   “You are a liar,” said Whill. “The necromancer said that he had laid wards about the tower that would keep you from interfering.”
 
   “And you believe him, a bringer of death?”
 
   “I believe what my heart tells me.”
 
   “And what does your heart tell you?” she asked with a smug grin.
 
   It was in you all along… The Watcher’s words echoed in is mind.
 
   “The power lies within me. It always has.”
 
   “Yet, you have not been able to heal yourself,” she noted.
 
   “It is only a matter of time,” said Whill.
 
   “Time that you do not have.”
 
   “Why did you intervene? You say that you answered my prayers, but you would have had to send Avriel after me days before I called to you.”
 
   She floated over to the large fireplace and stared down at the glowing embers. “You are my champion. I do not wish to see you come to harm. It saddens me that you hold me under such suspicion, even now, after saving your life.”
 
   It was true. Had Kellallea not intervened, Whill might likely be dead, or worse, an undead lich. “If you hadn’t taken my knowledge of Orna Catorna, I wouldn’t have been in that position in the first place.”
 
   “You know why I did what I did. Magic is too great a power to leave unchecked. I have offered you my blessing.”
 
   “Yes, if I agree to do your bidding.”
 
   Kellallea sighed. “You prayed to me in desperation when you thought you might die. Now that you are safe, you treat me with scorn once more. Will it take another near-death experience to sway your mood again? Or do you have that much confidence that magic has returned to you?”
 
   “If you had been more forthright with me from the beginning, I might have considered your offer more seriously. I know that you are holding something back. You told Avriel that you could not meddle in the affairs of mortals. What did that mean? And if it is true, why do you interfere when it comes to me, yet you allow the elders to die? Why am I so important to you?”
 
   She turned away from him, and Whill thought that she meant to leave. “You are unique, Whillhelm Warcrown,” she said, almost reluctantly.
 
   “Why? Why am I unique? Because I am a human who can wield magic? My entire line has that gift, given to us by the queen of the elves five hundred years ago.”
 
   “None in your line have ever exhibited power before being taught.”
 
   Whill considered this. It had come as a shock to Abram when he healed Tarren on the boat, and the man had said the same thing as Kellallea. The elves had also spoken of how strange it was that Whill possessed the ability to use magic without being taught.
 
   That was it, Whill realized. That was the secret.
 
   “Where does my power come from?” he asked Kellallea.
 
   She stared at him pensively, and he felt as though he were on the cusp of discovery. She saw it in his eyes and narrowed hers—debating. Finally, she seemed to have come to a decision. Kellallea walked to him and held out her hand, waiting.
 
   “What are you doing?” Whill asked.
 
   “Giving you the answers that you seek.”
 
   He watched her cautiously and considered her outstretched hand. Slowly he reached out and took it.
 
    
 
   The world melted around them, and all went black. Just as suddenly, a strange scene unfolded before Whill’s eyes. He was standing on a hilltop overlooking a smoldering battlefield. Tens of thousands of humans, elves, dwarves, and dragons fought against each other and themselves. Magic streaked across the smoke-laden sky, blocking out the dying sun and wreaking havoc on both sides. Men, elves, and dwarves died by the hundreds, and still the battle raged.
 
   “Where are we?” Whill asked.
 
   “Just as appropriate a question would be when,” she said. “This is Drindellia many thousands of years ago.”
 
   “But the humans…they’re wielding magic.”
 
   “Yes, and the dwarves control much more than stone. The dragons breathe more than fire. This is the final battle. This is where the first Taking took place.”
 
   The scene faded and was replaced by one of the wide open sea. They stood on a hill as before, but rather than a battle below, there were dozens upon dozens of sailing vessels. Figures moved about the docks, loading various items onto the ships.
 
   “Those are humans,” said Whill. “But where are they going?”
 
   “To Agora,” said Kellallea. “If we wait long enough, we will see many of the dwarves leave as well. I took from them all knowledge of what happened here. That is why there is no mention of Drindellia in human history, or dwarven for that matter.”
 
   “Wait,” said Whill. “How is it that humans and dwarves used such magic at the battle we witnessed?”
 
   “That is a long story indeed. But I will tell you what you need to know to understand. At the dawn of time, the gods created all things. They created the heaven and earth, oceans and land. They created fish to swim in the oceans and beasts to run free on land. Looking upon what they had created, they saw that it was good, yet their hearts yearned to create beings in their own image. Four gods there were at that time, and they set themselves to the task.” Kellallea regarded him, as though waiting for him to understand.
 
   “And they created men, elves, dwarves, and dragons.”
 
   “Indeed,” she said. “They created the four sentient races and sent them to live together in Drindellia. But you see, the god of the dragons had made them too large and powerful. Their nature was like that of his, violent and full of fire. To counter the power of the dragons, the other gods bestowed powers upon their creations, hoping to balance the scales. To the elves their god gave Orna Catorna and the blessing of long life. The dwarves were given incredible strength, not only of body, but of mind, as well as an ability to move objects with their minds. Their god made them long-lived as well. Seeing all of this, and to the surprise of the other gods, the god of man made them short-lived, so that they might strive to accomplish great things in the time they had. Also, realizing the great peril that the humans would soon find themselves in, your god gave to humans the ability to mimic the powers of the other races. The power would lie dormant, however, until such time as humans came in contact with the other abilities. This way, the god of man hoped to keep the peace. His humans would remain without magic, happy to go about their days in peace. And for a time they did.”
 
   “Until they were attacked by one of the other races,” Whill guessed.
 
   “Yes,” said Kellallea. “The dragons started it. Thinking to test the hidden power of the humans, they attacked a city. Thousands perished, and it seemed as though the humans had not the power that had been foretold. Until one day revenge came swiftly and without warning. Many of the humans of the city had gained the ability to change into dragons. They attacked the closest lair and killed every dragon within.
 
   “This small affair is only the beginning. For the dragons had tested the power of the humans, and they had been satisfied. And for many centuries there was peace. The elves practiced and refined their arts, the dwarves burrowed deep into their mountains, and the humans went on. The stories of the dragon people slipped from history into legend.
 
   “But then the humans began to spread. It seemed that their short lives indeed spurred them to want to accomplish great things. Their empires and kingdoms spread far across the land, until they began to encroach on the territories of the other races. The elves, dwarves, and dragons fought to push them back. But from every conflict arose a group of humans with the ability to mimic all other power. It was a disaster. Without the wisdom of the long-lived, the humans were like children playing with fire. At this time the dwarves and dragons were warring continuously. We elves had split into different factions, and shamefully we fought against ourselves. The humans, however, fought with everyone. Once they got a taste of magic, they became insatiable. In the end they proved the most dangerous of all, for their numbers were great, and the most powerful of them had no regard for life.
 
   “The warring escalated for many centuries into the battle that you witnessed earlier.”
 
   “And that is where you stripped all magic from the four races, not just the elves,” said Whill.
 
   “You are correct. I had lost much to the wars, and I began to see magic not as a gift, but a curse. A curse on all the races. I took it all and left them with no knowledge of it.”
 
   “And then you became a tree,” said Whill, remembering his elven lore.
 
   “Yes, to live out the eons keeping watch over the elves. And for many millennia we lived in peace.”
 
   The scenery blurred and melted like watercolors, shifting and spinning and coming back together to form a grand city of wood, stone, and crystal with great stretching spires and monolithic pyramids. The rivers of the land flowed deep and clear, the fields were full of flowers, wheat, and corn. The elves lived in harmony with the land and with each other.
 
   Kellallea waved her hand, and she and Whill were suddenly standing before a gargantuan tree. So thick was it that its roots could have drained a lake. Branches stretched high and far. The top flirted with the clouds above, wearing a mountain’s crown of white.
 
   Realizing that he was looking at Kellallea as she had once existed, he was humbled and awestruck.
 
   Kellallea moved them closer to the base of the tree, which reminded Whill of a towering wall. An elf approached and touched the old weathered bark. He then began to chant.
 
   “Is that…Mallekell?” Whill asked.
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “This is when he discovered Orna Catorna on his own. He came to you to beg for your guidance…and you allowed him to proceed.”
 
   Kellallea bowed her head. In all her great beauty, Whill could see weariness.
 
   “Yes,” she said. “I allowed the rebirth of Orna Catorna. I thought that perhaps the elves had changed. But they had not. For once again magic nearly destroyed my people, and yours as well.”
 
   “And just like the elf Mallekell, the dwarf Ky’Dren rediscovered the power of old on his own,” said Whill. “The gods gave back the blessing that you took.”
 
   “Yes. And then came you. A human with the ability to mimic all other magic.”
 
   A chill ran down Whill’s spine. “You’ve been preventing me from doing it all along. You never took anything, did you? Zander was telling the truth. He laid wards about the tower to keep your influence out, which is why I was able to hit him with a blast of power. I was free from your intrusion. It wasn’t until I did it instinctively that I was able to do it at all.”
 
   Whill’s mind was racing. All of the pieces were beginning to click into place.
 
   “You tried to take magic from the races for their own good. But the gods found a way. They blessed their people anew. First Mallekell, then Ky’Dren, then me…and now the dragon that stirs in Drakkar. But why were you not able to take the powers from the other races this time? Why have the dwarves retained their power, or the necromancers for that matter?”
 
   “When you gave to me the blade of power given, I used that power to strip magic away from the elves. I stole their power, and in doing so ascended to the heavens. And in becoming a goddess I became beholden to their rules—for none can take the power of another god’s creation.
 
   “The gods have awakened, and they have emerged from their slumber hungry for blood and war. If their appetite is quenched, the world will burn, and they will rebuild it anew.”
 
   Whill was trying to take it all in. For a moment he thought that he had a good handle on things, but it was all proving too much. He wondered again where he fit in all of this.
 
   Kellallea waved her hand, and the image of Mallekell beside the tree rippled and faded.
 
    
 
   Whill found himself on the sofa beside the fire. He reeled back from the contact with Kellallea, panting.
 
   “Where do I come in to all of this? Why have you kept my powers from me?”
 
   Kellallea shook her head, regarding him with a frown. “You still do not understand. You are the most dangerous mortal in all of Agora, in all the world. You hold the power of the ancient humans. If you are unleashed upon the world now, at a time like this, you will become the gods’ tool of destruction.”
 
   “But if I swear fealty to you, I become your tool. Is that it?”
 
   “You put it harshly, but yes. I would ensure that you do not use your power to meet their ends.”
 
   “If I do this, if I swore fealty to you, what then would you have me do?”
 
   Kellallea’s eyes flashed, and a feral quality shadowed her face. “I would have you challenge the gods.”
 
   Whill stared at her, unbelieving of what he heard. “Are you mad? Challenge the gods?”
 
   “And what would happen if they answered?” Kellallea asked patiently.
 
   The answer came to him instantly and he gasped. “If they answer the summons…and try to destroy me…I would become as powerful as them.”
 
   Kellallea nodded. “It was a clever gift that your god bestowed upon the humans. Not only did he protect them from the other races, but from the other gods as well. The gods would never dare attack you, or else they would create a new god.”
 
   Whill understood. Then another thing occurred to him. “You cannot act against me either. Can you?”
 
   “You are clever,” said Kellallea. “I have suppressed your power so far. And I will continue to do so if I must.”
 
   “You would do so even though you think that the gods would see the world burn? Why have you gained such a high seat in all of this? Why do you deserve the right to choose?”
 
   “Because I do not seek power for the sake of power. I have done what I have to protect the four races from themselves, and from magic. It was indeed a curse. I wish to free the world from this curse, to see it grow on its own, naturally. The gods are arrogant. They see the world as their playground. Always fighting with one another through their creations. I have learned many things since my ascension. I have seen the countless worlds before this one. Never in any of them were the people free of the gods’ influence, never have they lived in peace.”
 
   “Magic was a gift given by the gods,” said Whill. “You call it a curse. But does it not take an evil mind to make a weapon out of a hammer? Would you see every good man stripped of his hammer because a few would use them as clubs? You have taken my power, yet you still possess yours. Who has deemed you worthy of such a gift? I held the power of a god in my hands and I let it go. But still you do not trust me to wield it responsibly. You would rather see me kneel before you. You would see me as your tool. And you would use me as a weapon. You, Lady Kellallea, are no better than any of us.”
 
   “I will not allow you to become the charge that ignites this world. I will kill you first.”
 
   “You cannot kill me,” said Whill. “Lest you open the floodgates for the gods to intervene.”
 
   Her expression soured, and Whill nodded slowly, knowingly. “I have been listening. I know that you cannot intervene. For every time that you do, you allow the other gods as much influence over their subjects.”
 
   “You think that you are clever, but you are not. You are arrogant like all the other humans before you,” said Kellallea.
 
   “Your influence over me will wane. You cannot hold back the tides whilst keeping me caged. Soon your strength will fail.”
 
   Kellallea burst into flame and doubled in size. She loomed over Whill. From her side she unsheathed a glowing blade and brought it back.
 
   Whill stared defiantly into her eyes, silently daring her to strike.
 
   Her body tensed. He thought the blow would come at any moment.
 
   But then she relaxed. She sheathed her fiery blade.
 
   “You do not know what you are meddling with, mortal! You see yourself as a hero, but you are the harbinger of death.”
 
   “You have lost this battle, Lady Kellallea. Speak of it no more. You ask for my fealty, and when I refuse, you try to gain it through lies. You say that magic is a curse, yet you wish to seize it all. If it is true what you say, that the gods wish to destroy this world, then I will work with you to defeat them. But I will not become your tool. I will never swear fealty to you.”
 
   “Then this is farewell, for now, Whillhelm Warcrown. I shall find another who might accept my gifts. As the other gods have done, I must now arm my people with the power that they need to defend themselves.”
 
   “You do what you have to do, and so will I,” said Whill.
 
   Kellallea offered him one last disappointed glance. Then she was gone.
 
   Whill sat on the sofa, staring at the fire and thinking of all he had learned. He didn’t know the lies from the truth, but he felt as though Kellallea had been forthright with him. It made sense. He was first healed by the queen of elves when he was an infant. In healing Whill, Araveal had given him the ability to heal. Then, much later when he met Zerafin and Avriel, he began to exhibit other powers.
 
   A mimic, Whill mused.
 
   If it was true, then he would not be able to heal himself again until he came in contact with someone with healing powers—assuming that Kellallea stopped interfering with him.
 
   Roakore. If I meet with him again, I should absorb his power to move stone at least.
 
   Whill was becoming excited by the prospect. Finally he was beginning to understand his power. It was ironic to him that the god of man had blessed him with such an ability, whilst Whill did not worship him.
 
   “Guard!”
 
   The door opened, and one stood at attention inside the room. “Yes, sire!”
 
   “Summon my scribe at once.”
 
   “Yes, sire.”
 
   Whill had a letter drawn up for Roakore, asking him to meet at his earliest convenience. With the power of the dwarves, Whill would be able to take back the north easily.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 7
 
   The Blessed of Drakkar
 
    
 
    
 
   Reshikk sat perched on the rim of the smoldering volcano. With the rising of the sun he gave a fierce roar that rumbled throughout the island like rolling thunder.
 
   “Father of Dragons! I have gathered a terror of dragons as Agora has never known. Hundreds of eggs have been laid in the birthing chambers. We stand before you now, your servants, ready to exact your will upon the world.”
 
   He waited, horned head bowed low.
 
   You have done well, Reshikk the Green. Soon will be the time.
 
   “What do you command, Father of Dragons?”
 
   Choose one dragon of each color to be your commanders. Bring them here, to me, and I shall bless them with the powers of old.
 
   “As you wish, my lord.”
 
   Reshikk leapt from his stone perch and flew a circle around the volcano. He let out a cry that sent birds erupting from the jungle below. The call to gather echoed long and far. Soon dragons began to emerge from the underground chambers in droves. Reshikk landed on the stone perch jutting out of the side of the volcano and watched them gathering. Soon every dragon on Drakkar Island was bowing before him. The sun shone bright in the morning sky, causing the dragons’ scales to shimmer like jewels.
 
   “The Father of Dragons has commanded that I choose one dragon of every color, so that he might bless them with the powers of old.”
 
   The dragons began to stir, and a chorus of growls, gnashing teeth, and scraping claws sounded below. Fights broke out among the alphas, who pushed and clawed their way to the front of the group.
 
   “Enough of this!” Reshikk roared, shaking the ground below them. He spread his massive wings, each nearly a hundred feet long. 
 
   The physical display silenced the gathering, and all bowed before their king once more.
 
   “All who think themselves worthy to become one of the blessed, step forth now.”
 
   The black dragon Ez’Rah was the first to step forward, which pleased Reshikk. The black stood proudly before his king and was soon joined by nearly three dozen others, some of whom were females.
 
   Reshikk swooped down from his perch and landed before the brave dragons. He walked the line slowly, staring down at each of them. Choosing one from each color was not an easy task. He had watched them all for weeks. They fought often, as all dragons did, both for play and position. The alphas had been determined through battle, but there were many females who had proven fierce as well. One of them, a long, slim red with a crown of long curved horns, had proven too fierce for any male save Reshikk to dominate and breed with. She had given him three strong dragon eggs already.
 
   He stood before her and stared into her fiery eyes. She was unrelenting in her gaze, a feat that few dragons could achieve.
 
   Reshikk offered her a toothy grin. “The Father of Dragons has chosen you, Fiorra the Red.”
 
   She straightened her neck proudly and strode forth past the two red males to take her place beside her king. One of them, an old dragon with a terrible scar across his snout and more than one broken horn, gave a roar and shot fire into the sky.
 
   Fiorra shifted and whipped her pointed tail suddenly. The infuriated alpha saw the blow coming, but he was too slow. With a twitch of the hips Fiorra cracked her tale like a whip, impaling the red through the eye. The alpha howled and grabbed at his face, reeling back.
 
   Reshikk gave a roar and pounced on the red, grabbing the injured dragon by the throat and spraying his chest with green venom. The acid clung to the scales and burned through to the flesh and bone beyond. The red dragon cried out in pain and horror, desperately bathing Reshikk in flame. Soon, however, the red fell to the ground dead, its chest eaten away completely by the sizzling acid.
 
   “My word is the will of the Father of Dragons! Act against that will, and you shall lie smoldering at my feet!”
 
   He chose Ez’Rah next, and a blue dragon whom he had been watching closely for some time. Another female joined the blessed, and soon the nine dragons had been chosen. They followed their king to the top of the volcano and landed, awaiting their god.
 
   “Father of Dragons! I have returned with those I have deemed worthy of your blessing. See into their hearts and minds. See that they are prepared to die for your glory.”
 
   No voice shook the heavens, no light split the clouds. But the dragons suddenly reeled, wings spread wide, and were lifted into the air by an unseen force. Their scales glowed brightly as they reveled in the glory of their god. Tremors coursed through their bodies and cries of pain rang out. Muscles bulged, bones cracked. Scales grew larger, thicker, and stronger. Short horns grew to the size of lances, and teeth like daggers became like swords. Horns grew long at every joint and down the backs of the blessed, and finally they were released.
 
   One and all fell to the stone below, panting.
 
   Reshikk watched them with growing excitement, waiting to see them display the power of the ancients.
 
   Fiorra was the first to shake away her daze. She looked to Reshikk with eyes filled with wonderment and opened her mouth wide. Flame erupted from her maw and bathed the side of the volcano. There was a high-pitched grating sound and a bright spark and brilliant flash. Her flames winked out altogether, and a beam of white-hot flame shot out of her mouth. The concentrated dragon’s breath hit a large boulder and shorn it in two.
 
   Ez’Rah opened his maw and gave a roar, spewing a cloud of mist as black as night. The other dragons were quick to get out of the way as the cloud of death descended on what sparse vegetation there was, causing it to wither and die on contact.
 
   Longclaw the Silver leapt from the rim of the volcano and turned his head. From his maw a snaking arc of lightning erupted, hitting the jungle below and lighting a copse of palm trees on fire.
 
   Next, Krys the White let loose with a howling gale of snow and ice that frosted the side of the volcano halfway to the base.
 
   Xalien the Blue spewed forth a jet of steam into the ground at his feet. It bored a hole ten feet deep and three feet wide. The others shot pluming flames into the air in celebration.
 
   “But what has the Father of Dragons gifted the violet clan?” asked Eluveitie.
 
   The roar that escaped his sharp-toothed mouth caused even Reshikk to turn away in agony as a sonic wave swept over the mountainside. The volcano began to quiver, and as the last terrible echo of Eluveitie’s cry disappeared out to sea, the rumble of an avalanche replaced it.
 
   Reshikk watched proudly with the others as the landslide played itself out, leaving much destruction down the northern face.
 
   “Witness the glory of the yellow dragons,” said Kuumra.
 
   He arched his neck, and all could see a lump building in his throat. The scales of his neck began to glow, and suddenly he shot a glowing fireball out of his maw. It sailed through the air and landed in the dense jungle below, exploding on impact.
 
   As the rumble died, an orange stepped forth. The dragons watched curiously as Aerra bent and took up a large stone in her mouth. Her short, wide neck began to glow, and she bathed the rim of the volcano with molten lava.
 
   The dragons roared and growled, cheering on their fellow blessed.
 
   When silence permeated the air once more, the blessed looked upon the last dragon. Zalenlia the Gold stepped forward proudly and looked out over the side of the volcano. Ez’Rah the Black had killed what vegetation there was, leaving only charred rock and long, cooled onyx lava streams.
 
   The gold dragon pulled back her head and closed her eyes. To the utter astonishment of the other dragons, a song erupted from Zalenlia. It swept over the dragons, filling them with strength and energy. As it echoed over the side of the mountain, saplings began to bud until they covered the northern face. They continued to grow as she sang. When her song ended, a lush canopy of green was left shimmering in the sunlight.
 
   “You have received the blessing of the Father of Dragons,” said Reshikk. “Now you will exact his will upon the world.”
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 8
 
   Steel Fist
 
    
 
    
 
   The fire of the forge roared. Beads of sweat trickled down Roakore’s brow, stinging his eyes and soaking his clothes. He reveled in the exertion, pounding the steel with his heavy mallet. He gave himself completely to the work, finding that place of focus that only came with the intense love of a craft.
 
   With his mind he pumped the large bellows, causing the fire to burn hotter still. The mallet fell and sparks flew. Roakore dunked the pointed bolt into the water troth, causing it to hiss and steam. He pulled it out and inspected his work. The bolt was made of hardened steel and had been fitted to slide into the arm that he had built.
 
   The contraption was a gift for Helzendar—an arm of steel with working joints that he would be able to control with his mind. The long, thin, pointed bolt clicked into place within the forearm. With but a thought, Helzendar would be able to extend it out through the fist and just as easily retract it.
 
   Satisfied with the results of the forging, Roakore brought the steel arm and many gems and supplies up to his moon tower, just above Silverwind’s perch at the peak of the mountain. He preferred doing his gem work by the light of the full moon, which had a magic all its own.
 
   Roakore laid the steel fist on a raised dais and carefully placed his selected gems there as well. Opening a rolled-up cloth, he took out his small tools and set about the task. He carved ancient runes into the shaft of the forearm, and the hand and fingers as well. He lined them with liquid silver and summoned wind to speed the cooling. When the silver had set, he smoothed the grooves and edges. Diamonds, rubies, and sapphires he placed on the arm as well. He did so sparingly, adding them only to the joints of the wrist, knuckles, and fingers, where a housing had been fashioned.
 
   By the time he had completed his task, the sun was beginning to peer over the distant mountain peaks. Roakore took one last look at his finished work and smiled to himself. He could hardly wait to present it to his son.
 
    
 
   Helzendar arrived at his father’s chambers a few minutes late. He had been practicing with his new abilities and had lost track of time.
 
   “Come in, come in,” Roakore said excitedly when Helzendar knocked on the door.
 
   “Sorry I be a little late, Father.”
 
   “Never mind that, come on over here. I’ve got something for you.”
 
   Curious, Helzendar walked over to his father’s large desk by a big window overlooking the mountain range. Roakore pushed a fine oak box forward, a bright smile spreading across his bearded face.
 
   “What’s this?” Helzendar asked, lifting it slightly to test the weight.
 
   “Somethin’ I made ye. A gift. Go on. Open it up.”
 
   Helzendar unlatched the lid and pulled it open slowly. A velvety cloth was laid over an object. Roakore was practically dancing with anticipation by now.
 
   “Ye got me a towel?” Helzendar teased.
 
   “Haha, ye smart arse. Go on, pull it back.”
 
   Helzendar did so, and all levity left his face. He stared at the beautiful steel arm with wonderment, and a slow tear found his eye, which he quickly wiped away. With a trembling hand he pulled the arm from its cradle in the box. “This is amazin’, Father. Thank ye.”
 
   “Ye be welcome, lad.”
 
   “You think…you think I can control it like me own arm?” Helzendar asked.
 
   Roakore gave a laugh. “That be the idea. Here, try it on.”
 
   He took the arm from Helzendar, and the young dwarf removed his jacket and undershirt, exposing his metal-capped stump. With help from Roakore, he fitted the arm on the stump and it clicked into place with a twist.
 
   “What do ye think?” Roakore asked.
 
   “It’s great.”
 
   “Comfortable?”
 
   “Aye, it be a nice fit.”
 
   “Now, I be thinkin’ that ye can move the wrist and fingers just like ye be movin’ anything else. Go on and try it out. Can ye move the fingers?”
 
   Helzendar focused on the steel digits, mentally willing them to move. They did so without so much as a creek, but they moved erratically, mechanically.
 
   “Hah!” Roakore yelled and slapped his knee. “What did I tell ye?”
 
   “This be amazin’,” Helzendar declared.
 
   “Aye, try grabbin’ hold o’ somethin’.” Roakore looked around the room. “That there whiskey bottle, hand it to me if ye can.”
 
   Helzendar leaned over and put the steel hand against the bottle. His tongue hung out the side of his mouth as he concentrated on the task. When the fingers closed around the bottle, Roakore gave another cheer. Then suddenly the bottle burst under the pressure, and they both jumped back.
 
   “Hah! Ye’ll have to learn yer own strength,” said Roakore, chuckling. “Best ye ain’t shakin’ no one’s hand for a while.”
 
   Helzendar gave him a big hug and sniffled. “Thank ye, me king. It be a great gift.”
 
   “Alright then, alright,” said Roakore, wiping an itch from his own eye. “No need to be gettin’ too worked up.” He looked upon his boy with pride. “Come on now. Best we be gettin’ to the trainin’ room. There be silver hawks awaitin’.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 9
 
   Hawk Riders
 
    
 
    
 
   Roakore and Helzendar went up the many flights of stairs to the newly renovated silver hawk perch. Shortly after the fall of Eadon, he had begun buying silver hawk eggs from human merchants who had somehow obtained them during the chaos and warring. Roakore suspected that they had plundered the silver hawk keep of Shierdon, but the merchants swore up and down that they had purchased the eggs from someone else. More than half of the eggs had hatched, and now they were nearly full-grown. With them he intended on creating an elite group of flying dwarf warriors. Since the recent discovery of dragons on Drakkar, he had begun to speed up the process. Already the first of the riders had been chosen, with Helzendar and many of Roakore’s other sons among them. Since they possessed the ability to move stone, they would be even more formidable as silver hawk riders.
 
   When they reached the perch, Roakore and Helzendar found the recruits standing at attention beside their respective silver hawks. Among them was Philo, who had jumped at the opportunity. They stood with their silver-feathered cloaks tucked under one arm. Each rider had been spending time bonding with their hawk—a task that included battling the birds in a kind of dominance ritual. Some had failed, and one had died trying.
 
   Those who succeeded stood before their king proudly, chests puffed out and eyes facing straight. Helzendar hurried to stand beside his mount, a male bird that he had named Goldenwing because of its one long gold feather beneath the right wing.
 
   The other dwarves saw his incredible steel arm and gazed at it with awe. Roakore, not disliking the attention that his work had gained, gave them all a few minutes to marvel at it. They surrounded Helzendar, ogling the fine smith work.
 
   “Listen up and listen good!” said Roakore as he began walking down the line. “Today ye be ridin’ yer silver hawks for the first time. Don’t be doin’ nothin’ stupid or ye just might get yerselves and yer hawk killed. This be serious business. Silver hawks got a mind o’ their own oftentimes. And they be smarter than a horse. You keep them well and they’ll keep you.”
 
   He stopped and scowled at one of the riders. “Where be your goggles?”
 
   The dwarf reached up and felt his head, and then quickly searched his pockets. “I…I seem to have forgotten ‘em, me king,” he said with a gulp.
 
   “Forgot ‘em, did ye?”
 
   “I can run back quick and—”
 
   “What be yer name, soldier?”
 
   “Delgish, sire, but me friends call me Freckles.”
 
   “Well then, Delgish, ye’ll be with the first group then. After a flight without goggles, I dare say ye’ll never be forgettin’ ‘em again. What be yer bird’s name? Or did ye forget to name him?”
 
   “His name be Pecker,” said Freckles proudly.
 
   Roakore scowled at him, eyeing him dangerously. “Come again,” he said low.
 
   Freckles glanced around at the other dwarves, some of whom had begun to snicker. “Ye know, ‘cause birds peck at stuff and all,” he said, looking at the others quizzically.
 
   Roakore shook his head slowly. “Ye special or somethin’?”
 
   “Well, my mum says I be.”
 
   “I think she might be right, lad,” said Roakore, still shaking his head.
 
   The other dwarves were choked up with laughter, but a scowl from their king sobered them quickly.
 
   Roakore picked four others—one of which was Helzendar—for the first test flight. The king put on his feathered cloak and mounted Silverwind nimbly. He pulled on the reins slightly, and she reared back and spread her long wings.
 
   “As ye be knowin’, silver hawks can change the color o’ their feathers accordin’ to their environments. Yer cloaks will change as well. Now, when there ain’t no sign o’ danger, the silver hawk will remain its natural silver. But once ye get to knowin’ ‘em good enough, they’ll change at yer command.”
 
   He pet Silverwind’s neck and told her to change color. She complied, blending into the surrounding stone effortlessly. Her feathers even shimmered and glinted like the shining specks in the stone.
 
   “Now, the silver hawk can blend with the sky, clouds, trees, even water. And it’s important that ye ain’t got nothin’ showin’. Make sure yer cloaks be pulled tight and yer feathered helms be secure. All packs must be covered in feathers, and yer saddles as well—or there ain’t no point in bein’ camouflaged.”
 
   He spurred Silverwind toward the large entrance to the perch and motioned the first group over. “Single file. Follow my lead. Pull the reins right to go right, left to go left, pull back to climb, and push to dive. Give ‘em a bit o’ a twist to do a barrel roll. But that comes later. For now, stay on me tail, and don’t do nothin’ stupid.”
 
   The riders got in line, with Helzendar right behind his father, followed by Freckles and Pecker. Three quick steps and Silverwind was leaping out into the midday sun. Goldenwing wasn’t far behind, followed by a screaming Freckles. Roakore let them get the hang of it, gliding out over the mountainside on a slow and steady current. The dwarves whooped, whistled, and cried out triumphantly as their hawks followed Silverwind.
 
   Roakore glanced back to make sure everyone was following, then he leaned forward. “Alright, Silverwind, they’ve had enough time to get used to it. Let’s take ‘em on a ride. Nothin’ too crazy, mind you. Just nice and eas—”
 
   Silverwind gave a screeching cry and dove suddenly, taking the wind from Roakore’s lungs. Behind them, Goldenwing dove, but Helzendar was ready for it. He gripped the saddle horn firmly with his steel fist and laughed all the while. Freckles had not been so prepared. Without goggles, tears had pooled in his eyes and his vision was nothing but a blur. He cried out and lost hold when Pecker dove hard. If not for the saddle strap, Freckles would have easily been thrown off.
 
   “Easy, ye blasted bird!” Roakore yelled against the howling wind, pulling the reins.
 
   Silverwind gave a proud cry and leveled out a few hundred feet above the mountainside. She banked hard to the right, spiraling into a barrel roll. The other hawks followed her lead—to the terror of Freckles. He was still trying to find a handhold on the saddle and screaming bloody murder.
 
   The group leveled out and sailed over a valley between two mountains. Roakore looked ahead and saw what Silverwind was flying for. When he spotted the waterfall, he gave the reins a quick jerk. “Don’t even think about it,” he warned his mount.
 
   She ignored him and beat her large wings, which had turned as blue as the sky. Behind them Helzendar was still howling, thoroughly enjoying himself. He had been on many rides with his father and was quite used to it. The others, however, weren’t doing so well. Their faces were stark white, with a slight green tint. White-knuckled fists clutched saddle horns and reins, and many of the poor dwarves had begun to pray.
 
   They flew higher and higher, one thousand feet and then two, until they were directly above the waterfall. Silverwind leveled out, but before Roakore could mutter another warning, she tucked in her wings, pointed her beak at the ground, and dropped like a stone.
 
   The wind roared in Roakore’s ears and pulled his beard completely out from underneath his armor to slap him in the face continuously. He cursed all the while as his cheeks flapped in the breeze like a banner in a windstorm. The pressure mounted quickly and his ears popped.
 
   Silverwind suddenly opened her wings and veered close to the sheer cliff, quickly approaching the thousand-foot waterfall that fed the lake below. Knowing that it was no use to try to deter the stubborn hawk, Roakore instead held tight. The hawks rode the cliff sideways, following Silverwind’s lead as she veered left and tucked her wings, zipping through the back of the waterfall. The six silver hawks emerged with feathers like water, shimmering in the bright sunlight.
 
   To the panting dwarves’ relief, Silverwind led the flock down to the valley and landed.
 
   Freckles was clinging to the neck of his mount, muttering something to himself and still clenching his eyes tight. Two of the riders scrambled out of their saddles and fell to the ground to throw up. The remaining rider, a stout old dwarf named Grizzle who had more than a little silver in his hair, had gotten sick in the air, it seemed, for he was covered in his undigested lunch.
 
   Roakore dismounted, shaking his head at Silverwind. “Now look what ye did. They’ll probably never want to fly again after what ye put ‘em through.”
 
   “Bah, they’ll be alright,” Helzendar chuckled. “Best way to learn be to just jump right in, eh?”
 
   The valley had been recently tilled as per Roakore’s request. Rain had been sparse during the hot summer months, but the dwarves were clever creatures and had built an irrigation system fed by the lake at the center of the valley. Many barns had been erected to house the growing herds of cattle. There were also sheep and giant mountain goats about, along with horses, ponies, and oxen. The Ro’Sar Mountains had many such valleys, and farming had also begun on some of the flatter slopes. The dwarves grew mostly potatoes, carrots, and other high-yield vegetables, finding them preferable to troublesome greens. Being quite fond of the drink, the dwarves also grew fields of wheat, hops, and barley.
 
   There were many dwarves about who had been tending to the crops. They clapped and cheered their king and his hawk riders, gathering around the bank for a look at the mystical creatures.
 
   Roakore let them gawk for a while before ordering them all back to their work and the riders back into their saddles. Freckles looked distraught and reluctant to ride again. Tears streamed down his face, and his eyes were so puffy it looked as though he had been crying all night.
 
   “Ye havin’ second thoughts about bein’ a hawk rider?” Roakore asked.
 
   “No, sire! Not at all, if ye please. But I wish I hadn’t forgot me goggles,” said the dwarf, having to continuously wipe his eyes to see straight.
 
   “Here,” said Roakore, tossing the dwarf an extra pair. “Mind ye give ‘em back when we reach the perch.”
 
   “Thank ye, me king. And I won’t ever be forgettin’ mine again.”
 
   On the flight back to the perch, Silverwind was merciful and obeyed Roakore’s guidance. He brought them out over the eastern edge of the range and back to the perch, where the other riders waited impatiently for their turn to go.
 
   Roakore brought out four more groups of five. Each group was led on the same crazy ride as the first. A few of them got sick, and one, named Arkose, even passed out—though he swore up and down that the ride had been so timid that he fell asleep. The other riders saw through his ruse, however, and taunted him mercilessly. From that day forth he was known as Arkose the Sleepy.
 
   All in all, Roakore was pleased with the first day of flight training. The riders had done well enough, and to their credit, none of them had gotten themselves killed. Roakore just hoped that they were ready when the dragons decided to retaliate, a moment that he felt was coming soon.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 10
 
   Attack on Volnoss
 
    
 
    
 
   Dirk swirled out of the figurine and floated a foot off the ground. Krentz watched with growing anticipation as the figurine continued to glow. Suddenly, it erupted once more in shimmering light, and a large form passed through it into the material world. To Krentz’s surprise, a grizzly bear took form beside the fire.
 
   “Not bad, eh?” said Dirk, grinning.
 
   “I believe that Blackthorn has outdone you,” said Gretzen, who was also sitting beside the fire. Aurora floated a few feet away and to the right, looking none too pleased.
 
   “Show off,” she said, enjoying the inside joke.
 
   Chief growled and scuttled over to the fire, eyeing the grizzly spirit dangerously.
 
   “Now, Chief, play nice,” said Dirk. “Stay,” he said to the bear, gently exerting his will.
 
   “Remember, Blackthorn. The spirits you bind to yourself will not be as strong as Chief,” said Gretzen. “They are new to the material world and will not be able to maintain form for long.”
 
   “I understand. It took me many months to be able to maintain form for long periods of time,” said Dirk.
 
   “Yes, but you were summoned immediately. The memory of flesh was fresh on your mind. Many of the spirits you will bring with you have been dead for years. For some it will take a long time to remember. Against the undead, however, they will not need to take form. Those creatures are caught in between worlds, and so they can be affected by both.”
 
   Dirk took note of her words, as did Aurora. They had both been practicing spirit binding for many days, and they had both picked up on it quickly. They had tamed nearly all of the larger beasts, yet neither had been successful in binding a dragon. Dirk had one particular dragon in mind, Fyrfrost, who had fallen in the final battle against the dark elves. He had yet to see the beast, and was working with Gretzen on a way to summon him. The old witch said that she was close to finishing the spell, and soon they would be able to attempt it.
 
   A horn blared in the distance, coming from the southern coast.
 
   “What’s that mean, eh?” Raene asked.
 
   “Warning,” said Gretzen as she got up stiffly. “Means an enemy ship has been spotted. The number of calls marks the number of ships.”
 
   They all waited, listening pensively.
 
   The horn blared again, and again. Ten times it sounded. The group exchanged glances and settled on Gretzen. An old barbarian man came running from the heart of the village, followed by other elders and the oldest of the children. They were armor-clad and armed with sword and spear.
 
   Gretzen turned to Aurora and held out the trinket. “I will summon you back shortly, see that you bring company. Now back to the spirit world, Aurora Snowfell.”
 
   Azzeal came from somewhere in the village. His eyes glowed soft blue and his ears were perked to danger. “The horn speaks of many ships.”
 
   “Quickly,” said Gretzen, “to the coast!”
 
   Dirk and Chief turned to mist and zipped through the village, heading south. Krentz, Raene, and Azzeal sped after them. Gretzen downed a small vial of glowing liquid and shuddered. She raised her long staff into the air and gave a grating war cry. The elders and young warriors echoed the cry as Gretzen led the charge through the village and through the forest. Soon she had caught up to the dwarf and the two elves.
 
   Azzeal laughed when he was overtaken by the elderly woman. Raene gritted her teeth and pumped her legs as hard as she could. 
 
   The small group sped across the long green field leading to the beach. Up ahead they could see Dirk and Chief streaking across the sky to intercept a group of undead draquon flying low over the sand dunes and high grass. Three of the beasts flew on past the defenders. On their backs rode dark elves with glowing blades.
 
   “Spirit blades?” Azzeal asked Gretzen.
 
   “Possibly, or something worse.”
 
   Raene spoke the words that would activate her mace. It flashed and hummed with power, glowing bright silver. “Bah, tell ‘em to bring it on. I been itchin’ to try this out.”
 
   The three draquon flew swiftly toward the defenders as the first of the invading undead soldiers charged over the distant dunes. Gretzen turned to her people and cast a ward of protection over them all.
 
   Krentz spoke the words, and her bow shifted to spirit form. She pulled back the bow and the song of the dragon echoed across the field. She fired three glowing arrows in rapid succession. The draquon dove and barrel-rolled, trying to avoid the streaking missiles. One of the beasts misjudged an arrow’s flight and was hit in the chest. It exploded on impact, sending its dark elf rider careening to the ground.
 
   Arrows erupted from Krentz’s bow until the other two flying beasts and their riders were destroyed.
 
   “Hey!” Raene yelled. “Save some for me, would ye!”
 
   “You shall have your chance,” said Gretzen. She pointed at her apprentices and brought them to the front line. Gretzen ordered the other barbarians to hold the forest leading to the village. Those that she had asked forward called to their blades, which flared to life and glowed bright blue and silver. Aurora had helped her to make spirit blades for their people. Thirteen stood before her, seven elder warriors and six young teens.
 
   In the distance a horn blared. This was no barbarian horn, but rather high-pitched and wicked. A horde of undead crested the dunes and emerged from the beach, led by a dark elf necromancer flying a large draquon. A dozen of the beasts flew behind him.
 
   “There are hundreds,” said Azzeal.
 
   “They must not get to the village,” said Gretzen.
 
   The others followed her across the field toward Dirk and Chief, who were streaking across the frontline of the approaching horde, felling many and slowing their advance.
 
   Gretzen summoned Aurora on the run and pointed at the approaching horde. “They come to claim our lands! Protect the children!” Gretzen cried.
 
   Aurora flared to life and unsheathed a seven-foot-long glowing blade. The bound spirits of a wolf and panther came with her. Together they exploded from the group like a streak of lightning, flying across the field and tearing into the charging undead.
 
   Raene charged across the field as other horns blared in the distance to the east and west—likely Timber Wolf and Dragon Tribe answering the call of battle. 
 
   Krentz riddled the oncoming draquon, taking many of them from the sky with her glowing arrows.
 
   A necromancer leapt from his dying beast when an arrow found its heart. He landed before the group of charging defenders. Raene was the closest. She charged the crouching elf and shield-slammed him with all her might. The necromancer flew backward through the air but turned to mist and was suddenly behind her. Instinctively, she brought her mace around to counter the blow that she knew would be coming. There was a flash of light as her glowing mace met his similarly deadly sword. The two spirit weapons crackled and hissed as they exchanged blows. Raene parried and sent the spirit blade out wide, coming in to strike at the dark elf’s head. He ducked the blow and brought his glowing blade around. Knowing that she had no time to block with her mace, Raene instinctively brought up her shield.
 
   The necromancer’s blade passed right through it and her arm as well. A searing hot pain shot through her, and she fell back with a cry. Her left arm had no feeling and hung at her side, useless. The necromancer lunged at her but was stopped by a glowing arrow that took him in the neck. He stumbled back even as another arrow hit him in the chest. He jerked and let out a long groan before falling to the ground, dead.
 
   Azzeal stopped beside Raene as the others charged past them toward the advancing horde.
 
   “Are you alright?”
 
   Raene grimaced and gritted her teeth against the pain in her arm. There was no visible wound to the flesh—it was her spirit that had been damaged.
 
   “Damn arm’s useless,” she said, tucking it under her belt.
 
   “You should fall back to the—”
 
   “Bah! You fall back. I got undead to send to the hells! Come on, elf,” she said, taking up the charge once more.
 
   Dirk and Chief were still fighting the draquon overhead, keeping them busy enough to not attack the others. Krentz stood off to the side, shooting arrows as fast as she could. There were hundreds of undead soldiers coming at them, and more cresting the distant dunes. Dirk suddenly streaked across the sky and materialized before Krentz.
 
   “Dismiss me and call me back shortly!” he said.
 
   Krentz asked no questions, knowing what he had in mind.
 
   “Back to the spirit world, Dirk Blackthorn!”
 
   He disappeared, and Chief came to defend her.
 
   “Keep those undead off of me so that I can work the bow,” she told him.
 
   He gave a howl and streaked out to attack those undead who had targeted her.
 
   The front lines clashed with a clang of blades and shields. The undead ignored even fatal wounds, and the draquon began to dive into the group of defenders to pluck warriors from their ranks.
 
   Aurora put her spirit blade to work with devastating effect. She stood at the center of the horde, swinging her blade back and forth, felling all that came in contact with it. Her spirit wolf and panther tore through the invading army as well, ignoring all injuries as they ripped out throats and mauled undead humans and dark elves alike.
 
   Raene and Azzeal caught up to the others, and while the elf dove into the fray, Raene hung back and took mental control of a large round boulder that sat off to the left of the battlefield. She pulled with all her might, but rather than lift the seven-foot-tall stone, she caused it to roll. It went down a small gully and came up the other side faster than before. The boulder continued to gain momentum as Raene steered it into the undead army. By the time it went crashing into the side of the group, it was traveling as fast as a sprinting horse. Raene kept the pressure on, crushing undead humans, elves, and draggard. When it cleared through to the other side, she steered it out wide and brought it back for another pass.
 
   Krentz paused her attack on the draquon above—it had been long enough. “Dirk Blackthorn, come to me!” she cried.
 
   Out of the figurine came Dirk, along with the grizzly, a giant stag with huge pointed antlers, and to Krentz’s surprise, a shrieking dragon.
 
   “Fyrfrost!” she cried in amazement.
 
   “To battle!” Dirk yelled, raising his spirit blade high.
 
   Fyrfrost roared and shot through the air after the winged beasts. The grizzly and stag sped across the field as streaks of light, solidifying before the undead and attacking mercilessly.
 
   Raene’s boulder rolled through the invaders once more, and she finally released it, falling to her knees panting. Azzeal had worked his way back to her and took her up under the arm. She gave no objection as he whisked her away behind the defenders.
 
   “Just need a bit o’ rest,” she told him.
 
   “You deserve it. That was quite impressive.”
 
   “Aye, gave them…them bastards…” She swayed and Azzeal caught her.
 
   “Raene?”
 
   She didn’t respond.
 
   Azzeal inspected her left arm. What skin he could see was blackened and swollen. Wasting no time, he began to pick her up. She jerked awake with a start and pushed him away with surprising strength.
 
   “What ye all about, eh?”
 
   “You should return to the village, your arm—”
 
   “I ain’t retreatin’. Ye hear me, ye meddlin’ elf.”
 
   Azzeal sighed and unsheathed his blade. With a word it flared to life. He followed the fearless dwarf back into the fray.
 
   An hour later the companions sat on the dunes overlooking the shore. Ten ships burned in the water. Smoke hung thick in the air. True to Gretzen’s word, the spirit animals that Dirk and Aurora had bound and brought with them hadn’t lasted long in battle. Fyrfrost had maintained form the longest and had wreaked havoc on the invaders, igniting the killing fields and dousing the ships in flame. The fight had taken a lot out of Aurora as well, and she asked Gretzen to dismiss her so that she would be fresh should another attack come from the south.
 
   Dirk had stayed behind, though he was just as tired as the others. He insisted on remaining on guard until Chief had recuperated some strength.
 
   Raene sat on the sand, looking as though she might pass out at any moment. Gretzen kneeled over her, tending to her blackened arm.
 
   “Will she be alright?” Azzeal asked with a look of concern.
 
   “It isn’t fatal. This limb has been severed from the spirit body. If I don’t act soon, she will lose it.”
 
   A group of young, strong barbarian teenagers ran up to them with a large quilt. They quickly rolled the babbling dwarf onto it and, taking her up, carried her toward the village with Gretzen and Azzeal following close behind. They were forced to take a roundabout route, since Fyrfrost had scorched the entire field leading to the village in order to destroy the bodies of the undead.
 
   Krentz and Dirk remained to keep watch over the coast until reinforcements arrived. Hundreds of warriors were on their way from neighboring villages. The call had gone out when first the invaders were spotted. In the absence of the warriors that Aurora had led into battle months earlier, the very young had been forced to grow up quickly. Volnoss’s army now consisted of elderly warriors who had seen too many winters, and young men and women who had seen too few. To their credit, they had done fairly well against the undead. 
 
   “How did you find Fyrfrost in the spirit world?” Krentz asked Dirk.
 
   He was quite faded, tired as he was. She knew that he didn’t have it in him to hold physical form for more than a few seconds. 
 
   “The summoning ritual that Gretzen has been working on. I was just as surprised to see him as you were.”
 
   He stared off at the gentle ocean with a look in his eyes that Krentz knew well. For as long as she had known him, he had always possessed a thirst for power that was insatiable.
 
   “Do you know what we can do with a spirit as powerful as Fyrfrost?” he asked. “Soon I will have bound a small army of spirit animals to me.”
 
   “We will be able to do a lot of good, for once,” said Krentz.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 11
 
   Like Old Times
 
    
 
    
 
   “Sire, Princess Avriel has arrived.”
 
   “What?” Whill couldn’t believe his ears. He hurriedly put away the correspondence that he had been reading and wheeled around the desk.
 
   “She would like to speak with you, sire.”
 
   “Where is she?”
 
   “In the courtyard, sire. The dragon is causing a bit of an uproar in the city.”
 
   “Guard!”
 
   Marshal, Whill’s new captain of the guard, entered the room. He gave a small bow, causing his thin auburn hair to fall over his breastplate. “Sire.”
 
   “Bring me to the courtyard, and quickly!”
 
   Captain Marshal wheeled him through the pillared veranda and gardens beyond, coming out in the southern half of the courtyard. Avriel was there, standing on the shores of the swan pond. Zorriaz stood next to her, glimmering in the sunlight. To Whill, they were both as beautiful as a dwarf king’s horde.
 
   “Princess, I am honored by your presence. Please tell me that you have no bad news,” he said, glancing at her stomach.
 
   “I am afraid that I do,” she said, glancing at the captain. “But not about what you fear most.”
 
   Whill understood and inwardly sighed with relief. “Please, let us speak privately in my chamber.”
 
   Zorriaz bent her neck and nudged Whill on the shoulder gently.
 
   “Ah, my other princess. Hello, Zorriaz.”
 
   “Perhaps a flight would be better,” said Avriel. “There is plenty of privacy in the sky.”
 
   Whill would have loved to, but getting up into the saddle of a dragon would have been quite a spectacle. He knew that he should have no shame of his condition, yet he hesitated to do anything that put it on display.
 
   Avriel saw his hesitation and smiled. “I have already worked out everything.”
 
   She turned and climbed up Zorriaz to the big saddle to retrieve what looked to be a leather harness with one large metal ring hanging from it.
 
   “Put this on and Zorriaz will help you to the saddle. No bother, no fuss.”
 
   He was reluctant still, and Avriel scowled stubbornly. “I insist.”
 
   Whill shook his head and laughed. “Fine, fine. Show me how this works.”
 
   Avriel and the captain helped him into the harness, which strapped around his shoulders with the metal ring hanging down Whill’s back. Zorriaz gently took the ring between two teeth and lifted Whill out of the chair, easily twisting her neck and placing him over the saddle. Avriel guided his legs into the seat, strapping him in at the waist.
 
   “You’ve put me in front,” Whill noted.
 
   “Thought you might want to steer, if she’ll let you.”
 
   Whill couldn’t help but laugh. This was just what he needed. And seeing Avriel had already put him in a cheery mood. “Come Zorriaz, let us fly to the moon!”
 
   The dragon gave a roar and leapt into the sky. Men on the battlements gave a cheer as they rose into the sky and flew out over the city.
 
   “I’ve missed this,” said Whill.
 
   Avriel was silent behind him, waiting.
 
   He turned and glanced at her. “Being with the both of you, and flying.”
 
   “As have I,” said Avriel. “I have felt so alone since Zerafin left…and mother.”
 
   The shadow of a cloud passed over them as they soared over the northern city wall. “She has gone to the east…”
 
   “Yes,” said Avriel. “I shall never see her again in this life.”
 
   A lump swelled in Whill’s throat. Queen Araveal had been the one to first awaken his true power. She had welcomed him with open arms and had been nothing but kind.
 
   “She will be missed and remembered for all time by all of Agora.”
 
   “Thank you,” Avriel said quietly.
 
   They flew for a time in silence. Whill wasn’t even holding the reins, but letting Zorriaz fly where she might. The sun was just beginning to set, and Zorriaz turned in that direction. Over ponds and valleys, steep outcroppings of hills and forests alike they flew.
 
   Finally, Avriel found her voice. “Zorriaz, please tell him what you have told me.”
 
   The dragon turned her neck in flight to regard the two, and her giant orbs gave warning. “It began at first like a rumbling in my mind. Then the voice became clearer. It beckoned. Offering me glory and salvation. A great migration is under way. The ancient green dragon Reshikk has summoned all of my kind to him. Every day his voice grows stronger. Every day the terror of dragons grows in number.”
 
   “To what end?” Whill asked.
 
   “He will bathe the world in flames and build a kingdom from the ashes.”
 
   “It is as the goddess has said.”
 
   Avriel touched his shoulder. “She has come to you again?”
 
   “Yes,” said Whill. “For the last time.”
 
   He explained to her everything that had happened during the visions and afterward. Avriel was silent for a long time, taking it all in.
 
   “This is perhaps the most ancient account of history ever laid to mortal ears,” she finally whispered.
 
   “Indeed,” said Whill. The gravity of the situation should have come as a shock. But to Whill the last year of his life had been a series of ever mounting impossibilities. First he was the son of a king, next he was the chosen one named in an ancient elven prophecy, now he was said to be the chosen champion of the human race. A blessed of the gods. He felt that any moment he would wake up on the road with Abram and spend the next three days telling him of the strange dream he had had.
 
   “What do you plan to do?” Asked Avriel.
 
   “I have called for a meeting with Roakore. If after spending time with him I can move stone with my mind, I will know that the tale is true.”
 
   “But how will you find a healer? Orna Catorna is no more.”
 
   “Zander healed himself when I impaled him with the dagger.”
 
   “You mean to go after him.”
 
   “I must.”
 
   “Of course,” said Avriel. “You always give yourself to whatever situation needs you most.”
 
   He turned to regard her. “What does that mean? If you wonder if it is duty that makes me want to be a father to our child, then you are partially right. But it is also out of love.”
 
   “This changes everything.”
 
   “I know it does, Avriel. It means that we have nothing to fear in this world.”
 
   “How can you say that? Think of what I have been through. My story is much different than yours. I have not been so blessed. Magic has been taken from me…forever. I carry the child of a man that I do not know. I—”
 
   “You know me. Dammit, Avriel, look at me. You know me. I don’t care what Eadon tried to do, something of our love remains in you. You know it to be true.”
 
   “I know that I once loved you…that is enough for me to try. And I am trying.”
 
   Zorriaz flew to the top of an outcropping of rock overlooking a long stretching valley. As soon as they landed, Avriel leapt off. The sun had begun its quick descent, sending orange, yellow, violet, and pink beams of light shooting across the sky to illuminate the wispy clouds overhead.
 
   “One does not have to try at true love,” said Whill.
 
   She walked to the edge of the stone and looked out over the valley.
 
   “They say that the heart does not forget. And so my heart remembers. When I look upon you, my heart leaps, though I know not why. Your smile sends my mind spinning; your laughter is like music. Yet…I am scared. I must give everything to impulse.” She turned to him, tears welling in her eyes. “I am in the dark, yet I am afraid of the light.”
 
   “I have felt that way for more than a year now. And I have questioned my worth. Why have I endured when so many have perished? Why must I face these immense challenges? Sometimes I feel like a god’s plaything, dancing to the tune of his amusement. In the end I do so because I must. Because someone has to. No matter who finds themselves chosen, they will doubt their quality. We must have faith in that we were chosen. We must have faith that good shall overcome evil, that love, prosperity, and life will endure through hate, depression, and death. For what else is there but hope?
 
   “My hope is that we can know again the love we shared, and show it to our child. I would see us as king and queen over this land, or else explorers of another. It matters not. I want only you. For I have seen battle, I have known glory, I have witnessed death. I want to see birth, prosperity, and hope. Avriel, I want to see it with you.”
 
   Tears shimmered in her eyes as she watched the setting sun. She turned and looked up at him with a love in her eyes that he had once known.
 
   “Now I know what I saw in you. You are a good man, Whill of Agora.”
 
    
 
   They returned to the castle close to midnight and stayed up in Whill’s chamber talking and laughing until the sun came up. It wasn’t until Avalyn knocked on the door that they realized the early hour.
 
   With the night come and gone and far too many things requiring Whill’s attention, he saw that Avriel was given a comfortable room near to his and began his long and tedious day.
 
   That night, when his duties were done, he joined Avriel in a dinner on the Veranda. His eyes were heavy and grainy due to his having skipped a night’s sleep. He found too that his mind was light, as though he had been given a dose of milk of the poppy.
 
   The dinner came on silver trays and bowls. There was a creamy soup and bread, fine cheeses from faraway lands, and roasted rack of lamb. They dined and they talked, and after a round of desert and tea, they were quite full.
 
   “Thank you for the wonderful dinner,” said Avriel when she had finished.
 
   “Thank you for visiting me. I have had a good time. It feels like the old days.”
 
   She offered him a pleasant smile, not quite knowing what to say to that.
 
   “What do you remember of the events leading up to Eadon taking your memory?” he asked, seeing her discomfort.
 
   “Well, I remember a lot, but the memories are always shrouded in fog. It is like trying to remember a dream. I recall that Zerafin and I left Elladrindellia to search you out. And I remember traveling from Sherna to Kell-Torey—just not the parts with you in them. The rest of the memories are the same.”
 
   “Kellallea will tempt you with the lost memories,” said Whill. “Just as she will try to use this child to get her way. I fear that I have made a terrible enemy in her.”
 
   “But you said that she will not dare act against you, for fear of making you like her.”
 
   “Yes, but there are other ways to get to me. Through you, for instance.”
 
   “Let your mind be at rest. Now is not the time for such worry. Now is a time for happiness and hope.”
 
    
 
   Whill got a good night’s sleep that night. In the morning he and Avriel met with his council to discuss Zander and the gathering of dragons on Drakkar, as well as Elladrindellia’s plans of defense. It was agreed that if the tales of the ancient dragon were true, he would be out for revenge against the elves of the sun.
 
   Whill was reluctant to tell the council members about Kellallea’s claims. Although he knew that the Empyrean Magister would no doubt be interested to hear the tale, he waited. He had known Alrick Dupree for seven months. The magister had even recognized Whill when first he stepped through the portal from Drindellia. Whill trusted the man, but he knew that Kellallea, in her great power, could likely get to anyone.
 
   Instead they spoke of defenses and the movement of wagon trains. Whill promised Avriel a force of two thousand to secure the Uthen-Arden–Elladrindellia border and deal with the Old Ardenians. Avriel, in turn, said that the elves could muster an army of twenty thousand if need be. She had no intentions of sending them off to the north, however, as they might soon have to defend against a dragon invasion. She did promise that should the undead horde begin to spread south, the elves would help to stop them.
 
   “With all due respect, Princess Avriel, the necromancer is said to be a dark elf,” said Magister of Secrets, Larson Donarron. “Is it not the responsibility of the elves to stop him? We know nothing of this…dark magic.”
 
   “We know nothing of it either,” said Avriel. “Magic has been taken from us, as has all knowledge of such things. Even our spell and lore books are blank.”
 
   “Be that as it may, your highness, it is still something that must be dealt with by the elves. It was you who first attracted them to these lands. If the elves of the sun hadn’t come to Agora, none of this would have happened.”
 
   “That is quite enough, Donarron!” said Whill.
 
   “No,” said Avriel. “He is right.” She looked to the gathered council with a mix of sympathy and sorrow. “We did bring this scourge to your lands. And we owe Uthen-Arden everything. Had the Warcrowns of old not given us Elladrindellia, we would have surely perished on the uncharted western seas. My mother has always kept the human race at arm’s length. Long ago we could have shared with you our gifts. But we did not. For this I will be eternally regretful. My brother wishes to leave these lands, as do many others. Soon the exodus shall begin. I have decided that I am staying.”
 
   Whill snapped alert. She hadn’t spoken of the decision before.
 
   “I shall remain here with those who also wish to stay. I wish to usher in a new era of elf-human relations. No more will we hide away in our crystal pyramids and forests. It is our responsibility to help against Zander, and help we shall. Forget my earlier statements. We will send five thousand skilled warriors to help take back the north. I would offer more, but I fear they will be needed should the dragons decide to attack.”
 
   “Your offer is generous, Avriel. Thank you,” Whill said with a bow.
 
   The others, including Larson Donarron, bowed their heads as well.
 
   After the meeting had been called to a close, the Magister of Secrets caught up to Whill in the hallway of the recently repaired west wing.
 
   “Sire, sire. May I speak with you for a moment?”
 
   “I’m in a hurry, Larson. What is it?”
 
   Larson caught up to him and paced the guard pushing Whill’s chair. “I would rather speak with you privately.”
 
   “Very well,” said Whill as they turned the corner to his chambers.
 
   He invited the magister in and ordered the guard out. At the bar, he turned to Larson. “Whiskey?”
 
   “No thank you, sire. I am much fonder of wine. I hear that you have quite the collection. There is even rumor of exotic dwarven red from Elgar in your cellars.”
 
   Whill grinned at the clever man—nothing escaped his eyes or ears.
 
   “This rumor is false, I am afraid, as are many. I do, however, have an Eldalonian Shvaz that I think you will enjoy,” said Whill.
 
   “Please, sire,” said Larson, hurrying over to the bar. “Let me pour that for you. In your condition you should be preserving your energy.”
 
   Whill wheeled himself away to sit fireside. He was in no mood to spar with the man and wished that he would just leave.
 
   “There you are, sire,” said Larson, handing Whill his whiskey.
 
   “Thank you. Now what is it that you wanted to talk to me about?”
 
   Larson Donarron smelled his wine and took a sip. “It is about Lady Avriel, my lord. And your involvement with her.”
 
   “Please be plain.”
 
   The magister nodded concession. “The word on the street is that the two of you are an item, to put it bluntly, sire.”
 
   “If that is the rumor, what is the opinion?”
 
   “Well, people are concerned. They worry about the security of the kingdom above all else. It is common knowledge that you have turned away many a lord’s fair daughter. King Carlsborough’s offering of his middle daughter, for instance, would have been a very beneficial union for Uthen-Arden and Eldalon.”
 
   “She’s my third cousin,” said Whill, disgusted.
 
   “That is not uncommon. Royals have been known to marry first cousins.”
 
   “I am not like other royals.”
 
   “Indeed. You seem to prefer elves over humans.”
 
   “You overstep your bounds,” Whill warned.
 
   Larson raised defensive hands. “I said you seem, sire. This is only what people are saying.”
 
   “And what is your opinion?”
 
   “I am the Magister of Secrets, my lord. My opinion does not matter. I am here only to remind you of the people’s opinion.”
 
   “Magister Donarron, I am too tired to go round and round with you. Speak your mind.”
 
   “You are losing the confidence of the people, sire. When you defeated Eadon, it was a miracle. They saw you as a god-king. Then came the long winter and many deaths, but no more miracles were forthcoming form you. Then came the spring and weak crops. Still they waited. You are said to have helped the goddess Kellallea ascend to the heavens, yet we have seen no heavenly favor. You marched north to deal with the usurping lords and returned with an arrow in your back. The people are beginning to lose faith. Already what occurred but a half-year ago is being treated like legend. Now they say that you will wed the elf princess, and these lands will become the elves’ as well.”
 
   “Humor me about these rumors, Larson. Would a half-elf child be accepted as heir?”
 
   Larson’s knowing eyes narrowed. “No, sire, I think that it would be shunned, and the people would try to dethrone you.”
 
   Whill’s temper flared and his mind screamed a warning. Avriel would give birth in less than six months. If what Larson said was true, he would either have to give up Avriel and his child, or give up the throne.
 
   “And if I show them another miracle? What then will the people think?”
 
   “It depends on the miracle. People have looked to you for strength. Those of us in Uthen-Arden who saw firsthand the great power that you wielded will forever be your loyal servants, for we know the truth of it. The rest of the kingdom will take some doing. It is to them that you should show your miracle…if you have one in you.”
 
   Soon, Whill thought. Soon all shall know my true power.
 
    
 
   The next morning Avriel met Whill for breakfast and informed him that she and Zorriaz had decided that the dragon should stay with him for a time.
 
   “But why?” Whill asked.
 
   “Zorriaz will be a target of the dragons if they attack Elladrindellia, and I fear for her life. She is not like other dragons; she was forced to birth by Eadon’s magic. She wishes to go with you to the north to fight the necromancer.”
 
   “She said this?”
 
   Avriel nodded. “She has memories of my time with you that even I do not remember. She loves you. In her own way.”
 
   “Are you sure that you want to do this? You didn’t agree with Zorriaz being used in combat before,” said Whill. 
 
   “It is her wish. I am not her master. Even if I was, I would allow it. The people need to see you strong once more. Take Zorriaz with you and secure the north. You have my blessing.”
 
    
 
   They left that afternoon for Elladrindellia. The sky was dark and foreboding. Heavy clouds threatened rain, but to Whill it was all good and well. The crops needed a good soaking as it was.
 
   Near dusk the sky finally broke, and the rains began to fall. Soon they found themselves drenched, but they flew on all the same. A thunderhead bursting with violent lightning rolled in from the east a few hours before they reached the border of the human and elven kingdoms, and they decided to put down until it passed. Flying through such a storm was far too dangerous. 
 
   Zorriaz offered the shelter of her large outstretched wings, and together Whill and Avriel slept through the raging storm in one another’s embrace. That night Whill slept like he hadn’t in weeks.
 
   In the morning they found that the rain had ceased, though dark clouds still loomed ominously overhead. An acrid scent rode on the blustering wind, along with the musky smell of wet soil.
 
   They had a simple breakfast of bread and water and set out once again. Soon they crossed the Uthen-Arden–Elladrindellia border. Instantly the landscape changed; the trees became larger and lusher, great towers covered in vine sprouted from the thick canopy. Waterways and irrigation systems cut through the jungle, feeding wide, flat valleys formed long ago by skilled elven earth movers. Beyond the jungle was an expanse of rolling hills, where monuments dedicated to the kings of old stood proudly overlooking the land. A village came into view shortly. Even from so far up, Whill could make out the elves moving about the village like busy worker ants. He saw too the destruction that had been wrought by Eadon’s armies.
 
   “Much that was once beautiful has been destroyed,” said Whill.
 
   “All that we can do is toil on and try to remember what was lost. This has been a trying time for the elves, but we will persevere. We must.”
 
   The city of Cerushia came into view, sitting in the shadow of the Thousand Falls. Here too the scars of war were still visible upon the land.
 
   Zorriaz landed on the wide balcony of her tower perch and bent low so that Avriel could dismount more easily. Rather than climb down the stirrups, she maneuvered herself in front of Whill and straddled him, putting her arms over her shoulders. Whill held her tight, and they shared a silent moment before coming together in a long kiss.
 
   “Be safe my king. And bring my dragon back to me.”
 
   “I will return to you victorious,” Whill promised her.
 
   With one last kiss, Avriel leapt off and bade Zorriaz farewell. Whill offered her one last wave before Zorriaz leapt from the balcony and took to the sky.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 12
 
   A Dark Pact
 
    
 
    
 
   The orb began to glow. Its contents swirled and shimmered, coalescing into an image that slowly became clearer. Soon King Carac’s face became visible. “Greeting, my lord,” he said with a bow.
 
   “Why have you called to me?” Zander asked. He had been busy preparing a summons and was annoyed to have been interrupted.
 
   “We have found her, my lord.”
 
   Zander stopped what he was doing and glanced at Carac in the scrying crystal. “And her daughters?”
 
   “Yes, my lord. Two of them. One was killed many months ago during a draggard attack on Sidnell.”
 
   “I will send my draquon to pick them up immediately.”
 
   “Yes, my lord.”
 
   “You have done well, Merek. Much better than that fool McKinnon.”
 
   “Thank you, my lord.”
 
   With a wave of his hand, Zander closed the connection between the two crystal balls. He closed his eyes and reached out with his mind, waking one of the death knights who sat in wait of his command. Zander ordered the elf to take three draquon across the lake and gather up his prisoners from Brinn. He then commanded others to prepare special cells for the women.
 
   His attention shifted suddenly as he felt yet another pull on the minds of his undead draggard. He reached out and summoned one of the beasts to him, intent on discovering the source of the distraction. The beasts that he controlled had been acting strange lately. Dozens had wandered off, pulled by some force other than Zander’s.
 
   It took only a few minutes for the draggard to scale the tower and come in through the window.
 
   “Come,” said Zander.
 
   The beast dropped down on all fours and nervously slinked over to its master. Green light shone through eyes that had once been black.
 
   Zander put a hand to the draggard’s head and searched its simple mind. A voice echoed incessantly in the draggard’s thoughts, calling to it to join its true master. Zander extended his consciousness through the link that the draggard shared with the unknown voice. He felt the powerful presence of a strong mind. He attempted to enter it but was pushed back violently as the being became conscious of him.
 
   Who dares enter the mind of Reshikk the Ancient? The voice boomed in his head.
 
   Zander gasped. In his mind’s eye, the largest dragon he had ever seen loomed before him.
 
   I am Zander, harbinger of death, master of the undead legions.
 
   You have overstepped your bounds, Zander, master of the undead. If you have brought harm to my dragons, then you have sealed your doom.
 
   It is not through a dragon’s mind that I have found you, but through that of a draggard, said Zander.
 
   Draggard? I have no use for those half-elven abominations. Nor do I have use for you.
 
   I think that you are mistaken, Ancient One. I know the name Reshikk. For I have heard the tales of the ancient god wars. You were banished by the elves to an eternal prison. Kellallea among them.
 
   There was silence. Zander could feel the ancient dragon’s mind racing.
 
   We share a common enemy, said Zander. Like you, I too have been wronged by the false goddess. Like you I would see her pay for what she has done. For too long she has meddled in the affairs of the four races. Together we can destroy her.
 
   I do not need the help of a wretched necromancer to defeat her.
 
   Come now, Reshikk the Ancient. We have come together through the mind of this beast for a reason. Do we not serve the same purpose? Has not the Lord of Death brought us together? Kellallea is more powerful than you have ever known her. You will not find killing her to be an easy task. But I will soon have something that she wants. She will have no choice but to answer my summons. You could be there when she does.
 
   A deep rumbling echoed through Zander’s mind.
 
   What would the Master of the Undead want in return?
 
   I propose a pact. The gods have awakened, and they have begun to bless their creations with the powers of old. Humans, sun elves, and dwarves have formed a strong alliance. Soon their champions will move against us. The chaos and destruction that will ensue will be glorious. The world will burn and be rebuilt anew. Surely you, the champion of the dragon god, has seen this.
 
   Yes, my lord has blessed me with such visions.
 
   Then let us work together for such glorious ends. Together we shall help destroy this world and rise as kings over the new one.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 13
 
   The Blessed o’ Ro’Sar
 
    
 
    
 
   Roakore left the council meeting feeling quite happy with the progress that had been made. The rebuilding of the chambers of Erakknar were near completion. The maze of subterranean rooms full of booby traps had been instrumental in helping the dwarves to escape the draggard attack over twenty years before, and they would no doubt be useful if the dragons decided to attack Ro’Sar. Reinforcements from Ky’Dren and Elgar had arrived, six thousand in all. The forges blazed day and night as the many skilled metal crafters created new weapons and armor. Giant catapults and harpoons had been built and stationed along the mountain range.
 
   The longer the dragons waited, the more prepared the dwarves became.
 
   Helzendar’s claim that the gods had blessed dwarves with the power to move more than stone with their minds had reached the Ky’Dren and Elgar Mountains by way of official proclamation. Roakore had sent the letters out a few days previously, and had yet to hear word back from the other kings. Dozens of his own dwarves had already begun to claim that the gods had visited them in their dreams.
 
   Roakore entered the training hall and found nearly fifty of the supposedly blessed dwarves waiting for him. Upon his arrival, they straightened and slammed their fists to their chest. He noticed that many of the dwarves were female, a fact that caused him some unease.
 
   He motioned to Helzendar, who had arrived before him and stood at attention in front of the others.
 
   “Me king,” he said with a bow and fist to chest.
 
   “What all these females doin’ here?” Roakore asked.
 
   Helzendar turned to regard the gathered crowd. “They claim as the others do—that the gods have come to them in their dreams. They claim to be blessed.”
 
   “And what be your mind on havin’ our lasses fightin’ among the lads?”
 
   Helzendar shrugged. “If the gods have truly blessed them, who be me to judge their worth?”
 
   Roakore didn’t like it, and did nothing to hide it from his son. “It ain’t right, in me mind.”
 
   “Let’s see what they can do before we pass judgement,” said Helzendar. “If the ancient green dragon and his hell spawn do attack Ro’Sar, we just might be needin’ ‘em.”
 
   Roakore nodded agreement reluctantly and moved to stand before the group. As he had requested, many things had been placed in the training hall. There were boulders and stones, wood, steel, earth, fire, and water.
 
   “Ye been gathered here today because ye be claimin’ that the gods have blessed ye.”
 
   The crowd stirred, many of the dwarves nodded happily or made the sign of glory to the gods. One and all were eager to show off their newfound powers.
 
   “Soon the tests will begin. But before they do, I need to be remindin’ ye o’ the danger o’ such power. Don’t be gettin’ overzealous tryin’ to prove yer strength. Yer likely to get yerself or someone else killed doin’ so. I’ll call you all up one at a time to see what you can do. Now, who be first?”
 
   Dozens of hands shot into the air. Some of the dwarves even bounced on their toes to be picked.
 
   Roakore couldn’t help a chuckle. He turned to Helzendar. “Well, ye gotta admire their spirit.”
 
   “Aye,” said Helzendar. “It be a glorious day for Ro’Sar.”
 
   “Right ye be, lad.” Roakore pointed at a black-haired young female dwarf. “Step forward.”
 
   She moved before the group and stood proudly before Roakore and Helzendar.
 
   “What be yer name, lass?” Roakore asked, eyeing her sternly.
 
   “Me name be Gemma.”
 
   “And ye think yerself a blessed, eh?”
 
   “Aye, me king. Ky’Dren came to me in me dreams. Said I be worthy o’ the gift.”
 
   “He did, did he? Then let’s see what you can do. See that stone o’er there? Try and move it with yer mind.”
 
   Gemma furled her brow with determination and reached out her hand toward a small stone. Nothing happened at first, but the dwarf redoubled her efforts, gritting his teeth and balling her hands into fists.
 
   Still nothing happened.
 
   Roakore glanced at Helzendar with an arched brow.
 
   “That be enough, lass, you can leave now.”
 
   “Gimme another chance,’ said Gemma. “Please, me king. I know I can do it.”
 
   “Ye had yer chance. Now, who be next?”
 
   Gemma suddenly gave a cry and reached out toward the stone with shaking hands.
 
   “I said ye was done—” Roakore began, but then he saw the effect she had.
 
   The stone began to shake violently and started to rise, but then suddenly it exploded into hundreds of pieces. Everyone ducked and brought their arms up instinctively to block the flying debris.
 
   Roakore stepped forward slowly, glaring at the exhilarated dwarf female. She stood before him, beaming and panting. She seemed quite oblivious to his anger.
 
   “I did it, me king. I told ye I be blessed.”
 
   “Aye, ye be blessed,” said Roakore, “but ye ain’t too good at listenin’, is ye?”
 
   Gemma bowed her head. “Sorry, me king.”
 
   “Ye see what happened here?” Roakore asked the group. “It be one thing to be blessed with this power. Controlling it, however, be another beast altogether.” He turned to the dwarf. “Ye be tryin’ too hard. Clear yer mind. Focus only on the stone. Reach out with yer mind and envision yer hand grabbing ahold o’ the stone. Then slowly lift.”
 
   Gemma nodded determinedly and reached out her hand once more. Slower this time, and with less strain showing in her face, she lifted her hand. The stone vibrated, wobbled, and finally floated into the air.
 
   “Good,” said Roakore. “Now try movin’ one o’ the logs.”
 
   She lifted the wood easily and then moved on to water and fire. She was able to move both, though not as well as the wood or stone.
 
   Another dwarf was called, and he too passed the test, though he blew up the stone on his first try as well. It took many hours to test the rest of the group, but one and all proved to be blessed, exhibiting varying degrees of skill.
 
   At the end of the tests Roakore stood before his excited dwarves, and to their surprise, he slammed his fist to his chest and offered a low bow.
 
   “I be proud o’ every one o’ ye. The gods have blessed ye, and to that I offer a salute. This blessin’ couldn’t have come at a better time. For a terror o’ dragons the likes o’ ain’t never been seen afore in Agora grows on Drakkar Island as we speak. Ye’ve all been chosen to be the blessed defenders o’ Ro’Sar. A seat at the table o’ the gods surely awaits ye all. But alas! This power ain’t to be taken lightly. Ye must work diligently to control and refine yer skill. From this day forth, ye will take up residence here in the training chambers. And until me or Helzendar be sayin’ ye passed yer trainin’, ye be forbidden from usin’ yer powers outside o’ this chamber. Ye hear?”
 
   “Yes, me king!” they said in unison.
 
   “Good.”
 
   Roakore left the training hall with Helzendar. They had yet to meet with the silver hawk riders for the day’s lesson. Behind the king and his son, many of the blessed followed, being that they were also hawk rider recruits.
 
   “What ye be thinkin’ o’ today’s trials?” Roakore asked.
 
   “I be thinkin’ it went well,” said Helzendar. “The dragons are goin’ to be in for one hells o’ a surprise.”
 
   “Don’t be gettin’ ahead o’ yerself, lad. Them dwarves be greener than a spring sapling. It takes time to refine the skills needed to stand up to the likes o’ dragons.”
 
   “Me king! Me king!”
 
   They both turned around to find Philo running toward them down the hall, wearing the biggest smile Roakore had ever seen on the dwarf.
 
   “What is it? You look like ye’ve just proposed and she said yes,” said Roakore with a laugh.
 
   Philo skidded to a stop before them, panting. “It be better than that. A hells o’ a lot better. The gods came to me in me sleep, they did. Blessed me with the powers, they did!” His eyes pooled with tears of joy and he glanced around the hallway. “Look,” he said, reaching his hand out toward a dwarven suit of armor on display. He pulled his arm back, and the entire suit suddenly shot across through the hall and slammed into him.
 
   Roakore helped his friend out of the pile and gave him a brotherly hug. “The gods couldn’t have picked a better dwarf, I say!”
 
   “Thanks, me king. I prayed and I prayed every night since Helzendar and ye told us about what happened. And Ky’Dren bless him, he came to me in person. Said that I was worthy, and to protect me king at all costs.”
 
   Roakore didn’t know what to think of that.
 
   “He did, did he?” he said.
 
   “Aye, and he said that many more would be chosen.”
 
   “It be a great day indeed,” said Helzendar.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 14
 
   The Meeting of the Chieftains
 
    
 
    
 
   Word of Gretzen’s defeat of the undead invaders quickly spread throughout Volnoss. Soon the young warriors, some no more than twelve years of age, began to gather in Fox Village. They hadn’t had individual chiefs since Aurora led them all to war in Agora. The matrons of the tribes had become the leaders in Aurora’s stead, and since no one had returned, they remained in charge. Talk had even begun to spread about naming them chiefs. There were many men who disagreed, but these men were quite old. All male barbarians between the ages of fifteen and seventy had gone to war never to return, leaving only the very young and the very old. The fiercest of female warriors had gone as well, but many had been with child at the time. Now they stood as the strongest of the barbarian warriors. The elderly men could grumble all they wanted, they could even challenge the rule of the matron elders and female warriors, but they could not defeat them all. In the end, only two men remained who were strong enough to assume rule of their tribes. Agrock Silverscale of Dragon Tribe, and Goreng the Mighty of Bear Tribe. The other five tribes were led by women, two of which called Gretzen their chieftain—her birth tribe, Timber Wolf, and Fox Tribe. It was a logical selection for Timber Wolf Tribe, who upon hearing of her return and initial defeat of the undead invaders had spurred them to the decision. Fox tribe had been saved by her twice, which earned her the title without her even trying to attain it.
 
   Three days after the second attack on Fox Tribe, Gretzen summoned all chiefs to her. By the next night they had all arrived. They gathered in Fox Tribe’s Sudroen Hall—a long house of square frame covered in the thick winter coats of the white buffalo.
 
   The hall was large enough to house twelve long tables, each able to seat twenty. But tonight there was no need for such a gathering, for Gretzen had only invited the five chiefs, each of whom could bring one adviser. Azzeal, Krentz, and Raene were called to the meeting as well, along with two matron mothers from the two tribes that Gretzen ruled. They had been the tribes’ leaders in Aurora’s absence, and so were glad to be recognized and included in such affairs.
 
   The five women answered the summons first, meeting Gretzen at the Sudroen Hall on the designated night. Four large fires burned in the hall, their smoke billowing out of the respective holes in the long peak. Billows set upon the roofs operated by lever from the ground signaled to all nearby with patterns of smoke rings, telling them that a Mannamot was taking place. The pattern also told them that it was open only to those who had been invited.
 
   Gretzen greeted the five women and asked them to sit with her at the long table set between the center fires. There was Mungat—a strong grain-based liquor favored by most barbarians—and food as well to keep them occupied while they waited for the two male chiefs. Gretzen knew that the men would arrive—eventually. To show their strength they would arrive late, with much noise and fanfare.
 
   Azzeal, Krentz, and Raene had no seat at the table, as it would be greatly frowned upon by the other chiefs. They did, however, have seats on either side of Gretzen, who sat at the southern head of the long table. The seat at the northern end of the table remained vacant, with the other chiefs and their advisors taking up the left and right side. Gretzen’s two advisors sat nearest to her on either side as well.
 
   The matron mothers ate and spoke little, eyeing each other from across the table and speaking in hushed whispers with their advisors. They were waiting for Gretzen, who in turn waited for the men. And she spoke not at all.
 
   Raene sat to her left along with Krentz, while Azzeal sat to her right. The dwarf princess was not happy with being kept off to the side like that, and made no attempt to hide her annoyance. Many of the barbarians eyed her with contempt. Usually the people of Volnoss would never have tolerated the presence of a dwarf on their island, let alone in their Sudroen hall. But Gretzen had made it clear that she and the two elves were her guests and not to be meddled with.
 
   “You know you are acting like a child, don’t you?” Krentz asked Raene quietly, eyeing the matron mothers as well.
 
   “Wha…Bah. You ain’t talked to me in days. Now you tell me how to act?” said Raene.
 
   “I did not tell you how to act. I asked if you realized that you were acting like a child.”
 
   “I be a hun’red damned years old. How old ye be?” Raene asked with contempt. “I said I be sorry for what I done. Ye either be acceptin’ that or nay. I ain’t for grovelin’. And I ain’t for listenin’ to yer spiteful words either.”
 
   One of the barbarians was watching Raene closely, and by her red-faced look, she was barely containing her anger. The matron, called Gray Oak by her tribe, was elderly, yet she was a giant of a woman with bones through her nose and ears and a long feather-adorned spear sticking straight up beside her. To her right sat her advisor and daughter, Aewinn Icefang, whose iron war hammer sat ready at her side. A large shield was strapped to her back, bearing the insignia of Snow Cat Tribe.
 
   She suddenly slammed the table and shot to her feet, pointing a crooked finger at Raene.
 
   “This dvegr pet of yours must go!” Aewinn cried, clenching a fist around the handle of her hammer.
 
   Gretzen remained seated, gesturing to her advisors to relax, as they too had risen to their feet due to the threatening tone.
 
   “This dvegr has fought and bled defending this island. She is a princess of the dwarves of Ky’Dren, an ambassador from that kingdom. I ask that you show her due respect.”
 
   “And the alfrs?” asked Heidir Hauknefr, matron chief of Hawk Tribe. “Are we to tolerate the presence of a lich and a dark elf because you command it?”
 
   “I command nothing,” said Gretzen. “They are my guests, and ambassadors as well. I ask that you show them their due respect.”
 
   “An ambassador has never attended a gathering of chiefs,” said Vardveizla Soaringsong, matron chief of Eagle Tribe. She was perhaps the strongest of the women. Young and powerful, she had been one of the warriors who had not gone to war with Aurora due to pregnancy. “You have our respect, Spiritbone, and so we have tolerated them so far. But you lack respect for our traditions.”
 
   “Do you speak of the traditions set forth by men who are long dead?” Gretzen asked. “Men who would never see you as matron chieftain? If you hold so sacred such traditions, then you should be the first to give up your position.”
 
   The women stirred, agitated. They looked to Vardveizla, who puffed out her chest and raised her feathered head high.
 
   “You speak with wisdom, Spiritbone. Rarely has a woman sat at the head of her tribe’s table. The sorrow of our loss cannot be spoken. There are no songs that could be sung that would speak rightly of the pain that we have felt at the loss of our men. I would have died beside my husband the chief had I not been full of belly with his heir. I rule in the child’s stead until such time as he is a man. Then I will gladly give him that which is his birthright. I do not wish to overthrow tradition, and I do not wish for these ambassadors to sit among us.”
 
   Gretzen offered her a nod and looked to the others. “Does Vardveizla speak for you all? Will you give up your positions as well when the young men come of age and battle for the highest of seats? Or has a new day dawned, one in which the power of the woman is acknowledged and respected? Shall the chieftain men of Bear and Dragon Tribe find us fighting amongst ourselves like unruly and emotional lasses? Or will they find a united, powerful group of females ready to be seen as peers? The past cannot be undone, but the future is written with every passing moment. What will yours read?”
 
   “It was a woman, Aurora Snowfell, who rose up and claimed herself chieftain of the seven tribes and led our people to war in Agora,” said Vardveizla.
 
   “And so you do not trust women to rule?” said Gretzen. “Why, then, do you expect Eagle Tribe to follow you?”
 
   “She speaks the truth, Vardveizla,” said Gray Oak. “A new day has dawned. The ways of the old are no more.”
 
   “Chieftain Spiritbone,” said one of her advisors. “The chieftain of Bear Tribe has arrived.”
 
   A few breaths later, a horn blared in the distance.
 
   “Very well, see him to the Sudroen,” said Gretzen.
 
   The women spoke not another word but stood as Gretzen stood, awaiting the chieftain’s entrance.
 
   Goreng the Mighty strode into the tent, pushing back the flap and stopping at the threshold. During the initial dark elf invasion seven months prior, Goreng had fallen in battle, taking a severe blow to the head. He fell into a three-month coma and had therefore been overlooked by Aurora’s invading army. When he awoke, he found himself the most potent male of his tribe and had quickly claimed the title of chieftain. He wore the furs of a grizzly he had killed with his bare hands. The beast’s head he wore like a crown, and its fur sat over his back like a cloak. The clawed paws he wore like gloves.
 
   He eyed the room full of gathered women and settled his gaze upon an unflinching Gretzen. He spoke not a word, but let the majesty of his nine-foot-tall frame speak for itself.
 
   “Welcome, Goreng the Mighty,” said Gretzen.
 
   “Gretzen the Ancient,” he said with an upward nod of respect.
 
   His one advisor, an old scarred man with a streak of hair spiked down the center of his tattooed head entered beside him.
 
   “Please, Goreng, eat and drink with us while we wait for the final chieftain.”
 
   Goreng had settled his gaze on the two elves and dwarf, and was quite ignoring Gretzen at the moment. He strode toward the head of the table and settled his gaze on Raene. She returned the stare with an unwavering sneer.
 
   “This is Raene, princess of the Ky’Dren Mountains and ambassador of the dwarves,” said Gretzen.
 
   “Rumors of a dvegr warrior fighting for Fox Tribe have found my ears,” said Goreng, staring down at her. “If it is true that you are the daughter of a Ky’Dren king, then you must possess the strength of his line.”
 
   “Aye,” said Raene.
 
   “Show me this strength,” said Goreng.
 
   Raene reached into her pocket and gathered three large round stones that she had been working to smooth and mold. With a thought she sent them spinning around her head, never taking her eyes off of the chieftain of Bear Tribe.
 
   He watched the shiny orbs and grinned. “They say that you slew many undead with your rolling boulder.”
 
   “Aye,” said Raene. She spit on the ground at her feet. “Over a hun’red by me reckonin’.”
 
   Goreng stared her down for many moments. Beside her, Krentz stood ready.
 
   Gretzen was the most relaxed. She sat in her big wooden chair, quite ignoring the silent power struggle going on to her left.
 
   “You are very brave to come to Volnoss bearing the name of Ky’Dren,” said Goreng.
 
   “Aye,” said Raene. “And I ain’t come here to fight with yer people. But me will if me must.”
 
   Goreng cocked a brow. “Why are you here?”
 
   “I would see the necromancer Zander fed to the crows.”
 
   “Then we have a common enemy.”
 
   “Aye,” said Raene, letting her stones fall back into the sack.
 
   The chieftain shook his head with a small laugh and moved over to stand before the elves. He got intimately close to Azzeal, staring into the glowing blue eyes. “The alfr lich, will he do whatever you say?” he asked Gretzen.
 
   “The lich’s name is Azzeal,” said Azzeal.
 
   Goreng ignored him, waiting for Gretzen to answer.
 
   “His mind is very much his own, as you can see,” said Gretzen.
 
   The chieftain moved on to Krentz. “They say that you are the daughter of Eadon himself.”
 
   “He impregnated my mother, but he was never a father,” said Krentz, holding his stare unblinkingly.
 
   “The dark elves have taken much from us. What is to stop us from taking our revenge out on the daughter of the devil elf?”
 
   A low, slow growl came from behind him. Chief came to form beneath the table. His snout was curled back to show two rows of gleaming teeth.
 
   “I do not think that you want to die today,” said Krentz.
 
   Goreng slowly twisted enough to see Chief’s glowing form behind him. A smirk spread across his face, and he regarded Krentz with a hungry glare.
 
   “I care not when I die, only how.”
 
   There was a long silent moment. Chief waited, tensed behind the giant Vald.
 
   Suddenly a horn blared outside. “Agrock Silverscale of Dragon Tribe!” someone called out in the village.
 
   Goreng turned from Krentz as though he had already forgotten her and strode over to stand behind his seat. The other chieftains had begun to stand as well.
 
   The chieftain of Dragon Tribe pushed through the tent flap, followed by six fierce-looking warriors. At a little over eight feet, Agrock was not the tallest barbarian, but he was perhaps the widest. He wore a suit of armor made completely of black dragon scales. Two large plates that might have once covered the dragon’s own muscled shoulders sat upon the chieftain’s. Six-inch horns pointed up from scaled boots that reached to similarly pointed knees. A thick belt of horns held a sheathed blade with a hilt of bone. Most impressive of all was his cloak, made from two leathery wings that shrouded his scaled armor.
 
   Agrock Silverscale, a renowned barbarian whale hunter and explorer, had been far away in the uncharted northern ice flows when Aurora led the armies away. He and his crew of fifty had returned from a yearlong expedition to find their homeland in disarray.
 
   His warriors fanned out on each side of him as he eyed the gathering. His gaze lingered on Raene, Azzeal, and Krentz, before finally settling upon Gretzen. “Spiritbone,” he said with a small bow. 
 
   “Agrock the Whaler, it is good to meet you. When I look upon you, I am reminded of the father of your father’s father. I knew Fangorin Silverscale well.”
 
   Agrock offered her a respectable upward nod. “And I have heard of the spirit master of Timber Wolf Tribe. I first took the reports of your return as nothing more than myth and legend. But I see that they are true. They say also that you turned back a great invasion.”
 
   “Two invasions,” said Raene.
 
   Agrock slowly turned his head to regard her with a most unreadable face. His cold gray eyes moved over her once and turned back to Gretzen. “Have you caught a wild dvegr?”
 
   Krentz couldn’t help the small chuckle that escaped her. Raene’s eyes widened with indignation.
 
   “She is a princess of Ky’Dren,” said Gretzen, before gesturing to the two elves. “This is Azzeal of Elladrindellia, and the Lady Krentz. They have both been instrumental in fighting off the recent attacks.”
 
   Agrock gave them the slightest of nods and regarded the gathered matrons and their advisors. “Mothers,” he said with an upward nod.
 
   “Now that we are all here, let us begin,” said Gretzen, waving away the servants. “Please, Agrock. I asked that each of you bring only one advisor. Your men will find a warm fire and song, along with food and drink—outside.”
 
   Agrock nodded to one of his men, and he in turn gestured for the others to leave.
 
   “Why have you called us here, Chieftain Spiritbone?” asked Gray Oak.
 
   “The fall of Eadon has left a void. Those of dark heart seek to fill this void. Unlike Eadon, who would have enslaved all of Agora in life, the necromancer Zander would see to enslave us all in death. Already he has taken Shierdon. The entire kingdom will have been converted by the next full moon.”
 
   “What do we care for the fate of Agora?” said Agrock. “Let the entire country burn. It is none of our concern.”
 
   “You can ignore the world, Agrock Silverscale, but that does not mean that the world will ignore you. The necromancer Zander has his sights set on not only Agora, but Volnoss as well. Already he has sent two waves, each larger than the last. He will not stop until he has taken the island and enslaved us all in death.”
 
   Silence hung thick in the Sudroen, broken only by the crackling of the many fires. Gretzen let the gravity of the prediction set in before she continued.
 
   “We can no longer ignore the wider world. It is time for the barbarians to return to Agora once and for all.”
 
   All heads perked and all eyes fell upon her.
 
   “But, we have no army,” said Vardveizla. “Aurora Snowfell thought as you do. She took the warriors to Agora and never returned.”
 
   “She has returned,” said Gretzen. She held out the figurine and called to the former chieftain of the seven.
 
   The figurine glowed brightly, and the pressure in the room shifted, causing the smoke to hover unmoving in the blue light. Aurora appeared then suddenly, floating many feet above the table.
 
   The matrons gave shocked exclamations and shot to their feet, backing away from the table.
 
   “What is the meaning of this?” Vardveizla screamed.
 
   “Aurora Snowfell has been to the hells. She begged the gods for a chance to redeem herself to her people, and Thodin has allowed her to return.”
 
   Aurora turned as she floated, looking them each in the eye. “I am sorry for what I have done. If it takes a thousand years to make right my wrongs, I shall serve the time gladly.”
 
   “Right your wrongs?” Vardveizla yelled. The young chieftain unsheathed a long sword and pointed it at Aurora’s neck. “You led my husband, mother, father, aunts, uncles, sisters, and brothers to their death. You have doomed our people!”
 
   Vardveizla leapt up onto the table and swung her long sword. Aurora did nothing to avoid the blow. The sword swept through her left shoulder and chest, causing Vardveizla to stagger slightly when the sword found no flash.
 
   “Demon!” she cried, swinging the sword through Aurora again. The blade caused no visible damage, but it hurt all the same, tearing through Aurora’s spirit body like a burning cord. “Whore of Eadon!” said the chieftain, striking her again and again. “Harbinger of Daudr! Ormstunga! Skosveinn Bikkja!”
 
   Aurora took the berating stoically. The blade passed through her time and again, each time causing her to flicker and flinch. Krentz watched pensively, knowing just how painful it was for metal to pass through one’s spirit body.
 
   “Enough of this!” Gretzen yelled.
 
   Vardveizla raised her sword high and swung down through Aurora’s translucent head and body, burying it in the table. The young chieftain stood before her, panting, with tears streaming down her cheeks. She regarded Aurora spitefully.
 
   “Send her away, back to the hells were she belongs,” she said through clenched teeth.
 
   “You speak of your family,” said Gretzen. “Would you like to speak to them once more?”
 
   Vardveizla turned from Aurora to regard Gretzen. “Do not tempt me with such words, witch! I would not have your dark magic stain the souls of my kin.”
 
   “You speak of what you do not understand,” said Gretzen. “The spirits of your family linger here still. Unable to find peace in death, they have returned to Volnoss. But they cannot pierce the veil of the spirit world. Aurora can lead them to the light. Together we could march south and claim Shierdon as our own.”
 
   Vardveizla was shaking. She pulled her long sword out of the table and leapt down to the ground. “I will not stand for such a thing.”
 
   “What of the rest of you?” Gretzen asked the chieftains. “Do you wish to see your loved ones again? Do you wish to stand beside them in battle?”
 
   “Chieftain Spiritbone,” said Gray Oak. “Long I have practiced spirit summoning. Never have I seen such power. Please, teach me your ways.”
 
   “I will teach all who wish to learn.”
 
   “This is disgraceful,” said Vardveizla. “You should not meddle with the spirits.”
 
   “I meddle with nothing. They come to me, lost, afraid, and confused. They are trapped between worlds, doomed to blindly roam the land forever. I give them direction, help them to move on if they so wish.”
 
   “It is true,” said Aurora. “Your mother speaks to me even now.”
 
   “You shut your feikin mouth!” Vardveizla cried.
 
   “I can give to her my strength. Would you like to speak to her?”
 
   “Your words are poison. You are the tempter of hearts. You speak only lies!”
 
   Aurora reached out to her right as though she were putting her hand upon someone’s shoulder. The gathered barbarians looked on wide-eyed as a form began to shimmer into existence. An echoed cry rose up with the wind, at first sounding far away, but slowly growing louder. Vardveizla staggered back and put her sword out in front of her, shaking her head in pained sorrow.
 
   A tall barbarian woman came into view beside Aurora. She shimmered, unable to solidify completely.
 
   “Modir…” Vardveizla whispered, falling to her knees.
 
   The spirit of Feather Soaringsong smiled sympathetically down on her daughter and began to slowly float toward her. The others looked on, speechless.
 
   “Fear not, my dottir. For I have returned to you once more, as I said I would.” She reached out a glowing hand and lifted her daughter’s chin.
 
   “Is Father with you?” Vardveizla asked.
 
   Feather nodded and looked to the others. “They are all here with me.” She flicked erratically and disappeared, as did Aurora.
 
   “Modir!” Vardveizla cried. She turned to Gretzen. “Bring her back!”
 
   “In time, child. Aurora has not the strength to bring another forth for long. She must rest in the spirit world.”
 
   “Is it true, Chieftain Gretzen? Have the spirits of our dead gathered here?”
 
   Gretzen nodded. “The spirits of many of the fallen warriors have returned to Volnoss. With your help, I can bring them forth from the spirit world. They have fled from Zander, who summons all spirits to him so that he might consume their souls. We must strike quickly if we are to survive. Give to me your blood, and your ancestors shall walk among the living once more.”
 
   Agrock Silverscale was the first to step forward. He held out his hand and cut a long line down his forearm. “If my blood will resurrect the spirits of our lost warriors, then I shall give it all.”
 
   Gretzen nodded respectfully. One after another the chieftains stepped forward and swore similar oaths.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 15
 
   Fond Farewell
 
    
 
    
 
   “So here we are,” said Gretzen. “At the end of our journey together.”
 
   Azzeal, Raene, and Krentz sat on logs around the fire at the center of the tents. Krentz had summoned Dirk and told him all that had happened in the Sudroen. He now stood with Aurora and Chief beside the fire as well.
 
   “That we all met the way we did was no accident. Remember this as you go out into the world and fight your battles—there are higher powers at work here on this earth. Some of us are chosen, but it is what we choose to do that is important. The tribes will soon march south, and I will challenge the necromancer.”
 
   “If ye be goin’ after Zander, I be goin’ too!” said Raene.
 
   “No, fierce dwarf. Your road lies elsewhere. You must return home to your mountain and warn them. Take the weapon that I have given you and help defend your halls. I see a great terror of dragons coming…You will be needed.”
 
   Raene slouched down on her stump. Dread shadowed her face and darkened her eyes.
 
   “You two,” said Gretzen, eyeing Dirk and Krentz. “I would ask that you travel south and find Whill of Agora. Send word to him that I am here in the north. Tell him that I am pondering whether to march south or not.”
 
   “But ye just said ye be marchin’ south,” said Raene.
 
   “Indeed, and that is for your ears to hear and not for your mouths to repeat. This Whill of Agora is the most powerful king in Agora. I would have him ask my favor.”
 
   Raene nodded knowingly and tapped her nose to the clever old woman.
 
   “We will relay your message, as you intend it to be heard,” said Dirk.
 
   “Thank you, Dirk Blackthorn. But know that there is no haste. First you must go with Raene to Ky’Dren. I feel that you will be needed there as well. When the threat has passed, then I would have you venture to Brinn.”
 
   Raene perked up at that.
 
   “Thank you for everything you have done for us,” said Krentz.
 
   “If all goes well, we will be seeking you out again shortly,” said Dirk. He offered her an upward nod. “Thank you, Gretzen Spiritbone, and good luck to you.”
 
   “Before you leave, please, accept my blessing. It will help against Zander and his undead, should you ever come across them.”
 
   She touched each of their heads and murmured barbarian words. Gretzen then threw a handful of dust into the fire, which went up blue and hissing.
 
    
 
   Raene said her goodbyes to Azzeal and hurried to the beach, where Krentz and Dirk were launching a small boat. “Wait!” she cried, running to catch up.
 
   Krentz rolled her eyes and pushed the boat into the water. “Find your own ride to the mainland.”
 
   Raene caught up to them and grabbed the end of the boat. “Ye heard what she said, ye be needed in Ky’Dren.”
 
   “Gretzen said nothing of us traveling with you,” said Krentz.
 
   “When are you two going to kiss and make up?” Dirk asked with a bright laugh.
 
   “Are you forgetting that she nearly got us killed? Almost destroyed the figurine?” Krentz asked.
 
   Raene felt invisible, like a child standing by as her parents argued. Finally, she burst. “I said I be sorry. With all me heart and soul. And I meant it. Ain’t ye ever done nothin’ that ye regretted, that ye wish ye could take back?”
 
   Krentz was forced to look away from the pleading dwarf. Visions of what she had done under Eadon’s command flashed through her mind. “Fine. We will travel with you to Ky’Dren and see what we might find.”
 
   Raene wasted no time in splashing out into the water and leaping into the boat.
 
   Dirk laughed as he turned to a wisp and pushed the boat beyond the breakers. “Come ladies. Grand adventure awaits.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 16
 
   Mimic
 
    
 
    
 
   Whill returned to Del’Oradon the following day and found a letter from Roakore waiting for him. It had arrived shortly after Whill and Avriel had left the city. In it the dwarf king said that he would meet Whill in four days at the abandoned border tower of Hithero, located on the Ro’Sar Mountain’s southeastern border. Whill knew of the tower and set out immediately with Zorriaz.
 
   Given that the letter had arrived days ago, Roakore would be expecting Whill the following morning.
 
   He made good time, stopping to sleep for only a few hours. By the time the sun rose the next day, the tower was in view. He landed among the broken rubble of the half destroyed tower and allowed Zorriaz to help him to the ground. His back hurt terribly, but he ignored it. He was looking forward to seeing Roakore again. It had been nearly a month since last they spoke.
 
   He watched the sky, wondering how long it would take the dwarf to arrive. After some time, he decided to take a small breakfast while he waited. Zorriaz gathered firewood in her large teeth and set a pile before him. She had done some hunting as well and set two large rabbits at his feet.
 
   “Thank you, Zorriaz. These will be much better than dried meat and cheese.”
 
   “You are welcome, Whill,” said the dragon, shaking the ground with her rumbling voice.
 
   He skinned the rabbits and hung them high above the fire to cook slowly. Soon the grease was dripping, causing flames to jump up and lick the browning meat.
 
   When the cry of a silver hawk disturbed the silence of the mild morning, Whill smiled to himself and looked to the overcast sky. The clouds were illuminated with a dull glow. Whill assumed that Silverwind was up there somewhere, but he saw nothing at first. Another cry came from above—directly above. It was followed by Roakore’s laughter.
 
   Silverwind suddenly came into view, circling the tower.
 
   “You’re late!” Whill yelled with a laugh.
 
   “Bah!”
 
   The silver hawk landed on the other side of the fire, and Roakore leapt off. He strode over to Whill, wearing a wide smile. “Aye, it is good to see ye me friend!”
 
   “And you, Roakore.”
 
   The dwarf slammed his fist to his chest and extended his hand in greeting. Unable to get up and give his old friend a hug as he would have liked, Whill shook his hand instead.
 
   “What’s that on your face?” Roakore asked teasingly. “Looks like ye got a bit o’ dirt on it.”
 
   “It’s a beard,” said Whill, enjoying a laugh.
 
   “Is that what humans call beards? Well then, I guess I got me a beard on me arse!”
 
   They shared a long laugh. Roakore shrugged out of his feather cloak and joined Whill by the fire—keeping Zorriaz in his view the entire time. He tolerated the dragon’s presence, as she had once been possessed by Avriel’s soul and was different than other dragons. Still, she was a dragon, and no dwarf worth his weight in gold turned his back on one of the beasts.
 
   “I see ye ain’t yet had a chance to heal yourself. I heard about what happened in Brinn. I be sorry, Whill. I wish I could’ve been there.”
 
   “I was a fool,” Whill admitted. “I should have listened to your cousin Du’Krell. I will not make the same mistake twice. I was stupid to think that it could be settled peacefully. The next time I enter Brinn, I will have an army at my back.”
 
   “Mind ye don’t lose yerself to revenge and become somethin’ ye ain’t,” said Roakore.
 
   Whill gave a small laugh. “Avriel said the same thing.”
 
   “Aye, a smart one she be. How is the princess?”
 
   “Pregnant,” Whill blurted.
 
   Roakore’s brow furled, and he glared sidelong, mouth agape. “Pregnant. I’m assumin’ it be yours.”
 
   “The child is mine,” said Whill, watching Roakore closely.
 
   “Well I’ll be a goat herder. I ain’t sure whether to offer me congratulations or condolences. Does she yet remember ye?”
 
   “She does not. But we have spent some time together over the last few weeks. She says that though she does not remember me, she knows that she once loved me. The child is proof.”
 
   “Aye,” said Roakore. “On account o’ elf lasses only gettin’ pregnant if they be in love.”
 
   Whill was surprised by Roakore’s knowledge. “Yes, exactly.”
 
   “I can attest that she loved ye. I remember when ye first met. Couldn’t keep yer eyes off each other.”
 
   Whill smiled at the memory.
 
   “Well then. I say that this calls for celebration,” said Roakore. He got up and walked over to Silverwind and retrieved one of his many feather-covered packs strapped down to the saddle. He pulled out a tall bottle and nodded to himself before returning to the fire once more.
 
   “Twenty-year Twin Lakes region red wine. Nearly as old as ye be!”
 
   He pulled two silver chalices out of his pack, along with a small folding table to set them on. From a belt pouch Roakore took a golden wine opener. Whill laughed—only Roakore would have a wine opener amongst his hatchets, daggers, and other personal effects.
 
   “I come prepared,” said Roakore, seeing Whill’s look.
 
   He filled two glasses nearly to the top and raised his own. “To fatherhood.”
 
   They clanged glasses and drank deeply. Whill found the wine smooth and fruity, with a dry tail that hinted at hickory and elderberry.
 
   “How have things been in Ro’Sar? How is Helzendar?”
 
   Roakore recounted what had happened on Drakkar Island. He told Whill about the steel fist he had crafted for his son, as well as his prophetic dream of the gods.
 
   “I don’t know what to think, Whill. The Book o’ Ky’Dren had me questionin’ everythin’. It pushed poor Nah’Zed to hang herself…” The dwarf king choked up and wiped at his eyes. There was no hurried attempt to cover it up. For in Whill’s company, Roakore found that he need hide nothing.
 
   “I’m sorry, Roakore.”
 
   “Aye, as am I. I’m sorry I ever let her set eyes on the blasted book. In my anger I destroyed it with fire. Then Helzendar overcame his sickness and said that he’d been to the Mountain o’ the Gods. He said that the dwarves had been blessed with the power to move more than stone.” Roakore glanced over at Whill quickly. “It be true. Watch.”
 
   Roakore reached out with his hand, and a piece of wood floated over to him. He manipulated the flames, turned the rabbits on the spit without touching them, and even poured out his wine before gently coaxing it back into the glass with a steady hand.
 
   “This is incredible,” said Whill. He was happy for his friend, and happier still that he might be able to mimic the ability. “Helzendar’s claim backs up what Kellallea has told me.”
 
   “The goddess has appeared to you again?”
 
   “Yes, more than once.”
 
   Whill told Roakore about the visions of the past that Kellallea had shown him. He told him about the gods and the first Taking, and how the humans and dwarves had left Drindellia to settle Agora. Roakore was overjoyed to hear that the powers of the ancient Drindellian dwarves had been gods given.
 
   “If what she says be true, it be a great discovery indeed!”
 
   “There is a way to test her claims,” said Whill. “If indeed I can absorb your power by way of touch, then it is more likely that the rest is true as well.”
 
   “Well then, what ye waitin’ for?” said Roakore, taking off his glove and reaching out a hand.
 
   Whill rubbed his hands together and slowly reached for Roakore’s. He felt a quick jolt and his heart hammered in his chest.
 
   Roakore let go. “Well?”
 
   “I’m not sure. I felt something. How is it that you use your power?” Whill asked, focusing on a nearby brick.
 
   “Me power be one o’ confidence and resolution. Ye got to believe ye can do it. Ye got to know with yer very bein’. Reach out with yer mind and take hold o’ the object. Imagine yerself liftin’ it up.”
 
   Whill focused on one of the many small bricks that had fallen long ago from one of the tower’s circular windows. He cleared his mind and told himself that anything was possible. He could lift the stone with his mind. Kellallea had been telling the truth.
 
   He raised his hand, willing the stone to move.
 
   Nothing happened.
 
   Whill kept up hope, stubbornly trying again, and again, and again…
 
   When still nothing happened, he threw up his hands in frustration.
 
   “Ye got to believe it,” said Roakore.
 
   “I do believe!” Whill said in frustration.
 
   “Take it out on the stone, lad.”
 
   Whill reached out with a shaking hand and struggled to move the stone. He growled with the effort, which caused his face to redden and his veins to bulge.
 
   “Bah, but ye be tryin’ too hard. Ye look like ye be tryin’ to take a shite.”
 
   “You’re not helping!” said Whill, trying to act stern, but failing in the wake of Roakore’s joke.
 
   “Look, like this,” said Roakore, floating a brick into the air and causing it to hover around Whill.
 
   “I understand the concept—” Whill began, but just then Roakore made the stone hit him in the shoulder. “Hey!”
 
   “Go on lad, push it away with your mind.”
 
   “I can’t concentrate with your stone floating around my head.”
 
   “Do something about it,” Roakore said with a laugh. He guided the brick to swiftly hit Whill upside the head.
 
   “Godsdammit, Roakore, that hurt!”
 
   “Aye.” Roakore did it again, this time hitting him much harder.
 
   Whill’s temper flared, and he waved his hand away. “Knock it off!”
 
   The stone flew away from him and smashed against the side of the tower. Roakore grinned and sat back with his drink.
 
   “I did it!” Whill realized.
 
   “Aye, ye got to mean it, lad.”
 
   “You did that on purpose.”
 
   “O’ course I did. I use the same trick on me boys.”
 
   Whill was overjoyed. He reached out again, focusing this time and trying his hardest to “mean it.” The brick that he had singled out rose up into the air slowly, and he marveled at his newfound power. He had been able to accomplish such feats before using what he thought was Orna Catorna, but to be able to do it again after so long, and on his own, caused a lump to swell in his throat.
 
   “It looks as though Kellallea spoke the truth,” said Roakore. “Now all you need to do is get yourself around one who can heal, and you’ll be right as rain. This calls for celebration.”
 
   Whill laughed. To a dwarf with a full bottle, everything was a reason to celebrate.
 
   “To the many blessin’s o’ the gods,” said Roakore, raising his glass.
 
   Whill cheered to that and sipped his wine.
 
   “I just don’t understand why the god of man picked me. I have never even believed in him.”
 
   “Who’s to know why the gods be doin’ what they do? It’s good enough that he picked ye, ain’t it? Maybe he be knowin’ somethin’ about yerself that ye don’t. Then again, maybe he’s dragon shite crazy,” said Roakore, cracking himself up.
 
   Whill laughed with him. It was good to drink and talk and laugh with his old friend. They shared stories and caught up long into the night, finishing off another bottle and eating the roasted rabbit and other food that Roakore had brought with him. Soon the conversation turned to more serious matters, namely Zander and Reshikk.
 
   “I had thought that after we defeated Eadon, Agora might know peace,” said Whill. “Instead we have an ancient dragon preparing to invade Agora, a necromancer wreaking havoc in the north, and gods stirring who mean to destroy the entire world. Sometimes I wonder what the point is in it all. Is Agora simply doomed?”
 
   “Bah,” said Roakore, ending in a loud belch. “I doubt the gods o’ dwarves be meanin’ to destroy the world. The human gods neither. That Kellallea be mistaken about it is all.”
 
   “I don’t know. It is quite apparent that the gods have blessed their people. Look at what you can do now, what I can do. There is another terrible war brewing, and I don’t know if Agora will survive this time.”
 
   “Aye,” said Roakore. “These be cursed times indeed. All that we can do is fight for what we believe in and hope for the best.”
 
   “You’re not even worried,” Whill noted.
 
   “Bah. Why would I be? I been blessed by the gods, we both have. And besides, if the end o’ the world be near then so be it. I’ll get a chance to rest me weary bones and share a pint with Ky’Dren himself.”
 
   “I wish I shared your resolve. But I have never had a religion.”
 
   “After all you’ve seen, don’t ye believe in an afterlife? Ye told me that ye spoke to yer mother’s spirit, and yer father possessed ye through his blade when ye fought Addakon. Not to mention your power is proof o’ the existence o’ a human god. What is there to doubt?”
 
   Whill sighed, staring into the fire. The sun had set long ago and the sky had cleared. Now the waning moon dominated the night.
 
   “I don’t know. There is no real proof that my powers come from a god. And when I spoke to my mother, I could have very well been hallucinating.”
 
   Roakore laughed. “Sounds like you don’t want to believe in anything.”
 
   “That’s not true. I just…I felt something when I finally overcame the Other. I felt a oneness that I had never experienced before. For a fleeting moment I understood it all, but then it was gone. What I have left is a memory, no, more like a feeling, that we are all one. We are all connected. I do not think that who I am right now is who I really am. I think that the elven Morenka are close to the truth in that regard. They believe that we are all one, and that war is just a being fighting with itself. They believe that we could all live in peace if we believed as they do.”
 
   “Aye, we could all live in peace. Until someone or something came along that disagreed and killed our tree-hugging arses. There be evil in the world, Whill. You seen it with yer own eyes. People like us have got to fight. It be our purpose. Ain’t that kind o’ thinkin’ about peace what led ye to nearly be killed? These be hard times, me friend, and there ain’t no time for timid strategies. Too much is at stake.”
 
   “Maybe you’re right.”
 
   “Aye, I be over a hundred years old. I know a thing or two about the ways o’ the world and the hearts o’ men, dwarves, and elves.”
 
   “When do you think the dragons will attack?” Whill asked.
 
   “Who’s to say? Let ‘em wait. Me dwarves are only gettin’ stronger. How about the necromancer. How do ye plan on dealin’ with him?”
 
   “I don’t know.” Whill admitted. “There is a dark power working through him. I caught only a glimpse of it. But it is more terrifying than anything I have ever known. I know that I have a chance at gaining the same power as Zander, but it is not something that I look forward to. It is such a dark magic.”
 
   “Aye, Whill. Just ye be rememberin’ who ye be and do what you know to be right and just. Ye be a good man. I got faith in ye.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 17
 
   The Lich and the Dragon Lord
 
    
 
    
 
   Reshikk stood on the jutting stone at the base of the volcano, watching as the messenger approached Drakkar Island. He focused in and saw a dark elf lich riding an undead draquon. Upon seeing the intruders, the dragon scouts gave warning cries and moved to intercept. Reshikk touched their minds with his consciousness, telling them to let them pass. The dragons obeyed, circling the draquon and guiding it to the rim of the volcano.
 
   “Leave us!” said Reshikk when a number of dragons landed on the rim, eyes gleaming with hatred for the elf and his cross-breed mount.
 
   “Lord Reshikk,” said the elf in a deep, gravelly voice. “This one has something for you, an offering from its lord.”
 
   “What is your name, lich?”
 
   “This one has no name. This one is a vessel of the Lord of the Dead. Through it you shall speak to him, and he to you.”
 
   “Then I would speak to him now,” said Reshikk.
 
   The lich’s green glowing eyes glazed over foggy white. He lifted his head to gaze at Reshikk. “Reshikk, lord of dragons, I see that my vessel has arrived.”
 
   Reshikk looked upon the elf lich in disgust. “Zander, what am I to do with this wretch?”
 
   “Through him we can converse, as you can plainly see. The lich will obey your every command. Use him as you see fit, or not at all.”
 
   “When do you move on the humans and dwarves?”
 
   “Soon,” said the lich. “Very soon. The humans will be no trouble. The dwarves, however, have grown stronger than ever they have been. They have fortified their mountains and burrowed deep. I would ask you to send your blessed red, so that she might burn a hole into their nest and allow for my legions to flood the Ky’Dren and Elgar mountains. Ro’Sar and King Roakore, I shall leave for you.”
 
   Reshikk eyed the lich, alarmed that the necromancer knew so much. “Your influence stretches wide. Is there anything that the spirits cannot tell you?”
 
   “There is little I do not know.”
 
   “You ask that my red help you into the mountains, but what do you offer in return?”
 
   The lich pointed to the west across the wide ocean. “I control many legions of draggard, draquon, and dwargon. I have ordered them all to converge on Isladon. They await your command even now.”
 
   Reshikk searched his mind, feeling beyond the hundreds of dragons on Drakkar, extending his consciousness westward across the ocean. Suddenly he felt them, thousands of them, and wondered how he had not felt them before. He despised the dark elf creations; half dragon and half elf, the beasts were as hated by the dragons as they were the elves.
 
   “You mock me with this wretched scourge!” Reshikk said with a growl.
 
   “I mock you not at all. They were born from the eggs of dragons. Your call to your kin pulls them ever eastward. They wish to serve you so strongly that they have become a burden upon me. I have sent them to you to do with as you see fit. Kill them all if you like. Though it would be an awful waste. Why not rather send them against our enemy? Let them be cannon fodder. I care not. For now they are yours.”
 
   Reshikk saw beyond his hatred for the abominations, realizing that they would be useful to his cause. “Very well. I accept your offering. I will send my red and a terror of dragons north to the dwarf mountains. Do what you will with the Ky’Dren and Elgar dwarves,” said Reshikk. “But the Ro’Sar dwarves and the elves of Elladrindellia are mine.”
 
   The lich gave a wet, throaty laugh. “Very well, but you should exert caution, my friend. Our enemies grow strong. They too have been blessed by their gods. The one called Whill of Agora has begun to realize the true power of the humans. You, with your vast knowledge, remember of what I speak.”
 
   Reshikk did remember. The short-lived humans had been blessed with a great power—the ability to mimic all other power. “I know of what you speak. Have any others received the blessing?”
 
   “He is the only one, so far. Already he has absorbed the blessing of the dwarves. He will only grow stronger. The elf princess Avriel has also been blessed. Remember this when you venture to Elladrindellia.”
 
   “It matters not,” said Reshikk. “The Father of Dragons shall protect us. The age of the dragon had begun. None shall stand in our path.”
 
   The lich gave a grinning nod. “Very well, Reshikk the Green. When should I expect your terror of dragons?”
 
   “They will descend upon northern Ky’Dren in three moons.”
 
   “Excellent,” said the lich. His eyes became bright green once more and he swayed mindlessly, awaiting Reshikk’s command.
 
   Reshikk called Fiorra the Red to him, ordering her to take a terror of ten dragons to venture forth with her to Ky’Dren. The others he ordered to prepare to depart from Drakkar. He set his sights on the east, grinning to himself—soon he would have his revenge. Soon Ro’Sar would burn.
 
    
 
   Zander withdrew from the lich messenger, though he did not release him completely, keeping a part of his mind alert to what the creature could see and hear. Through the lich, Zander would be able to keep an eye on the fool Reshikk. He had thought at first that the dragon lord might be a problem, but he was pleased with how easy it had been to gain his favor. He and his dragons would prove to be quite useful before the end.
 
   The spirits had told him many things, including the news that Kellallea had stopped tampering Whill’s true power. It was only a matter of time before the foolish king of men marched north to face him. And when he did, Zander would possess him as Eadon had failed to do. Zander would absorb his soul and become Whillhelm Warcrown. Then, with his unique power, he would challenge the gods. He would destroy Kellallea and gain her power. The other gods would soon fall to him as well, even his own, the Lord of Darkness and Death.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 18
 
   Kellallea’s Champion
 
    
 
    
 
   Avriel stood in front of the mirror, staring at her belly, which was becoming more prominent as of late. She rubbed it gently, thinking of the child inside and who they might grow up to be. Will it be a boy or a girl? She wondered. She had no preference, hoping only that it was healthy. She found herself wondering what the child would look like. Would it have long pointed ears like an elf, or short ones like a human? Would it have slanted or round eyes, blond hair like its father or dark hair like its mother?
 
   There had never been a half elf-half human, not to Avriel’s knowledge. She had no idea what to expect. She reminded herself not to worry so. It was common knowledge amongst the elves that a mother who was more relaxed during her pregnancy had a child with far less problems when they grew up, both physically and mentally. The maternity houses had been built for that very reason. Avriel should have already been going to one, but she had yet to break the news to her people, fearing that she and the child would be shunned.
 
   A distant cry startled her. She waited, listening. Again it came, a shrieking, pain-filled cry that made her skin crawl. The clanging of swords and sounds of battle suddenly rose up outside beyond the balcony. She ran to it and peered over and gasped at what she saw. A small army of elves were storming the palace. They wore black leather armor and hoods to conceal their identity. Like shadows they ran across rooftops and battlements, shooting small bows and attacking with poison darts and smoke bombs.
 
   “Princess Avriel!” Thryn De’Bregeth stormed into the room wearing a full suit of armor.
 
   “The fortress is under siege. Come with me!”
 
   Avriel retrieved her sheathed spirit blade and strapped the belt to her waist. Out in the hall, soldiers were scrambling toward the front of the palace.
 
   “My lady!” Lunara called as she ran toward them. “What is happening?”
 
   “It is the avengers of the Taking. Come along quickly!”
 
   General Bregeth led them down the stairs of the main hall and hurried toward the inner sanctum. They had nearly reached the door when an explosion tore through the palace and the front doors blew in. Avriel was lifted off her feet and slammed into the wall along with Lunara and Thryn. She hit hard and felt a hundred tiny fragments riddle her body. Falling to the floor limply and choking on the dust, she fought against the dizzying effect of the explosion. The ringing in her ears was terrible, and the brightness of the flash had temporarily blinded her.
 
   “My lady?” 
 
   Lunara’s weak voice came to her faintly. Avriel rubbed her eyes and fought to see through the thick dust hanging in the great hall. She clutched her stomach. The sounds of approaching feet came from all directions. The sounds of battle came rushing back to her, and she was lifted by strong hands.
 
   “Hurry to your feet, my lady!” said the general. “Make for the inner sanctum!”
 
   She scrambled to get up as shapes began to appear through the haze. Lunara grabbed her arm and tried to pull her along, but two assassins burst through the broken window and barred their path.
 
   Lunara leapt in front of her princess and unsheathed her sword as the assassins charged. Avriel put her spirit blade to work, joining Lunara in her fight against the two assailants. Her blade passed through armor with ease and cut through the spirits of her enemies.
 
   “Protect the princess at all costs!” the general cried somewhere in the room.
 
   Bows twanged and arrows ripped through the air. The clashing of swords became more frantic as the invaders pressed the attack, now spilling in through open windows as well as from other parts of the palace.
 
   There was nowhere to go, the invaders were too many. General Thrynn was fending off the frontal attack, and many of the guards had surrounded their princess, but they were quickly being outnumbered. Avriel picked up the sword of one of her fallen guards to use to block the oncoming attacks.
 
   An attacker broke through the defenses and lunged at her. She blocked the blow with the guard’s sword and stabbed forward with the spirit blade. Her opponent’s sword passed through her glowing weapon harmlessly, and his eyes widened when it sliced through his spirit.
 
   Avriel went on the offensive, infuriated by the attack on her palace and the dead guards that lay all about her. She turned aside blades and arrows, hacking and slashing through armor and steel, leaving crumpled forms in her wake. Lunara fought beside her, and they were soon joined by General Thrynn and a few of his elves at the center of the room. They fought valiantly side by side and back to back.
 
   Another explosion suddenly shook the palace—likely a distraction to keep the rest of the guards from storming the keep. It seemed to be working. While more and more of the hooded assassins in black spilled in through broken windows and blown-in doors, no guards came to their aid.
 
   A group of assassins carrying bows charged in through the main entrance and leveled their weapons on the group. The twang of bowstrings sounded in the midst of the clanging swords, and six arrows riddled the defenders. Lunara went down with an arrow to the chest, and two of Thryn’s guards dropped. Avriel and the general continued to fight off the press of the swordsmen as the bows sounded once more.
 
   Avriel was hit just below the left collarbone. Another arrow found her leg. She cried out in frustration and pain, watching helplessly as Thrynn—riddled with arrows and bleeding from many wounds—charged the bowmen, heedless of the blades that came at his back.
 
   An arrow took him in the neck, dropping him instantly. Avriel cried out and slew the closest assassin. She blocked a stab from another and turned it to the side before slicing through his armor and body with the spirit blade.
 
   Suddenly an arrow found her.
 
   Avriel jerked back and wavered, glancing down drunkenly at the arrow protruding from her chest.
 
   She fell to her knees.
 
   The assassins circled her, training their weapons on her cautiously.
 
   She fought to breath.
 
   Tears streamed down her face.
 
   She clutched at her stomach, fearful for her child.
 
   “Whill…” she whispered through blood-stained lips.
 
   One of the assassins stepped into view and took off his hood. He stared down on her triumphantly, lifting her chin with the tip of his sword.
 
   “Whill of Agora’s whore. Where is your champion now?”
 
   He pulled his sword back for the killing blow and froze.
 
   Avriel watched, mystified, as time slowed to a crawl. Everyone in the room was moving almost indiscernibly. Even the dust hung suspended by the spell that had fallen upon the room, affecting everyone but Avriel.
 
   Kellallea suddenly appeared before her.
 
   She stood beside the assassin, looking down at Avriel with pity. Her silver robes billowed in an unfelt wind and her hair danced wildly. Her eyes conveyed the deepest sorrow, and her hand reached out to Avriel.
 
   Avriel took in a shuddering breath, clutching her stomach and the arrow in her chest. “Please, help me.”
 
   “There is only one way that I can help you. You must swear fealty to me.”
 
   The assassin’s blade had reached its apex and stopped for a moment before beginning back the other way. Like the laziest of snowflakes, the sword came down toward Avriel’s neck.
 
   Avriel shook her head, unable to catch enough air to speak.
 
   “I said that I would bless those whom I deem worthy,” said Kellallea. “You are worthy, Avriel. But I dare not intervene unless a champion is born from my actions. Simply speak the words, and I shall return to you your lost power.”
 
   The sword arched lower with every passing second. The assassin’s eyes gleamed with victory.
 
   Avriel thought of the child she carried inside of her. She thought about the life that it would never have, the laughter that would never be heard to brighten the dark world. She saw Whill laying waste to the land in his grief and want for revenge.
 
   Forgive me.
 
   The sword was inches away.
 
   Avriel mustered all the energy she had left and bellowed with all her might, “I swear fealty!”
 
   An explosion of light erupted from the goddess’s palm and hit Avriel in the chest. Time returned to normal, and the shockwave sent her attacker flying back. Avriel was lifted up off the ground and began to glow so brightly that the circled assassins were forced to cover their eyes and cower from its brilliance. 
 
   Avriel felt a rush of lost knowledge and power course through her. The memories of magic and spellcasting came back to her, and so too did her memories of Whill. She gasped, and a tear of joy streamed down her face. Instantly blue tendrils of healing engulfed her and mended her wounds. She was slowly lowered to the ground and stood before the shocked assassins.
 
   Some fled, others dropped to their knees.
 
   “She has been blessed by the goddess!” said one of the elves.
 
   “It is a miracle!” said another.
 
   “Lady Avriel, please forgive us,” said another still.
 
   “You try to murder my unborn child! Yet you ask for forgiveness?”
 
   Valorron Arken stared back at her with hate-filled eyes. He let out a cry and charged. Before he had taken two steps, Avriel unleashed a glowing spell from her palm that went through his chest and hit the wall behind him. Wide-eyed, Valorron fell to the floor, dead.
 
   Avriel turned her murderous gaze on the cowering elves.
 
   “My…lady…” Lunara’s voice came weakly.
 
   Avriel forgot the cowardly assassins and ran to her side. “Lunara, don’t move, be still. Let me help you.”
 
   Avriel pulled the arrow from the silver-haired elf’s chest and pressed a hand against the wound. Her hand began to glow bright blue, and Lunara’s chest heaved as she took in a deep, desperate breath.
 
   Many of the downed guards called to her, and Avriel searched them, looking for General Thrynn. She found him lying in a pool of blood. He was beyond her power to heal.
 
   A marching of feet sounded beyond the main entrance, and Avriel braced herself, ready to send the killers to their graves. To her relief, she found that the guards had finally fought through to the palace.
 
   Outside she found that the main gate had been utterly destroyed by dragon’s breath. Dozens of elves had been killed, and twice as many injured. She tended to the survivors, going down the line and healing them one by one as the gathered elves watched on in teary-eyed wonderment.
 
   The news spread far and wide that day. Avriel, princess of Elladrindellia, had been blessed by the goddess Kellallea.
 
    
 
   After finishing the final healing, Avriel returned to the palace and stormed up the stairs. She ignored the questions of those she passed and went to her quarters. Slamming the door behind her, she called out angrily, “Kellallea, show yourself!”
 
   The goddess appeared before her instantly. “I see that you have put my gifts to use already. I approve.”
 
   “You manipulative bitch! You did it, all of it!”
 
   “Do not be foolish. You know that I am forbidden from intervening in the lives of mortals.”
 
   “You can speak to them. You can lie to them. You can make false promises and manipulate their minds. You sent Valorron Arken after me. I saw the betrayal in his eyes.”
 
   “That is absurd,” said Kellallea, growing angry. “I have saved your life, given you back your power, and you would dare to accuse me?”
 
   “Enough of your games!” said Avriel.
 
   Kellallea glared at her and raised a balled fist. Sudden pain dropped Avriel to her knees. The arrows had returned. Her heart thudded so close to the one in her chest that she felt the vibration shaking the shaft. She tried to speak but coughed up blood instead.
 
   The goddess waved her hand and the arrows were gone. “Need I remind you where you would be had I not helped you?”
 
   Avriel gasped, clutching her chest with one hand and feeling her stomach with the other.
 
   “Yes, I have saved your child as well.”
 
   “Why?” Avriel asked. She got to her feet and stood before the goddess. “Why have you done this?”
 
   “The gods have awakened. They have begun to choose their champions. Whill continues to refuse me. So I have chosen you.”
 
   Avriel didn’t know what to believe.
 
   “Are you not thankful for your power?” Kellallea asked. “You and Whill both harbor such suspicion for me. Yet, look at all that I have done for you. Had you died here today, Whill would have been shattered. The man that you know would have been destroyed, and a vengeful dictator would have grown from his grief. His true power cannot be left unchecked.”
 
   “Then it is as I have expected. I am nothing more than a bargaining chip,” said Avriel.
 
   “You are so much more than that, Avriel. You are my champion; you are the only hope for the elves of Elladrindellia.”
 
   Avriel suddenly realized that with her power to heal, she could help the dying elders, and…
 
   “Take me to my mother so that I can heal her!”
 
   Kellallea regarded Avriel with pity. “She is beyond your help,” she said quietly.
 
   “No…” said Avriel, shaking her head in denial. “Tell me that she is alive!”
 
   “I am sorry,” said Kellallea.
 
   Avriel shuddered with growing sorrow and rage. “You’ve let her die…”
 
   “All things must die.”
 
   “Except for you,” said Avriel with a sneer. “You preach about the natural order and abuse of power, yet here you are.”
 
   Kellallea turned from the window and regarded her with a dangerous glare. Her hair and robes began to dance with the sudden wind. The goddess began to glow and grew in size until she was looming over Avriel. Her voice became many and was terrible to hear.
 
   “You cannot comprehend my knowledge and power. Do you think that six hundred years of life lends you the wisdom to know my mind? Your lifetime has passed before me like a season. I have seen mountains rise and fall. I have watched the stars change position in the night sky. Kingdoms and empires have risen and fallen around me. I have ushered in two ages of elven history.”
 
   Avriel couldn’t help but cower before Kellallea’s great power.
 
   Finally, candlelight returned to the room and Kellallea receded. She stood before Avriel once more. “You will question me no more. Everything I do is for the good of our people. That should be enough for you.”
 
   “What would you have me do as your champion?” Avriel asked.
 
   “Many things. First, gather the elves to you and show them how I have blessed you. Heal the sick and tend to the dying. Bring hope back to the elves of Elladrindellia.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 19
 
   As the Spirit Flies
 
    
 
    
 
   The journey across the Strait of Shierdon took Dirk, Krentz, and Raene half a day. By the time they set foot on Agoran soil, the sun had set and the stars twinkled in the moonless sky. To the south, storm clouds were beginning to gather. The distant flash of lightning illuminated a large rolling thunderhead, warning them of the weather to come.
 
   “We should make camp here for the night. That storm looks like it is going to be a wild one,” said Dirk, studying the southern sky.
 
   “Bah,” said Raene. “There ain’t no time to be actin’ like Sally lasses. We need to be gettin’ to me mountain, and right quick. Conjure us up some o’ them ghost mounts o’ yers.”
 
   Dirk glanced to Krentz. She nodded agreement and raised the trinket to dismiss him. When again she called him back, two swirling spirits came with him. One was a tall black stallion, and to Raene’s surprise and delight, the other was a large-horned ram.
 
   “Are these to your liking?” Dirk asked.
 
   “Aye,” said Raene with a wide grin. “She be a beauty.”
 
   “I thought you might like that.” He laid a hand upon both beasts and they took physical form. “They will last a few hours I think. Shall we be off?”
 
   The two women mounted their spirit animals and followed Dirk as he changed form and flew across the beach, heading west.
 
    
 
   They traveled west and then south for many days. The women rested for only a few hours each night while Dirk and Chief took turns keeping guard. Dirk summoned Fyrfrost when the horse and ram grew too tired to keep form. The dragon brought them many miles swiftly. He could only keep form for a few hours as well, but he was growing stronger every day.
 
   Their travel was hampered by constant rains and gray skies. And though it impeded the spirit mounts not at all, Krentz and Raene soon found themselves sodden and cold. Raene complained all the while, cursing the wind and the rain and grumbling every time they had to stop to rest. Gretzen had been vague in her claims of a coming dragon attack, which made Raene increasingly nervous that they would be too late.
 
   They came across many deserted towns and villages during their trek westward. Fog hung thick across the land, pooling in those areas that had once been inhabited by the humans. The smell of death rode on the wind wherever they went. Crows sang their ugly songs—the only sound of life to be heard in the land of the dead. 
 
   To Raene it felt like the end of the world. 
 
   She imagined her mountain home stinking with the stench of death, its halls dark, quiet, and haunted. The thoughts were unshakable, clinging to her like the surrounding green fog upon the land.
 
   Even Dirk was disturbed by the landscape. They had traveled through Shierdon for many days and weeks before going to Volnoss. There had still been people, towns, and villages functioning in Zander’s growing shadow. Now, however, that shadow had conquered the land, leaving it barren and bleak. Dirk knew that the necromancer had moved his forces south and would soon invade Uthen-Arden and the dwarf mountains. He knew that the fierce dwarves would fight bravely. They would take many of the undead with them. But in the end they would fail. They would be overcome by the hordes of undead, who would multiply with every dwarf that fell and was raised by the liches.
 
   Soon he and Krentz shared Raene’s sense of urgency.
 
   They went with less rest, traveling through days and nights upon a variety of spirit mounts. Fyrfrost was lasting longer with every summoning and carried them farther each time. Krentz and Raene found what rest they could upon his scaled back, returning to journeying by foot during those times when Dirk needed rest. 
 
   One week after setting out from Volnoss, the northern Ky’Dren Mountains came into view on the eastern horizon.
 
   “Hah! There they be!” Raene cried.
 
   Dirk flew a circle around the dragon, telling him to put them down before they were spotted. There was no point in causing the dwarves alarm. Krentz dismissed Dirk and Fyrfrost after landing and quickly summoned him back along with a horse and ram. 
 
   They made for the distant Ky’Dren Mountains with all haste, hoping that it wasn’t too late.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 20
 
   To Stubborn Women Who Know Best
 
    
 
   Whill returned to Del’Oradon and informed the council that he would be leaving to join the army at Devandes. He would then lead them north to take back and secure Brinn. He also warned them of the possibility of a dragon attack coming from Drakkar Island.
 
   “Have the catapults and dragon harpoons mounted on the battlements all along the city wall. I want every inch of space taken up by something that might thwart a dragon. The dwarves have recently sent us a shipment of steel nets for this very purpose. Put them to use.”
 
   “But, sire. Shouldn’t you and the dragon remain here if there is a possibility of such an attack?” asked Alrick.
 
   “It is a possibility; in the north there lies an immediate threat,” said Whill. He watched the council, recognizing the fear in their eyes. “My powers have begun to return to me,” he said suddenly.
 
   “Sire?” Alrick was shocked. “Is this true?”
 
   “Behold,” said Whill. He extended his hand and lifted the stone figurines that represented the undead army. With a force of will he threw them across the room to smash against the far wall.
 
   The councilmen gasped, some cheered. Alrick made the symbol of his god in the air. “It is a miracle.”
 
   “Indeed,” said Whill, seeing how the words and the display of power affected the men so. They straightened, held their heads higher, become more attentive. “We have been blessed during this dark time. I take that blessing with me north to free our brothers from Zander and his undead legions.”
 
    
 
   Later, Captain Marshall found Whill in his chambers being helped into his armor by Avalyn. Whill was to set out immediately.
 
   “Sire,” said Marshall, with a bow that caused his thin red strands to partially cover his face. “I would join you in the north if you would have me.”
 
   Whill regarded his captain and smiled. “I appreciate the sentiment, Marshall, but I travel by dragon.”
 
   “I am aware, sire. I will be of no hindrance. On the contrary, I can help you with…until you have healed yourself.”
 
   Whill considered it. He had committed a great folly in not listening to his last captain of the guard. “Very well. Be prepared to leave within the hour.”
 
   Marshall couldn’t hide his pleasure.
 
   “Thank you, sire. I will await you in the courtyard.”
 
   They set out that afternoon to the fanfare of the entire city. Word of his newfound power had already spread through Del’Oradon as he had intended. People flocked to the streets for a glimpse of their blessed king.
 
    
 
   In the morning they stopped so that the dragon could drink from a rushing river and find food in the neighboring fields of central Uthen-Arden without the men on her back.
 
   The captain helped Whill to get comfortable against a wide tree by the river and offered him one of the water skins. From his own pack he retrieved a loaf of thick brown seeded bread. 
 
   “My wife made it for me. Said that I was crazy to want to go with you. She calmed though…eventually. Sent me off with a kiss and this here bread. Old family recipe, it is.”
 
   Whill tore off a piece and ate with his captain. His own mind taken up with what he would do once they arrived in the north.
 
   “She sounds like a good woman.”
 
   “She is one of the strongest-minded women I have ever met,” said Marshall, beaming.
 
   It was Whill’s turn to laugh as he thought of Avriel. “Those are the best kind though, aren’t they?” he said.
 
   “I would drink to that,” said Marshall, raising his water skin.
 
   “Aye. Let us have a proper drink though. In that leather pack that I had you take from Zorriaz. Front pocket.”
 
   Captain Marshall retrieved the bottle of dwarven whiskey that Roakore had given to Whill before they parted ways. Whill uncorked it and filled Marshall’s glass. Together they raised them to the heavens.
 
   “To stubborn women who know best!” said Whill.
 
   Marshall cheered the same and tipped back his glass.
 
   Whill poured another, eyeing his captain. “Got any children? You and the missus?”
 
   “Aye. Got two boys. Little scrapping pissers they are.”
 
   “Much like their father, no doubt.”
 
   Marshall laughed at that. “I’ve seen my share of scraps in my day.”
 
   Whill didn’t doubt it. General Walker had told Whill all about Marshall. After the fall of Eadon, the man had shown up with one hundred refugees at the gates of Del’Oradon, having saved them all when the draggard invaded their town. He had rallied the men and planned an effective offensive against the beasts.
 
   Going on thirty years old, Marshall was considered a veteran among the soldiers and greatly respected. The council had approved of the appointment as well.
 
   “I know how you feel, being in that chair,” said Marshall, swirling the last of his drink at the bottom of his glass as he watched. “When I was but a young lad, I came down with a sickness that took my legs for the better part of two years. I was picked on, called names. I felt useless. But my mother, she saved me from my depression. She reminded me that worth was not measured in the apparent strength or health of a person, but in their heart. I eventually beat the disease, as you can see, but I never forgot my mum’s words. I saw what she spoke of in you. When I heard your tale, I was inspired. I said, ‘Here is a man faced with insurmountable odds, yet he rises to the task and wins when no one thinks he will, when all others have lost hope.’ You inspired me, like you have so many others.”
 
   “Thank you, Marshall. That means a lot to me.”
 
   Zorriaz returned from her hunt, and the men set out once more. The weather became worse the farther north they went. Soon rain was pelting them, and wild winds buffeted Zorriaz from every direction.
 
   Shortly after noon, they reached the small city of Devandes, where the might of the Uthen-Arden forces were gathered. To the north and east sat a thick, ancient forest through which Eardon River snaked its way to central Uthen-Arden. To the west the Thendor plains began. Camps dotted the land for miles—an ocean of tents, cook fires, and soldiers in shining armor, some of whom were barely men. When Zorriaz was spotted, a warning horn blared and soldiers began to scramble to their posts. Some of the men recognized Zorriaz the White and called out that the king had returned. A cheer went up, and Whill landed before the gates of the city.
 
   General Justice Walker was quick to ride out to greet his king. He and a group of banner men and knights rode as close to the dragon as the horses would tolerate.
 
   “King Warcrown,” said the general, dismounting and walking the rest of the way. He stopped a safe distance from the dragon and gave a smart solute. “It is good to see you in health.”
 
   Captain Marshall jumped off to stretch his tired legs and greeted the general with a solute.
 
   “General Walker,” said Whill with a nod. “Please inform Ardthar that I will require my wheeled chair. Also, we have had a long journey and would eat and drink. Have the war tent prepared. We have much to discuss.”
 
   Eardon River ran south many hundreds of miles from its namesake lake. Once, not long ago, the fishing and trade along the river had been abundant. Many towns and villages sprouted up and thrived for hundreds of years along the wide river, and it had sustained them well. Now, however, the river was muddy and tinted a dark green. It smelled of death as well, and any who ate or drank from it grew deathly ill. Theories abounded; some said that the river and its people were cursed by the gods, others said that a witch lived upstream and had contaminated the river with dark magic. But Whill knew the truth of it; Zander now controlled Belldon Island, and his dark stain had tainted the river, as it did all things.
 
   Due to the river’s contamination, there was no fish to eat. Likewise, the wildlife had been seriously diminished by the draggard hordes that had invaded the land. Livestock there was, but like all other cities and villages, the demand for food was much greater than supply. The people got by on grain and wheat, oats, and what other crops they could grow. Whill was a king, however, and not subject to the laws of economy. Still, he asked only for a modest meal of pork and hot gruel, warm beer, and bread.
 
   After a thorough looking over by Ardthar—one in which the healer chastised Whill for not taking his pain killers—Whill retired to the war tent to eat with General Walker, Captain Marshall, and other high-ranking members of the Uthen-Arden forces. Whill told them that his powers had begun to return to him, though he did not go into detail about the reason. He had yet to wrap his mind around it himself.
 
   Whill settled in after dinner and drank from his tankard, setting his sights on Brinn and Breggard and the false kings of the north.
 
   “We will take Brinn quickly,” he told the men. “There will be no negotiation this time, no attempts to placate the would-be usurpers. They are in league with the necromancer of the north. We must rescue what people we can and liberate the cities.
 
   “General Walker, is Devandes ready to accept the tens of thousands of refugees who will be sent south?”
 
   “We have prepared as best we can, but no, the city cannot accommodate so many. However, Locknar can help to carry the burden. The river is no good to eat or drink from, but she will still ferry boats. We have a small fleet of barges ready to take people there immediately.”
 
   “Very good,” said Whill. “I want five thousand men ready by morning to march north. The rest will remain here and guard the city. I will deal with McKinnon and Carac personally. We must secure the north once and for all, for what awaits us just on the other side of the border is something born of a nightmare.”
 
   “I will see it done, sire. But, how are we to stop the undead hordes from spreading south?” General Walker asked.
 
   Many in attendance shared the sentiment and looked to Whill for the answer expectantly, as if it had been on all of their minds for a long time.
 
   Whill laughed to himself, for he had been about to tell them to have faith—something that he never possessed for anyone, not even himself, until quite recently. These men did not need faith. They needed a king with a plan.
 
   “I will kill Zander, as I did Eadon,” said Whill.
 
   “Our king has been chosen,” said Captain Marshall. “Though it vexes him to hear himself spoken of so, he has been chosen to lead humanity into the new age.”
 
   “Thank you, Marshall. I fear that you are right. Whether by the fates of chance or by divine plan, I have been placed in this position at this time, but so too have you all. Wars are not won by any one man alone, but by men united for a common cause. This burden has fallen upon all of us. And we must each do all that we can to defend the people of this kingdom…of all kingdoms.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 21
 
   Hard Judgement
 
    
 
    
 
   Elves had begun to pour into Cerushia from all over Elladrindellia. Word of Kellallea’s blessing traveled far and wide, and thousands of elves came to get a glimpse of her.
 
   Avriel spent the days after the blessing healing the sick and dying. Thousands flocked to her, offering their energy in return for healing. But Avriel needed no such offering, for her power came directly from Kellallea.
 
   With the blessed power, Avriel also helped the crops to grow. She passed through gardens and fields. The fruit trees bloomed, and their fruit grew fat in her wake. She led the elves through the city, mending bridges and buildings with her power over earth.
 
   Finally, she stopped before the large temple of Kellallea and floated up onto the highest balcony to look out over her gathered elves. Thousands of smiling faces and shimmering eyes stared up at her.
 
   “Elves of Elladrindellia! There are those among you who have taken to violence against your own kind.”
 
   The crowd stirred. Many suspicious glances passed among them.
 
   “I know who you are,” she said, eyeing the crowd. “Come, stand before your queen and receive your judgement.”
 
   The crowd began to move slowly back, making way for any who might confess their guilt. A few of the elves strode forth boldly with heads held high. As they stopped before the towering temple, Avriel saw a small group hurrying to retreat deeper. She extended her will and spoke to their minds, forcing them to turn and join their brethren who stood before her.
 
   All told, more than fifty elves gathered before the temple. Many of their heads were bowed in shame. Others stood proudly with raised chins, defiantly glaring at Avriel.
 
   “You have plotted against my house. You have invaded my palace and attempted to take my life. But what is worse…you have lost faith. Kellallea took from us all knowledge of Orna Catorna because she believed it would destroy us in the end. In your attempt to avenge the Taking, you have committed horrible crimes against your fellow elves. Have you learned nothing? Do you not see what your want for power has done to your souls?”
 
   The shamed bowed their heads even lower. Some dropped to their knees and begged for forgiveness. Still, many of the accused stood in defiance.
 
   Kill the malcontents, said Kellallea in her mind.
 
   Avriel looked upon them with pity. She knew what she had to do, but she was loath to do it.
 
   These elves have conspired to kill you and your unborn child. They need to be made an example of.
 
   She offered them one final chance at redemption. “Kneel before me. Confess your sins against your kin, and you shall be forgiven. If you do not, I must enforce Kellallea’s judgement.”
 
   Many of the rebels broke and dropped to their knees. They cried and pleaded their apologies. Still, dozens stood proudly.
 
   “Kellallea is no god of mine,” said one. “And you are no queen of mine.”
 
   Kill them, said Kellallea.
 
   The urge to comply was so strong that Avriel found herself unable to fight it. She raised her hand, and the dozens of defiant elves were lifted high into the air. She pulled them to her to float before the balcony.
 
   You are my champion. You will exert my will.
 
   Avriel was shaking. Unable to resist Kellallea, she raised the other hand and spoke a single word. “Fire.”
 
   The avengers of the taking burst into flames so white-hot that not a cry escaped them. In a flash it was over, and the ashes of the dead elves were floating high above the city.
 
   The crowd gasped.
 
   Avriel bowed her head.
 
   Kellallea’s words echoed in her head, and she found herself speaking them to her people.
 
   “The rest of you are forgiven. Use the time that has been given to you to repent for your sins. Serve your kin as you once did. Forget the bitterness in your hearts. Kellallea said that she would bless those whom she deemed worthy. I stand before you now as proof. Seek ever to become worthy of her blessing, and perhaps she will grant it.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 22
 
   Terror
 
    
 
    
 
   The young shepherd boy looked out over the rolling fields of green grass swaying in the midday breeze. A hot wind blew in from the western coast of Isladon. And while it had been warm the past few days, it had not been like this. He felt as though he were getting dangerously close to an oven, its heat warming him back. Only this heat followed him even as he fled from it, suddenly startled and overcome with an unease he could not put his finger on.
 
   The boy called to his sheep dog and ran hard back toward the village. He had ventured far this day, farther than he usually led the herd. The coast always held a tantalizing allure. All his life he had wanted to sail the great blue expanse rather than become a simple sheep herder like his father. But now he could not even look to the west. Something was following him. Something too great and terrible for words. The heat bristled his back, suffocating him. Terror caused him to abandon his herd. The thirty sheep were all that his family had left, yet he ran for his life, knowing that they were doomed, knowing that he was doomed.
 
   He fled across the long green field, down the rocky ridge lined with nettles and wildflowers, rock crawlers, and thimbleweed. He could hear the terrible sounds growing behind him, still he dared not look back. Head down, he continued on. He was crying now. The tears blurred his vision and caused him to trip and fall more than once. The heat was growing with the rising tumult—a chorus of terrible growls and roars stalking him. The world suddenly became brighter, and he knew that the fields and trees behind him were on fire. Flames licked the corners of his vision, filling the sky above him with fire.
 
   The village was only a few hundred yards away.
 
   He ran. If only he could reach it in time—run all the way home and jump in bed. His mother would be there to sooth him. His father would grab his axe and investigate. Surely it would be nothing. The herd would return and all would be well. He would be given warm milk and hushed to bed with a soft song from his mother.
 
   The boy tripped only a dozen feet from the gates. Men were up on the wooden battlements, pointing at the sky behind him and screaming words of warning. Their faces were twisted with terror.
 
   And then the boy looked back. 
 
   The sky was eclipsed by dragon wings. Flames consumed the land all the way to the coast. He lay there paralyzed by fear even as a large green dragon descended upon him, talons outstretched and gleaming, and hatred burning in its emerald eyes.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 23
 
   To Arms!
 
    
 
    
 
   Roakore was just sitting down to lunch with his hawk riders when the warning horn blared deep in the heart of the mountain. It was followed by another, this one closer, and then another still.
 
   The dwarves froze. All conversation died in an instant. Food half chewed sat in still mouths, drinks half full vibrated in their chalices with the echo of the horn.
 
   It was Roakore who first leapt to his feet.
 
   “To arms, to arms!” he cried.
 
   The room erupted then as the eager dwarves overturned tables and chairs in an attempt to heed the order. They ran up the stairs from the training rooms led by Helzendar, who raised his steel fist in the air and cried to the glory of the gods.
 
   “Sire!”
 
   Roakore stopped long enough for Philo to catch up. The stout dwarf was obviously drunk, but he was armored and armed and ready for battle.
 
   “What ye be knowin’!” Roakore demanded as he hurried along up the stairs.
 
   “A terror o’ dragons. Hun’reds o’ ‘em, they be sayin’. Comin’ from the west.”
 
   “Hundreds you say?”
 
   “Aye, hun’reds,” said Philo with a gleam in his eye. He reached in his pocket and handed the king a flask.
 
   Without hesitation Roakore took it and drank half. Philo took it back and finished it off. They crested a flight of stairs that opened up into a large dwarf-made cavern whose ceiling seemed to be the heavens. Dozens of lifts full of soldiers lined the walls of the cavern. Pulled by weighed stones and controlled by dwarven operators, the lifts moved quickly up and down, bringing the many warriors to their stations.
 
   Roakore and Philo ran to catch one that was just beginning to climb. Upon seeing his king, the operator stopped the large crank and waited as they leapt on. The lift began to move once more, and the many warriors beamed at the presence of their fearless king and his most trusted warrior.
 
   Philo shouldered himself room and placed his shield on the floor of the lift. He then retrieved a small vial from a pocket and uncorked it. Carefully he emptied out its contents in a long line on the shield.
 
   “Care for a toot?” he asked his king.
 
   Roakore chuckled to himself and shook his head.
 
   Philo shrugged and fished a reed tube from his pocket and placed one end in his nose and the other at the head of the line of yellow powder. With a long and loud snort he took it all up his nose. He shook his head and gave a triumphant “Whoa!”
 
   “Mind ye don’t be overdoin’ it with that there Lumbia pollen. Stuff’ll give ye a heart attack soon as it makes ye feel invincible.”
 
   “Bah!” said Philo, snorting and rubbing his face to loosen what granules might have collected on his mustache. 
 
   The lift came to a halt, and Roakore led the charge up the stairs that would eventually bring them to the perch.
 
   They found their mounts being saddled and the other hawk riders standing beside their birds, chins raised proudly, not a sign of fear in their eyes. 
 
   “Hawk riders o’ Ro’Sar, hear me now!” said Roakore, moving to stand before the opening in the mountain. “This be the moment ye been trainin’ for these last weeks. This be why the gods done blessed many o’ ye. Listen closely. Look around ye. See yer fearless brothers and sisters standing at yer sides. This be a moment ye ain’t soon to forget.
 
   “They say there be a hundred dragons descendin’ upon our mountain as I speak. They mean to light the caverns with fire. They mean to devour everythin’ ye ever loved. What’d’ya say to that?”
 
   The dwarves spat and booed, banged shields and clanged axes.
 
   “Shall we send these demon bastards back to the hells where they belong?”
 
   “Yeah!” the riders cried.
 
   “Fly straight, and fly true. May yer dragon lances find their demon hearts. May Ky’Dren protect ye and yer hawks. May ye find yer way safely back, else save me a seat in the Mountain o’ the Gods.”
 
   The dwarves stomped and cheered, howled and hooted. They slammed their chests repeatedly, voices so loud as to be deafening in the rounded stone perch. Roakore mounted Silverwind and raised his axe high. The others followed suit. One after another they steered their silver hawks out into the midday sun.
 
    
 
   The fifty hawks and riders broke into ten groups of five, each with at least one of the blessed dwarves among them. Roakore had made many of his sons flock leaders, including Helzendar. Philo too had been bestowed with the great honor. He was not only fearless and slightly insane, but he had taken quickly to both flying and dwarven magic.
 
   Roakore gave the signal for a formation, and the leaders spurred their hawks to comply. The ten flocks formed a diamond pattern in the sky, their feathers blue as the heavens. The silver hawks soared over the mountain range strewn with towers and battlements, each with a variety of aerial assault weapons of steel, wood, and stone. Teams of Blessed waited at their posts along the mountain range, ready to send a barrage of dragon spears, stones, burning wooden shafts, and cauldrons of bubbling tar, cheering the defenders of the skies as the hawks sailed overhead.
 
   The hawk riders crested the final peak and flew out into the open expanse of eastern Isladon. There in the distance they saw the terror of dragons come to destroy their world. Hundreds of the beasts flew toward Ro’Sar.
 
   Roakore took in the terrible sight, and for a moment a sense of doom overcame him. The moment was fleeting, for he soon found his resolve and shook off the effects of the dragon fear. 
 
   “Ye ready, Silverwind? This be bound to be the fight o’ our lives.”
 
   She replied with a soft coo and a chirrup.
 
   “Let’s find that devil who done mangled me boy!”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 24
 
   A Sky of Thrashing Wings
 
    
 
    
 
   The dragons continued toward the mountain range like a dark cloud spewing fire rather than rain. Reshikk sniffed at the air. The familiar scent of dirty dwarves rode on the wind. He scoured the countryside and the long slopes, the stones and boulders, waterfalls and tall pines. Even from miles off he could make out the scurrying dwarves climbing tall towers and spreading out across ridges and battlements built into the mountain. The smell did not come from them, however, it was closer. Another scent came with it, faint and drowned out by the dwarves. Silver hawk, Reshikk realized.
 
   Now that he knew what to look for, he thought that he saw strange flickers in the sky ahead. He knew that the silver hawks could change the color of their wings to match their surroundings, and also that in such a camouflaged state, the hawks could sometimes be detected. They blended in nearly flawlessly, but if one looked closely enough, they might make out small disturbances in color and contrast—like heat waves dancing above the surface of a desert.
 
   Looking closely, he saw the telltale shimmering outlines of a great many silver hawks.
 
   There are dwarven silver hawk riders between us and the mountain, said Reshikk to his dragons. Look closely, they are like heat waves against the distant clouds. Others fly low and have taken on the appearance of the land beneath us. Do not give away that they have been detected. Let them think that they have the element of surprise. 
 
    
 
   Helzendar flew behind and twenty feet above his father. Behind him, his group followed silently, barely visible to him. The dragons were getting closer with every beat of his heart. The anticipation of the battle to come electrified him.
 
   At the very front of the group he saw the green dragon—Reshikk, the one who had taken his arm.
 
   “Ye see that there giant green?” he said to Goldenwing. “Keep yer eyes on that one. I mean to kill him.”
 
   The silver hawk gave a humming coo that Helzendar could feel through the saddle.
 
   The dragons were only a few hundred yards away now. Up ahead, Silverwind changed to her natural color, suddenly shimmering silver in the sunlight—that was the sign. Without hesitation, Helzendar and the others climbed high into the sky while Roakore and five other groups became visible and dove low. From his pack, Helzendar withdrew his dragon’s breath bomb and watched with growing anticipation as the dragons began to fly beneath them. It became apparent that Helzendar and the other climbers had been seen somehow, for dozens of dragons climbed the currents to head them off. It mattered not. The groups were now directly over the terror of dragons. On Helzendar’s command, they dropped their bombs and climbed higher still.
 
   There was no way to ignite the bombs against the rushing wind, but Roakore had guessed that the stupid dragons would blast them with fire and do the job for them.
 
   He was right.
 
   The first of the bombs went off when a red dragon attacked it with fire. It in turn ignited the others. The blast went off right at the center of the terror of dragons. Flames exploded in all directions, engulfing many of the winged beasts.
 
   Most came out unscathed, but the attack had not been meant to kill, it had been meant to disorient and surprise, and it had worked. The dragons flew in every direction. Some mortally wounded, others smoldering and trailing long streaks of black smoke behind them.
 
   Helzendar steered Goldenwing into a dive and headed for Reshikk the Green. Dragons and silver hawks flew in every direction as they engaged in aerial combat. Fire erupted from all directions as the beasts tried to fry the passing dwarves. But the silver hawks were smaller by half and much faster. They zigged and zagged and flew circles around the large, lumbering dragons.
 
   A long and thin blue dragon dove to intercept Goldenwing, and Helzendar pushed the button on the handle of his retractable dragonlance. Three clicks later it was extended to full length, barbed tip gleaming in the sunlight. Fire erupted behind him, but Helzendar and Goldenwing were too fast and too far away for the flames to inflict damage. With a smart jerk of the reins, Helzendar commanded his bird to level out and climb, spinning as he went, until he was coming at the trailing dragon from the left. The beast headed straight for him, long plume of fire leading the way. Helzendar cocked back the lance and let it fly, mentally taking control of it as he did. The projectile sliced through the air, slid through the flames, and hit the beast in the chest. As Helzendar passed, he pulled hard on the dragonlance with his mind, and it tore free of the dying dragon.
 
   “Ha ha!” he cried triumphantly.
 
   The lance came spinning at him, and he slowed it down with a force of will, causing it to instead follow him in his flight.
 
   All around him, dragons and hawks fell from the sky. Some were tangled in mortal combat, wings broken and bodies bloody. Silver hawks clawed at the eyes of the dragons, whose tails felled many and whose teeth snapped bone and armor alike.
 
   Helzendar searched the battle for Reshikk and finally found him. But it seemed that Roakore had found him first, for he rode upon the green dragon’s back, hacking and slicing at the left wing with his great axe. Reshikk craned his long neck to snap at Roakore, but the dwarf remained just out of reach. Silverwind paced Reshikk from on high, ready to swoop down and catch Roakore should he fall off.
 
   Not to be outdone, Helzendar urged Goldenwing through the chaotic aerial battlefield, diving under lunging dragons and banking hard to avoid the fire of others. The dragonlance followed behind at his mental command. He caught up to Reshikk and banked a hard left, spurring the dragonlance forward with all his might, aiming for the thick neck. The lance found its mark, striking deep and true and impaling the green dragon. It had little effect, however, being that the lance was like a needle to the giant. Still, it drew blood, and Helzendar cherished that small victory. 
 
   Reshikk suddenly folded his wings and dropped from the sky, down, down, down toward the side of the mountain range. Helzendar followed, ready to aid his father in a glorious defeat of the hated wyrm. The dragon pulled up and aimed for the side of a rocky cliff, turning his body and slamming his back against the side of the mountain.
 
   Philo came out of nowhere then quite suddenly. His silver hawk dropped from the sky in a speeding blur. As it did, Philo leapt off his mount and came down lance first onto Reshikk’s snout, burying his weapon deep. Reshikk gave a quick jerk like a sneeze that sent Philo sailing through the air end over end. Helzendar lost sight of him, so concerned was he that Roakore had been crushed against the cliff.  Reshikk gave a roar and slammed into the mountainside once more as Helzendar finally reached him and leapt from Goldenwing’s saddle. The brave dwarf prince flew through the air and landed between the wings of the furious dragon. With a force of will, Helzendar extended the long spike in his steel arm and stabbed between Reshikk’s thick scales. The dragon twisted and beat his wings to slam into the stone wall once more, forcing Helzendar to leap off.
 
   Goldenwing was there to catch him.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 25
 
   The Fall of Roakore’s Door
 
    
 
    
 
   Roakore held on to Reshikk’s tail for dear life. The dragon saw him, and rather than slamming himself into the cliff again, he whipped his tail, smacking against the cold hard stone. Roakore was clinging to two long spikes, and when they hit the mountainside, he was unable to hold on. The momentum and abrupt halt in motion caused him to slam into the side of the cliff, jarring his body and denting his helmet.
 
   Roakore fell even as Reshikk craned his long neck and opened his wicked maw to spew forth his green acid. It fell like rain toward Roakore as he tumbled through the air. His only hope was his grappling hook. He grabbed it and dragged it along the stone face as he fell beside it, causing sparks and finally taking hold. The line became taught, and Roakore wasted no time in raising his hand and pushing on the falling acid. He imagined a wide umbrella of force as he did so, causing the acid to fly wildly into the wind.
 
   Reshikk cocked back his head to belch acid once more, but before he could, a boulder hit him in the temple. Cheers sounded, and another boulder struck him—the closest stationed dwarves had aimed their catapults on him.
 
   Silverwind came soaring through the sky then, and Roakore kicked off the stone and yanked his hook free. He hit the saddle and held firm to the horn as his mount ferried him away from the furious green dragon.
 
   Reshikk grinned at him but did not give chase. Instead he dove and glided down to the base of the mountain—toward the large stone door that had been erected after the reclamation.
 
   The dragons outnumbered the silver hawks four to one, and while the fierce dwarves fought bravely, they had been given little time to prepare. The dragons were far more powerful. Many of them were hundreds of years old and were much more experienced at aerial combat then the fledgling silver hawks.
 
   In the initial confrontation, the dwarves had killed half a dozen dragons and injured many more. But they had taken heavy casualties themselves. Of the fifty hawks and riders who had set out, less than thirty remained.
 
   The dragons had broken through the dwarf defenses and now hunted along the mountain range, spreading out north, south, and ever eastward, laying waste to fortresses and towers with their terrible fire and other unnatural gifts. The blessed landed beside their king before Roakore’s door and spread out in a long line.
 
   Roakore, Helzendar, Philo, and a dozen other dwarves regrouped and set their sights on the ten dragons, intent on defending the mountain at all costs. They dove through the air like silver arrows, their dragonlances, axes, and swords cocked back and ready. But as they leveled out and sped over the rocky terrain, the blessed dragons finally showed their newfound power.
 
   Roakore’s door was surrounded by hundreds of catapult and harpoon stations. The call went out and the dwarves let loose an arsenal of fizzling dragon’s breath bombs, long steel arrows, boulders, and harpoons. The blessed dwarves took mental control over the projectiles and guided them swiftly toward the heart of the terror.
 
   The dragons would have all perished in the face of such an overwhelming attack, but as the hundreds of projectiles and bombs flew through the air, Eluveitie the Violet opened her gaping maw and gave a roar that shook the mountain. The sonic blast vibrated through the air, gaining momentum and volume as it went. Dust and dirt leapt high as the sonic wave hit the projectiles and sent them back the way they had come.
 
   Roakore and the others watched in horror as the sonic wave slammed into the great door and the dragon’s breath bombs exploded against the towers and fortresses.
 
   “For Ky’Dren!” he cried as he and his dwarves sped toward the devil dragons.
 
   One turned to face them, a black dragon with gleaming eyes and hundreds of onyx horns and spikes protruding from its large, muscled body. The dragon opened its maw and spewed forth his black breath of death. Roakore shot out his hand, sending back the dark shadow and punching a whole through it. Those dwarves who had the power to do so did the same, pulling up as they went, desperately trying to fly through to clear skies. The cloud consumed many. When it hit them, they shriveled and aged, dwarf and silver hawk alike, until they fell from the sky like dry corn husks.
 
   “By the gods!” Roakore cried out. He and the others had gotten above the cloud of death, but many had not. He desperately searched the survivors and was relieved to see that Helzendar and Philo had made it.
 
   Below, the dragons continued their assault on the door and mountainside. The silver dragon belched lightning, a sleek-looking white shot forth ice and snow, the yellow blasted the door with fireballs, and the blue dragon bathed the door in steam so hot that it melted unfortunate dwarves and their armor on contact. An orange dragon speckled with the colors of flame belched lava from his gaping maw.
 
   When the dust settled, Roakore’s door lay in shambles. The fortresses and towers had simply disappeared, leaving a scarred and scorched mountainside laid bare. The gaping hole leading into the mountain was wide and tall—big enough for a dragon to pass through.
 
   Roakore cursed to himself. Some of the dwarves had disobeyed his order to regroup and await his command. Driven mad by the sight of such destruction to their mountain home, they had dived with their silver hawks, singing songs to the gods, and they had died one and all, killed by the horrible cloud of death from the black. Roakore was shaken to the core. His instincts told him to charge into the fray, death be damned, and die fighting for his mountain. He knew that the others would follow. But the simple fact was that they were hopelessly overpowered—the only way to win this fight would be with superior wits.
 
   “Sire, behind us, look!” said Philo.
 
   Roakore turned in his saddle and groaned when he saw thousands of green-eyed draggard, dwargon, and flying draquon tearing across the scorched earth and heading for the door.
 
   “Forget the blasted dragons for now. Those be undead draggard. Don’t let ‘em in me mountain!” he cried out. His commanders repeated the message to their groups, creating an attack formation and diving to intercept the charging horde.
 
   Roakore watched them go and turned his sights on the gaping hole in the side of the mountain. He had to close it somehow. Reshikk’s blessed had leapt into the air and flown off to wreak havoc on other parts of the mountain. The giant green, however, now faced away from the door.
 
   He was staring in Roakore’s direction. Waiting.
 
   “Put me down in front o’ the beast,” he said to Silverwind.
 
   She gave an urgent argumentative squawk.
 
   “Do as I be sayin’, damned ye! This foe be beyond ye. I need the earth under me feet.”
 
   Silverwind grudgingly complied, swooping down and landing a hundred yards in front of Reshikk.
 
   “Go on now, help with them blasted undead. Kill ‘em all!” said Roakore.
 
   Silverwind flew away, and Roakore faced his nemesis. He dropped his shield and his axe and charged unarmed toward the green dragon.
 
   Reshikk met his charge with one of his own. He did not leap into the air and fly toward him, but rather tucked his wings and tore across the rocky ground on all fours, kicking up stones and boulders alike in his wake.
 
   Roakore stopped a few dozen yards from the barreling dragon and reached out with his mind to take hold of every stone, boulder, and jagged piece of rock around him. Hundreds of stones leapt into the air and flew in a blur toward the charging beast.
 
   Reshikk reared, digging into the ground and kicking up a plume of dirt and dust. He spewed a wide stream of green acid out in front of him, melting everything it came in contact with. A few of the stones got through, and they riddled Reshikk’s body, cracking scales and breaking horns.
 
   Some of the acid reached Roakore, but he sent it wide with a mental push.
 
   “Reshikk! I will bathe the mountainside with your blood!” he cried.
 
   Reshikk roared and leapt into the air. Two beats of his powerful wings had him closing the distance in a heartbeat. He landed before Roakore and swiped a clawed hand at the dwarf king. Roakore countered the attack with a force of will. He extended his hand and stopped the descending arm dead. Reshikk growled and swiped with the other arm. This one Roakore stopped as well. He stood between the impossibly large claws with his arms out wide, holding the beast at bay.
 
   “KY’DREN, GIVE ME STRENGTH!”
 
   Roakore shot both hands forward as a surge of power filled him. The mental attack hit Reshikk square in the chest with the force of a tidal wave. The green dragon howled as he was thrown back and crashed into the side of the mountain. Roakore reached out, taking hold of the loose stones spread across the destroyed mountainside and pulled them down on the dragon with all his mental might.
 
   The mountainside rumbled, and an avalanche fell upon Reshikk as he tried desperately to escape. The stones continued, an ocean of jagged rock, dirt, and even trees burying the great dragon.
 
   Roakore fell to his knees, panting and exhausted.
 
   Helzendar landed beside him and leapt from Goldenwing.
 
   “Me king!”
 
   “I be alright, lad,” said Roakore, allowing himself to be helped up and eyeing the landslide.
 
   Sound behind him caught his attention. The draggard horde was less than a quarter mile away and closing fast. He had to get the hole in the mountain closed. His landslide had filled half of it, but there was still enough room to admit many.
 
   A rumble and a roar snapped his head back in the direction of the mountain. The pile of rubble heaved and bulged, as though the mountain itself was breathing.
 
   “He still be alive,” said Helzendar with a grin.
 
   Before Roakore could utter a word of protest, Helzendar had mounted Goldenwing and flew off toward the hated dragon.
 
   Roakore growled a curse under his breath and charged after his son.
 
   The stone heaved once more, and Reshikk burst through with a violent spray of acid, sending rocks flying in every direction. He reeled and thrashed, shaking himself free of the rubble.
 
   Helzendar flew overhead and took mental control of a twenty-five-foot harpoon spear that sat amongst the rubble. Reshikk caught sight of Goldenwing and leapt into the air as Helzendar guided the spear quickly toward him. Green acid erupted from Reshikk’s maw, covering the spear and disintegrating it. 
 
   Helzendar pulled up when the acid came their way, but Reshikk would not let them go so easily. He sped through the air with startling speed and swiped a wicked claw at them.
 
   Just before the strike, however, Helzendar unleashed another spear, which impaled Reshikk in the chest even as Goldenwing was batted to the side. The blow sent them spinning violently to crash into an outcropping of stone.
 
   Reshikk roared in agony as the barbed spear caught and continued on with great momentum, sending Reshikk slamming into the side of the cliff.
 
   Roakore skidded to a stop, crying out helplessly as he watched Goldenwing hit the stone face. Helzendar fell limply through the air and disappeared amidst the rubble.
 
   Fury welled in the dwarf king; rage fueled his muscles and guided his hand. He reached out with his mind and took hold of the shaft protruding from Reshikk’s chest.
 
   Roakore pulled with all his might, ripping the spear from Reshikk’s chest and bringing with it a spray of green blood. Moving his hands around in a circle overhead, Roakore sent the spear spinning faster and faster still. Before Reshikk could retaliate, Roakore brought the spear around and slammed it into the side of Reshikk’s head like a club. The metal shaft snapped with the impact, and Reshikk reeled to the side, stumbling.
 
   Roakore was forced to release the bent spear and focus his attention on the thick stream of acid that Reshikk suddenly sprayed in his direction. The dwarf king raised his weary arms and pushed with all his might. Acid fell all around him as he parted it with his mental wedge. It burned through stone and earth, creating gaping pits that riddled the ground surrounding Roakore.
 
   He turned his attention back to Reshikk and found the dragon rising into the air and trailing a thick stream of blood.
 
   “Come back and fight like a dwarf, ye blasted devil bastard!” Roakore hollered after him.
 
   Reshikk crested the mountaintop and disappeared beyond. Roakore thought to go after him, but then he remembered Helzendar. With what strength he had left, he raced toward the broken door and pile of rubble.
 
   Behind him, the undead draggard army advanced.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 26
 
   Forsaken
 
    
 
    
 
   Reshikk clutched the gaping wound in his chest as he glided over the snowy peaks of the Ro’Sar Mountains, speckling them with dots of green blood.
 
   Zalenlia! Come to me! he called out to the gold with his mind.
 
   He faltered in his flight and crashed into the side of a mountain. His body had been riddled with hundreds of heavy stones, his scales were cracked and bleeding, and his wings were battered and torn. Reshikk stood on shaky legs as his blood melted the snow and ice beneath him.
 
   He had underestimated the power of the dwarves. 
 
   Zalenlia!
 
   Soon she would find him and restore his body and lifeblood. Then he would return and finish off the dwarf king and his son.
 
   A golden reflection caught his eye then, and he grinned as Zalenlia flew in his direction, escorted by a host of other golds. She landed in the heavy snow beside Reshikk as her kin circled overhead, keeping a lookout.
 
   “Quickly,” he said, grimacing against the pain.
 
   The smaller dragon cocked her head at him, staring at his broken form.
 
   “You wish for me to heal you. Restore you to your former glory?”
 
   Reshikk gave a deafening roar. “DO AS I COMMAND!”
 
   Zalenlia raised her head proudly, ignoring his bellowed command. “You are a fool, Reshikk the Green. I possess the power to heal you, of course. I have been blessed by the Father of Dragons. But my power is not like yours. You are a harbinger of death. While I am a giver of life. Why would I restore life to one who wished to extinguish it?”
 
   He stared at her with hate-filled eyes and rose to his full height, looming over her. “Traitor!” Reshikk roared. “You would dare to defy the Father of Dragons?”
 
   “You have failed your father,” she said calmly, musically. “He cares nothing for you any longer.”
 
   Reshikk attacked her mind with the same force of will that he had used to call all dragons together in the great migration. She only smiled, unaffected by his efforts.
 
   The Father of Dragons had abandoned him, Reshikk finally realized. With the last of his strength, he lashed out with his wickedly sharp claws and slashed Zalenlia’s neck. She reeled back from the attack but did not falter. Her scales began to glow with golden light. Reshikk watched with hate-filled eyes as the wound closed up and the golden blood stopped flowing.
 
   Zalenlia glanced overhead before settling a smirking grin on Reshikk. “Your end has finally come, ancient one. Rest well.”
 
   Reshikk jerked his head up even as a dozen golden dragons fell upon him with tooth and claw. He thrashed and clawed at his attackers, bathing them in burning acid. Zalenlia healed her kin as quickly as they were wounded.
 
   A shroud of golden wings covered Reshikk. The dragons bit and clawed, pointed tails stabbed him repeatedly. He felt himself slipping and cried out to the Father of Dragons.
 
   The Father, however, remained silent.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 27
 
   A Smart What-For
 
    
 
    
 
   Roakore scrambled over the pile of rubble and found Goldenwing lying on his side. He found Helzendar wrapped in the bird’s long silver wings. Helzendar was battered and bloody, but he was alive.
 
   “Wake up lad, wake up,” said Roakore, gently shaking him.
 
   Helzendar groggily opened his eyes and instantly tried to sit up. “What happened?”
 
   “The coward green retreated. The other dragons have gone off to wreak havoc elsewhere.”
 
   “Reshikk lives?” Helzendar asked angrily.
 
   “Aye, for now, I be thinkin’. But we gave him a smart what for, aye lad?”
 
   A rumbling began at the mouth of the mountain. Roakore glanced west. The surviving hawk riders were battling with the draquon in the skies above the battlefield, but not a dragon was to be seen. Through the mouth of the mountain, hundreds of dwarves charged out over the rubble to meet the attack.
 
   “Come on, lad. We’ve got to get you to a healer. That bump on yer head ain’t nothin’ to scoff at.”
 
   Helzendar wasn’t listening. He had noticed the state that Goldenwing was in. Tears filled his eyes, and he crawled over to lift the bird’s head onto his lap. Goldenwing stirred and tried to right himself.
 
   “Shh, boy. Ye got a broken wing, there,” said Helzendar as he stroked the smooth neck. His eyes found the broken wooden beam of a catapult protruding from Goldenwing’s side.
 
   Roakore saw the injury as well and knew that there was nothing that could be one. He put a hand on his son’s shoulder. “Best give him a swift end and be done with it. He ain’t goin’ to live through that one,” said Roakore.
 
   The soft coo from Goldenwing seemed to speak agreement.
 
   “No,” Helzendar said with authority. “Help me get him to safety. I will not leave him to be pecked by crow or draquon.”
 
   “Alright lad, alright.”
 
   Roakore guided his son back with a gentle hand and then reached out with both, imagining that his hands were giant, and gently lifting the bird as carefully as he could. Together Helzendar and Roakore walked toward the destroyed mountain door with Goldenwing floating above them as hundreds of Ro’Sar warriors poured out.
 
   They found a wide alcove off from the main tunnel leading to the deeper chambers, and Roakore set down the silver hawk. He put a hand on his son’s shoulder as Helzendar wiped tears from his eyes.
 
   “At least ye’ll be with him at the end,” said Roakore, patting him and turning to leave and rejoin the battle.
 
   “I’m coming with you. Goldenwing will understand,” said Helzendar.
 
   “Son, ye be too hurt—”
 
   “You there!” Helzendar pointed to a dwarf warrior as he ran by. “Find three others and bring my silver hawk to the healers. Tell them to get to work on her immediately.”
 
   “Yes, me prince,” said the soldier.
 
   “Helzendar…” Roakore began to say.
 
   “I be fit to fight and you can see that,” said Helzendar. “Now, please, Father. Quit treating me like a son and treat me like the soldier I be.”
 
   Roakore straightened and regarded his son. He nodded. “Very well, dwarf. Get yer arse back to the fray if ye got it in ye!”
 
   “Yes, me king.”
 
   Returning to the surface world, they found twilight quickly dominating the landscape. Battle raged a few hundred yards to the west, and Roakore was proud to see the silver hawks still fighting for supremacy of the skies.
 
   Silverwind was there waiting for Roakore off to the side of the ruined door. She had a few ruffled feathers and a bloody beak. The right foot was being favored, Roakore noticed, but aside from that, she seemed fit to fly.
 
   “See you at the victory table,” he said to his son, clasping his hand and pulling him in for a firm hug.
 
   “Save me a seat,” said Helzendar. His eyes were bloodshot and heavy, but there was an awareness too, a grim determination and simmering rage.
 
   He turned and joined the dwarves still marching out of the mountain to join their brethren.
 
   Roakore mounted Silverwind and spurred her into the air and set his sights on what draquon remained. He found his stone bird strapped to the saddle and took it up to set it a whirlin’.
 
    
 
   Helzendar ignored the throbbing pain in his head and the rest of his many aches. He limped along with the others, eager to release the pent-up rage boiling in his veins.
 
   The landscape was scorched and steaming. The draggard horde was five hundred yards wide and twice as deep. Helzendar guessed that there must be thousands. It mattered not, for he marched with thousands of dwarves, many of whom had proven to be blessed by the gods, and who were eager to show off their newfound power.
 
   The front lines were thick with dwarves, and he found himself having to push them to the sides to get by. When it became too much of a task, he cupped his hands to his mouth and hollered, “Make way for yer prince!”
 
   The command was repeated by those around and Helzendar took up his twin axes. He charged through the opening and ran toward the writhing horde of undead draggard.
 
   “Launcher!” he called out.
 
   One of the soldiers only three dwarves from the front line dropped to his hands and knees. Helzendar took three long strides and stepped onto the dwarf’s back and leapt up over the heads of the others. He soared through the air, over the front line, coming down hard on a draggard with both blades.
 
   Pulling his axes free, he extended a hand and pushed on all nearby draggard. Five of the beasts flew back into their kin. Helzendar threw the axe in his steel hand, burying it in the back of one of the draggard. He then extended the long spike in his steel arm and rushed the surprised undead monsters, hacking, stabbing, and slicing his way through the ranks as he sang to the glory of the gods. His rally gave those who bore witness to it newfound strength. They rallied to his call, taking up the song and pushing the demonic beasts back.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 28
 
   Magic Dragon Blood
 
    
 
    
 
   The black dragon sat perched before the gaping hole that Aerra’s lava had burned in the side of the mountain. He had been filling the chambers with his breath of death when the voice came.
 
   “Father…is that you?”
 
   Reshikk has fallen. The gold dragons have betrayed me. You are my champion now. Do not fail me as he has done.
 
   Ez’Rah looked around at the other blessed dragons—none seemed to hear the voice that he did. But they looked to him curiously.
 
   “What would you have me do, Father of Dragons?” he said, to let them know with whom he spoke.
 
   The dragons shared glances.
 
   Continue east. Destroy the elven lands.
 
   “Yes, my lord. I will not fail you.”
 
   There was silence in Ez’Rah’s mind. The Father was gone, but he had bestowed a gift upon Ez’Rah. He could feel the change within him, suddenly he felt all of the other dragons nearby. He could faintly hear their thoughts and knew that he could speak to their minds as Reshikk had done.
 
   Reshikk has fallen to the betrayal of our golden kin. They are lost to us now. I have been named the champion of the Father of Dragons. It is I who now leads you. Kneel before me now and show your lord that you still follow his word.
 
   Those dragons nearby bent their front legs and lowered their horned heads to their new king. Ez’Rah was pleased. He knew that there would be challengers. He knew also that none could stand up to his breath of death.
 
   To the east! He said to his followers’ minds. To Elladrindellia!
 
   The dragons—those both near and far—followed his lead. They abandoned their attack on the Ro’Sar Mountains and flew eastward, leaving the range burnt and smoldering in their wake.
 
    
 
   The battle for Roakore’s door came to an end in the small hours of the night. With dawn came the counting of the dead and the burning of the unholy corpses. All told more than a thousand dwarves had perished. Thirty-three dragons had been killed, as well as thousands of undead draggard, dwargon, and draquon. The dwarves had won the day, though they had paid a heavy toll.
 
   It was reported to Roakore that the dragons had flown away from the Ro’Sar Mountain, flying east early in the night. They had wreaked havoc over half of the mountain range. With their newfound powers they had burrowed deep, even getting as far as the city of Gor’Thar.
 
   Roakore looked out over the battlefield and sighed at the thought of such a loss of life. News had come that two of his sons had died in the attack. He wiped away his tears for the dead and lifted Philo’s ever present flask. Philo had been the one to relay the news to his king about his sons and now stood beside Roakore, forlorn and teary-eyed as well. He nursed a broken arm, thinking of his silver hawk who had fallen during the battle.
 
   Silverwind sat perched beside Roakore, cooing mournfully in response to his anguish.
 
   “Me king!”
 
   The call came from the sky. Roakore and Philo looked up to see a silver hawk swooping down from on high. Its rider pointed east beyond the peak of the mountain housing the destroyed door.
 
   “Scouts found the bloody remains o’ a green dragon. They think it be the green dragon.”
 
   Roakore hurriedly mounted Silverwind, nodding for Philo to do the same. “Take me to it!”
 
   Nearly a half hour later they came to the scene of Zalenlia’s betrayal. Roakore was pleased to see that the dragon was indeed Reshikk, though he was angered to not have been the one to kill him. He dismounted and circled the giant body. The cause of death was clearly multiple dragon bites. The green dragon’s neck was completely severed from the body, and the head lay a hundred feet away. It would make an impressive display in his throne room, Roakore thought. He reminded himself to see it done.
 
   “What’s this o’ reports o’ a fight between the green and a terror o’ gold dragons?” Roakore asked one of the standing guards.
 
   “Sire,” said the guard, quickly eyeing one of the other guards. “Helventhar there seen it. He’d be the one to be tellin’ ye.”
 
   Roakore eyed the guard called Helventhar and walked to stand before him. “Well, out with it then. What’d ye see?”
 
   Helventhar licked his lips and looked with darting eyes at Reshikk’s corpse. “Well, I seen that there dragon all beaten and bloody like. I was gonna sneak up on it silent like and try me hand at killin’ it meself. But then a golden landed. They argued about somethin’, then the green there slashed the gold dragon’s throat. The beast bled like any other, but then it glowed gold. It was bright, sire, so much so that I had to look away for a moment.” He gulped, nervously wringing his hands. “Then when I looked again, the golden beast was healed. Other golds descended on the green and tore it apart. Then the golds flew away north.”
 
   “North you say?” Roakore asked, looking in that direction.
 
   “Aye, sire…an…there be another thing,” said Helventhar staring down shamefully.
 
   “Somethin’ else? Well, what is it?”
 
   Helventhar went white. His quick eyes darted from Roakore to Philo and to the other guards in turn. “Didn’t mean to do it, sire. I was just curious is all. I didn’t mean to taint me flesh!” He dropped to his knees before Roakore and begged at his feet. “Please, sire, please understand. I didn’t know it would happen…I—”
 
   “What in the blazes ye talkin’ ‘bout? On yer feet, soldier. Look me in the eye and speak plainly!”
 
   A sniffling Helventhar slowly stood up and pointed at something behind Roakore. “I think it be the blood o’ the golden dragons. Ye see…before I was here, I helped take down a blue dragon that was attackin’ the tower I be stationed on. During the fight, a piece o’ splintered wood from a blast hit me in the arm. Went straight through. I pulled it out meself and had it bandaged up so I could keep on a fightin’. Well, when I arrived here I seen what you seen, and I found the pools of golden blood. I swear I didn’t know what it would do. I just thought it pretty, golden as it is.”
 
   Roakore had been around enough strange magic to know what the dwarf was going to tell him. “Then ye touched it with your finger and ye tasted it, didn’t ye?”
 
   Helventhar nodded shamefully.
 
   “Aye,” said Roakore. “Then ye found that yer arm was healed, didn’t ye?”
 
   “How…how did ye know?”
 
   “Cause I be the king o’ Ro’Sar. I be knowin’ everything.”
 
   “Am I cursed, sire? Have I angered the gods?”
 
   “Ye ain’t cursed,” said Roakore. “Ye be stupid to go drinkin’ magic dragon blood, but ye ain’t cursed.” He regarded the pool of golden blood and inspected it closer. It was no wonder the dwarf couldn’t help but touch it, for it looked like liquid gold that had just come out of a crucible. Strangely, it didn’t absorb the snow around it, neither did it mingle with the dirt in the low spots nor run down cracks in the stone. Instead it had pooled into swollen globes.
 
   Roakore knelt beside the largest of the golden pools and saw himself and the landscape in the shining surface. From his pocket he took a flask and uncorked it. He drank the contents of the container and shook out what remained. Slowly, carefully, he broke the surface tension on the side of the pool, causing it to pour into the flask. When it was full, he corked it and stashed it away in his pocket.
 
   “I want all the rest o’ it collected and brought to me chambers,” he said to the guards.
 
   “Aye, sire,” they said with a bow.
 
   Roakore mounted Silverwind and flew with Philo back to the destroyed door. He asked of Helzendar and was told that the prince sat by his silver hawk’s side in one of the infirmaries.
 
   A half an hour later he stood before his son, who sat beside Goldenwing, rubbing his feathered neck and murmuring comforting words to the bird. The shaft had been pulled from her side and the wound bandaged.
 
   “How she holdin’ up, son?” Roakore asked quietly.
 
   Helzendar raised his head as though he had been on the verge of sleep. His eyes were puffy and heavy, and his voice had a tell-tale rasp to it. “She’s a strong one.” He pet the bird twice more and stood to solute his king. “They say that Reshikk was killed.”
 
   “Aye,” said Roakore. “Saw the body with me own eyes. He was killed by other dragons, but I think he was already dying from the beatin’ you and me gave him. Ye did well, son.”
 
   “Thanks.”
 
   “Listen, I found somethin’ up there on the mountain peak. Somethin’ that I think might help Goldenwing.”
 
   “What it is? What did you find?” Helzendar was suddenly bright-eyed and eager.
 
   “Hold on now, ye might not like the idea.” Roakore told him what had happened to Helventhar when he put the blood to his lips. “I got some o’ it in me flask. It be up to you, lad. But I think it’ll save him.”
 
   Helzendar sat on a chair beside the door to the large room and mulled over the decision. “You think that…I don’t know. It be dragon blood, for Ky’Dren’s sake.” He lowered his voice and glanced out into the corridor. “It sounds like blasphemy, usin’ the blood o’ those devils.”
 
   “I know it does. But…but them golden dragons seem different from their kin. They killed Reshikk when they could have saved him. Remember how the other dragons attacked the door with strange, never-before-seen powers? Well I think that the golden dragon’s power is the ability to heal. The beast must have refused to heal Reshikk. And they didn’t go off east like the others.” Roakore gave a long sigh, unbelieving of the words he was about to speak. “I think…I think maybe they be good dragons.”
 
   “Good dragons!”
 
   “Shh, keep it down, lad!”
 
   “Good dragons?” Helzendar hissed in a whisper. “Ye out yer head?”
 
   “Aye, I may be. But I been around long enough to know that every race got its good and its bad. No reason some o’ the dragons can’t be good.”
 
   “There ain’t any bad dwarves,” Helzendar retorted matter-of-factly.
 
   “Sure there be. They just ain’t talked about.”
 
   Helzendar looked to Goldenwing, who lay on his side, chest barely moving with his weak breath. The silver hawk looked as though he would soon pass on.
 
   “Where is it?” Helzendar finally asked.
 
   Roakore handed him the flask and watched intently as his son brought it over to the bird.
 
   “Me father says that this will heal yer wounds, bring ye back to life. It be the blood o’ a golden dragon, a magic dragon. I won’t take it upon meself to make the decision for ye. Ye’re a smart bird. Ye decide. Do ye want the magic blood?”
 
   Goldenwing opened the eye closest to Helzendar and regarded him sleepily. The eye then fell upon the flask in his hand. He gave a weak coo and blinked.
 
   “You want to try and see if it works?” Helzendar asked, wanting to be sure.
 
   Another coo. Another blink.
 
   “Alright, boy. Alright.” Helzendar uncorked the flask and gingerly placed it in the corner of Goldenwing’s sideways beak. Three thick drops dripped onto the bird’s tongue, and Helzendar pulled it back and corked it. He watched, as did Roakore, for some sign that it had worked.
 
   They watched her for many tense minutes, and just when Helzendar had accepted that it wouldn’t work, the bird suddenly opened its eyes wide and began to stir. Helzendar gave a laugh and rose to his feet. Goldenwing cooed and chirruped, ruffling his feathers and spinning in a small circle.
 
   “By the gods, it worked!” Helzendar said with a laugh. He turned to his father with shimmering eyes. “Thank ye, me king. Thank ye.”
 
   Roakore nodded with a smile and left his son to his celebration with Goldenwing. He thought of Whill then, and his ailment. A few drops of the magic dragon blood would fix him up quick. He kept it in mind and left the infirmary, heading off to prepare his dead sons’ bodies for burial.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 29
 
   Defender of Elladrindellia
 
    
 
    
 
   Avriel stood upon a stone that split the raging river. Behind her the Thousand Falls roared. She watched the western sky, waiting for a glimpse of the terror of dragons that Kellallea had warned her was headed toward Cerushia.
 
   “They have laid waste along the northern coast of Elladrindellia,” said Kellallea, standing beside her. Her brow was furled in sadness, and tears like diamonds quivered in her eyes. “Had Whill sworn fealty to me, this might have been avoided.”
 
   “Whill does not trust you,” said Avriel. She could feel the rage simmering within the goddess, whose glow set the river alight with dancing beams.
 
   It burned within Avriel as well. She was tired of the warring, the death, and the sorrow. Kellallea showed her images of a world alive with light and laughter, a world in which all races lived together in harmony.
 
   “If you had been truthful with him from the beginning, much of this could have been avoided,” Avriel reminded her.
 
   “They are approaching,” said Kellallea. “Prepare yourself.”
 
   Avriel stared at the horizon, magnifying her vision with but a thought. The terror of dragons numbered at least twenty. At the lead flew a black dragon followed closely by a silver.
 
   “Isn’t it possible to speak to them? We have done nothing to these dragons.”
 
   “They are spurred by their god to take vengeance on me for the last war of the first age. The dragons were nearly wiped out, and their god was imprisoned.”
 
   “Then why doesn’t the dragon god fight you directly?” Avriel asked.
 
   “Once he has freed himself completely then he will surely seek to strike me down.”
 
   “Then he is still within the ancient prison?”
 
   “Yes. Though it has been weakened considerably. He is able to affect the mortal world more with every passing moment as his prison weakens.”
 
   “Why can’t you strengthen the prison? Why are you expending energy trying to affect the mortal world?”
 
   “The prison of the dark one relied on the treaty of the gods being enforced. It was a failsafe to keep any one god from breaking their vows. For all knew that if any of the gods meddled with the mortal world, they would free the god of death and darkness from his eternal prison.”
 
   “You broke the treaty, didn’t you? When you ascended to the heavens and then stole from us Orna Catorna, you became a god, and as your first act, you broke the ancient pact.”
 
   “Yes,” said Kellallea, with the first hint of humility that Avriel had ever seen from the ancient elf. “I inadvertently broke the ancient pact.”
 
   “How can the prison be remade?” Avriel asked.
 
   “Someone must defeat the Dark Lord, as was done in the past. Though the Dark Lord can never truly be defeated. Just as darkness and death can never be vanquished. They are a constant. For without them there would be no light, no life.” Kellallea looked to Avriel with shimmering eyes. “You see, to defeat the Dark Lord is to become him. The Lord of Darkness and Death is not a person, but a mantle.”
 
   Far off in the distance the dragons flew in a wide formation low to the ground. Even from the great distance, Avriel saw the flashes of light as the dragons spewed forth their flames.
 
   Avriel could feel Kellallea’s pain. Deep rooted and eons old, it was the heartbroken pain of loss. “Someone had to become the Dark Lord to trap his power…someone you knew.”
 
   Kellallea glanced at Avriel with a hint of anger at her intuition. “His name was Eldorian. My mentor, lover, and friend.”
 
   “Then it is Eldorian who is doing this now. He now bears the mantle,” said Avriel.
 
   “Yes, but I doubt there is much of his old self left. He has been imprisoned with the dark power for eons. It has consumed him.”
 
   The dragons were now only a few miles away.
 
   “Are you ready?” Kellallea asked.
 
   Avriel took a deep breath and closed her eyes, preparing herself to wield the power of the goddess. “I am.”
 
   Kellallea disappeared with the wind, leaving Avriel alone upon the waterfall. A sudden surge of power jolted her straight and lifted her off her feet. She cried out in ecstasy and pain, floating higher and glowing with inner light.
 
   The dragons had flown high into the sky until they were bathed in thick white clouds. As Avriel rose to meet them, a silver dragon opened its maw and released a crackling, hissing arc of lightning that struck Avriel’s energy shield and surrounded it in wild webs of electric light.
 
   Avriel’s shield absorbed the lightning to the last spark. She used the absorbed energy in her strike, lashing out with both hands and sending a ball of writhing lightning straight at the center of the terror. The ball exploded with an earth-rattling retort, breaking into a hundred lightning bolts that consumed the flying dragons. Many of the beasts dropped dead, still others turned from such terrible power and began to retreat.
 
   The black growled and shook off the effects of the electrocution. His wings smoked as he hovered above the waterfalls overlooking the city. He roared at Avriel and belched a long black stream of slow-moving fog at her. It descended like slowly falling snow and landed upon the water, and Avriel noticed how it withered the plants and turned the river black.
 
   Avriel immediately conjured a gale from behind her that blew in like a hurricane, pushing the deathly fog away from the land and river and into the sky. With a conjured spell she froze the raging river before the blackened water fell over the precipice.
 
   The dragons flailed in the powerful wind, flapping and fluttering like butterflies with broken wings. They spewed forth fire in their rage, gnashing and clawing at the air.
 
   Avriel kept a part of her mind on the wind, and with another she mentally lifted the frozen slab of ice from the riverbed. She let it be taken by the wind, and as it floated up into the gale, the monolithic shard broke into pieces, which groaned and shrieked like colliding icebergs.
 
   The power of Kellallea pulsed within Avriel’s core. She forced the black ice shards to explode into a million pieces which, spurred by the wind at her back, riddled the dragons.
 
   She released the power of the wind and watched as the dragons fell from the sky. Some landed upstream and others crashed along the banks of the raging river. Avriel focused on the silver and the black dragons—the ones who had exhibited such extraordinary power. The silver lay dead upon a small island in the middle of the river. The black, however, was very much alive. It stood on the northern shore, glaring up at Avriel with hateful black eyes.
 
   “You may think that victory is yours? I have been blessed by the Father of Dragons!” the black dragon said with a sneer that showed two rows of sword-like teeth.
 
   Avriel floated down to the river bank and walked along it gracefully when she touched down. She stood before the dragon, unafraid.
 
   “And I have been blessed by the goddess Kellallea. I would offer you peace, black, if you would accept it. You do not have to fight for the Lord of Darkness. You have a choice.”
 
   What are you saying? Kill him! Kellallea said to her mind.
 
   “Kellallea wishes for me to kill you all. But, like you, I have a choice.”
 
   Do you find yourself clever?
 
   Avriel ignored the goddess, waiting for the black’s decision.
 
   Ez’Rah answered with a jet of white flame that engulfed Avriel and scorched the earth down to the rocky bones beneath.
 
   Fool girl! said Kellallea. She suddenly took control of Avriel’s body then, wiping away the flame with but a flick of Avriel’s wrist and reaching out with a clawed hand. She felt her mind wrapping around the throat of the black dragon and viciously pulling, tearing the fire gland free and leaving a gaping, bloody hole in its midst.
 
   The black dragon clutched its throat and reeled back. It tried to leap from the ground with outstretched wings, but a raised hand from Avriel held it firm from a distance.
 
   “You will soon know the glory of the Father—”
 
   Kellallea forced out Avriel’s hand, and from it, a pulsating beam of piercing light shot forth, hit the dragon in the chest, and vaporized him instantly.
 
   Avriel felt Kellallea’s mind leave her body, and she shuddered with the memory of power that she had just wielded.
 
   “You do not negotiate with the denizens of darkness. There is no coming back!” Kellallea had suddenly appeared before Krentz, her eyes glowing with churning, furious power. “Do you understand?”
 
   “Yes, goddess,” said Avriel. “I understand that you believe that. You have to, don’t you?”
 
   Kellallea’s eyes warned her from pursuing that train of thought.
 
   Avriel defiantly went on. “You have to believe it. Because to think otherwise would give you a spark of hope.”
 
   “Quiet your foolish tongue!”
 
   “HOPE that some piece of Eldorian remains beneath the mantle of the Lord of Darkness and Death.”
 
   Kellallea reached out a glowing hand and took Avriel by the throat.
 
   “Rule through power and fear…” Avriel croaked beneath the goddess’s crushing grip. “Is that the way of the light?”
 
   Kellallea glared at her with burning eyes. Slowly the inner fire died away and the goddess released her. “Never speak of Eldorian again.”
 
   Then she was gone.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 30
 
   Stubborn as a Dwarf
 
    
 
    
 
   Raene slammed her shield down on the neck of the undead man and bashed him in the chest with her glowing mace. The green light in the creature’s eyes flared for a moment and winked out forever.
 
   She glanced around at the carnage; nearly fifty of Zander’s minions lay dead at her feet.
 
   “I think that’s the last of them,” said Dirk.
 
   “Too bad. I was just gettin’ warmed up,” said Raene.
 
   Krentz looked to the east, where the sun flirted with the horizon. “If we make haste we might reach your mountain door by sundown.”
 
   “Aye. We be just as likely to come across me kin afore that. They be patrollin’ these parts so close to the mountain.”
 
   Krentz indicated the corpses on the ground. “If they’re patrolling these parts, they’re doing a terrible job of it.”
 
   Raene let the insult slide. She was tired of constantly bickering with the dark elf.
 
   “Chief!” Dirk called out.
 
   The spirit wolf came zipping through the trees in a streak of blue light and solidified at Dirk’s feet, wagging his shimmering tail.
 
   “Is the way west clear?”
 
   Chief barked once.
 
   Dirk considered the looming mountain range. Thick white clouds crowned their snowy peaks, which were some of the tallest in all of Agora. Dirk knew the range well. He had a unique perspective of the grandeur that was the Ky’Dren Mountains, having flown over the range on a dragon more than once. He knew that these northern peaks soon gave way to the ocean and ran south for many hundreds of miles before opening up to the Ky’Dren Pass.
 
   They had flown on Fyrfrost through hundreds of miles of thick cloud cover and fog until finally coming out near the Shierdon–Uthen-Arden border where the skies and the land finally cleared. The dark skies and foreboding shadows were steadily creeping south, however, and soon they would pass over the mountains.
 
   “The undead march on Ky’Dren,” said Dirk. “I can feel them even now, coming from the northeast.”
 
   “Aye, then we be just in time to warn me kin,” said Raene, shouldering her heavy shield. “Come on, this way to the northeastern door.”
 
   The group started off again over the increasingly steepening terrain. Thistles and murderberry bushes dotted the rocky mountainside. Cliff walls rose up from the forests of pine and birch; on their faces had been carved runes and statues depicting gods of legend and kings of old. The eyes of the statues seemed always to watch the group as they made their way along the well-trodden path.
 
   Krentz made sure to hide her tattoos with her cloak. The dwarves would be reluctant to allow her passage as it was. There was no way they would allow a dark elf into their halls, let alone the daughter of Eadon. Raene had insisted that they would have no problem, but Krentz had trouble trusting the temperamental dwarf.
 
   The question of whether or not Dirk should make himself known had come up. In the end they had determined that, like Krentz, he would have to hide his true form. He could maintain material form now for at least a day without exertion, and at night Krentz could dismiss him in the privacy of her chambers—which Raene had promised would be the most lavish she had ever seen. Again, Krentz had trouble believing a word she said.
 
   Once Raene had placated her father and endured his reprimand for so hastily running off to avenge her brother, she would explain the truth of Dirk and Chief. If Dirk and Chief were to help defend against the undead horde marching on Ky’Dren, the truth would have to come out sooner or later.
 
   An hour into their hike up the winding path to the northeastern door, Chief returned from up ahead and gave a bark.
 
   “Have you found the dwarven scouts?” Dirk asked.
 
   Another bark.
 
   “Good,” said Dirk. He turned to Krentz. “You should dismiss him for now. We’ll have enough explaining to do without a ghost wolf complicating matters.”
 
   Krentz sent Chief back to the spirit world, and they continued on with Raene leading the way.
 
   “Hail!” she called out. “I be Raene o’ Ky’Dren, daughter o’ Ky’Ell! Show yourselves!”
 
   Krentz studied the surrounding rock formations. They were coming to a bottleneck in the quartz and limestone shelves. Stairs had been carved into the passage to allow for faster travel. On each side of the dark passage, carved walls rose up forty feet. Like the stone faces that watched over the land, these too had been masterfully carved with runes and portraits.
 
   Up ahead two dwarves barred the way. They held long halberds at their sides and stood so still that at first Krentz had mistaken them as statues.
 
   “Hail, Raene o’ Ky’Dren,” said one as the group approached. He and the other guard simultaneously slammed their fists to their chests and gave a bow.
 
   Raene reached the top of the stair and stopped before the landing and guards. “I have two guests with me. Dirk Blackthorn of Eldalon and Krentz of Elladrindellia. I wish to see my father as soon as possible. Can you tell me where he is?”
 
   The guard on the left, a tall black-bearded warrior with more than a few old scars on his weathered face, looked Krentz up and down. He did nothing to hide his scowling disdain.
 
   “We cannot allow an elf into the mountain.”
 
   The other guard, a younger male with a tightly braided yellow beard and eyes full of the eagerness of youth, lifted his chin as if to accentuate the point.
 
   “I be yer princess,” said Raene, stepping up onto the landing that they held and eyeing them both coldly. “If I say they be allowed passage, then they be allowed passage.”
 
   “Your most highness, it is the will of the king that these orders are upheld,” said the older guard. “Forgive me tongue, but I only be doing me duty. They shall not pass.”
 
   Raene pointed to the northeast, toward the dense ocean of greenish fog and dark clouds slowly creeping toward the mountain. “There be an army o’ thousands o’ undead marching on Ky’Dren as we speak. Dirk and Krentz have information and weapons that will help us to turn back the unholy tide.” She turned back to Dirk and Krentz and nodded.
 
   Dirk unsheathed his sword and spoke the word that would cause it to shift into a glowing spirit blade, simultaneously Krentz pulled back on her shimmering dragon bow. The song of the dragon rang out, and a glowing arrow formed out of thin air.
 
   Raene looked back at the astonished guards and spoke the word that would change her mace. “These be spirit weapons. They pass through everythin’—stone, steel, earth, flesh—and strike at the very spirit, sever the soul o’ their victims. These weapons be needed against the undead beasts.”
 
   She spoke the word once more, and the mace turned back to cold steel.
 
   “There be no time for this shite,” she went on. “Let us pass, else face the wrath o’ me father.”
 
   The guards glanced at each other and seemed to come to a silent agreement. Finally, they stepped aside. “Yer father be in Tsu’Dar. He arrived just yesterday on account o’ the scourge ye mentioned.”
 
   Raene offered them both a nod and gestured for Dirk and Krentz to follow. When they came to the door, they were allowed passage grudgingly. The dwarves eyed Dirk and Krentz dangerously.
 
   The northeastern door was situated on a natural shelf overlooking the Shierdon border. It led to a tunnel lined with torches that ran for a half a mile before opening up to a wide chamber lined with pillars and boasting high, arched ceilings. This room, as Raene explained to them, housed the railway.
 
   Tracks ran north, south, east, and west into dark tunnels marked with the names of their destinations above the entrances. Wooden rail cars like long, narrow, roofless wagons sat on the tracks. Others came and went along the twin rails taking up each of the tunnels. Raene led them to the rail leading to the tunnel with the name Tsu’Dar above it.
 
   “Make way for your princess!” said Raene as she shouldered past the dwarves waiting to board the latest rail car.
 
   The dwarves, mostly miners covered in dirt and dust, regarded her with surprise and reverence, but when their eyes fell upon her company, they narrowed.
 
   Dirk and Krentz boarded the railcar without incident, however, and Raene instructed the driver to make all haste to Tsu’Dar.
 
   “Yes, me princess,” said the driver, who sat in a separate compartment at the front.
 
   Dirk and Krentz sat with Raene on the two benches lining each side, and the driver disengaged the locking mechanism. He then began to wind a crank set before him. Slowly, laboriously, the car screeched its way along the rail. The going was tediously slow until they entered the tunnel, and the pitch of the rail aimed downward. The driver put a pin in the crank and locked it, letting the momentum on the decline pull them forward.
 
   The car rumbled down the track, gaining speed as it went. Soon they were rocketing through dimly lit tunnels and caverns at such break-neck speeds that Krentz was gripping the rail before her tightly and glancing at Dirk with growing apprehension. Upon seeing this, Raene only laughed. “Ye ain’t seen the best o’ it yet.”
 
   She was right.
 
   Suddenly Krentz was weightless. Her stomach flipped as the car shot down a steep decline and leveled out, zipping down the track faster than a sprinting horse. The car shook so badly as to cause her teeth to chatter. It took turns so sharp that Krentz thought at any moment they would flip off the track and fall to their deaths in the deep darkness. She soon realized the need for such a long drop as the track leveled out and began a long, steep climb. It seemed as though they wouldn’t make it, but just as the car had nearly stopped dead, they crested the top and continued down again. Three consecutive bows in the rail brought them to a near straightaway that went on for miles.
 
   A half hour later, they arrived at the Tsu’Dar station and were led to the chambers of the king promptly by the waiting guards.
 
   Raene paused before the door to her father’s chambers. She hadn’t seen him in six months, and her leaving hadn’t been on good terms. The last time she had seen Ky’Ell, they had argued heatedly over her being allowed to fight alongside the males.
 
   “Wait here,” she told Dirk and Krentz. “Me father and me got some things to work out.”
 
   “Take your time,” said Krentz.
 
   “Good luck,” said Dirk.
 
   Raene nodded thanks and let out a pent-up breath. Before she lost her nerve, she opened the door and went inside.
 
   One of the guards had announced her arrival to the king. She found her father waiting for her just inside the long, wide room. He stood before her, just as imposing as he had always seemed to her. His scowl turned her legs to jelly and quickened her heart, yet she strode forth bravely, purposefully. She stopped before him and slammed her fist to her chest, bowing low. “Me father, me king. I have returned to Ky’Dren with bad tidings.”
 
   Ky’Ell said nothing, but his eyes spoke of anger, disappointment, and shame. “Leave us,” he said to his standing guards.
 
   He stared down at Raene as the dwarves shuffled out of the room. She expected a swift backhand, a berating, anything but what happened next. Ky’Ell’s eyes pooled with tears, and he began to cry. He wrapped his arms around his daughter and lifted her off her feet, planting a big kiss on each cheek. “I thought ye dead,” he said as he put her down.
 
   “I went after Zander,” said Raene, hardly able to speak. “I be sorry, father, but I wanted to avenge Ky’Ro’s death.”
 
   “Did ye find the demon dark elf?”
 
   “Aye,” said Raene, head bowed. “I fought him and failed, me king. I failed.”
 
   Ky’Ell gave a weak laugh. “My brave, brave lass. Runs off to take on a necromancer single handedly and returns to talk about it.”
 
   “I’m sorry, father. I—”
 
   “Never mind none o’ that. I drove ye away. I see that now. I should have understood how the death o’ yer twin brother would affect ye so.”
 
   “You’re not mad?”
 
   Ky’Ell laughed and squeezed her face gently. “O’ course I’m mad. I was furious when I found out ye left. Then…then I was afraid. I thought I’d never see ye again, Eeny. Bah, but how can I stay mad at ye, aye? I just be glad ye be home.”
 
   He hugged her again and stubbornly wiped at his eyes. “Now what’s this about bad tidin’s?”
 
   “First, ye need to meet me friends,” said Raene.
 
   She returned to the door and let in Dirk and Krentz.
 
   “What’s this?” said Ky’Ell upon seeing Krentz.
 
   “This be Dirk and Krentz. They’ve been my companions these last seven months since the fall o’ Eadon.”
 
   Raene told the long story of what had happened since she had left. Ky’Ell was mystified by the tale of the trinket, and impressed when she relayed how they had hunted the necromancer and killed hundreds of his undead minions. When the tale turned to Volnoss and the barbarians, the king’s eyes widened. Raene showed him her enchanted mace, explaining how it worked and how it had been forged by Dirk in the spirit world. She ended the telling with Gretzen’s warning of a terror of dragons that would attack northern Ky’Dren.
 
   Ky’Ell was silent for a long time as he took it all in. Finally, he let out a pensive breath and shook his head. “It be quite an adventure ye’ve had, eh?” To Dirk and Krentz he offered thanks for looking after his daughter.
 
   “She has looked after us as well,” said Krentz, to Raene’s surprise and delight. “She is as fierce a warrior as I have ever seen.”
 
   Ky’Ell ignored the allusion. “When did this barbarian witch say that the dragons would come?”
 
   “She wasn’t specific,” said Raene. “She rarely be. But she be seldom wrong about such things.”
 
   “And this horde of undead marching south…how many ye be guessin’?”
 
   “I’d say tens of thousands. It be hard to know. A grim fog covers Shierdon. We could hardly see anythin’ flyin’ over it.”
 
   “Flyin’?” Ky’Ell arched a brow and scowled at his daughter.
 
   She realized her mistake but tried to shrug it off.
 
   “A winged beast summoned from the spirit world by Dirk. That’s how we got here so quickly. That and ghost horses.”
 
   “What kind o’ winged beast?” Ky’Ell pressed, eyeing Dirk dangerously.
 
   “A dragon,” Dirk dared admit.
 
   Raene groaned.
 
   “A WHAT?”
 
   “Father, please, it ain’t like ye be thinkin’. Fyrfrost ain’t like other dragons.”
 
   “Ain’t like other dragons! They all be the same!”
 
   “If I may,” said Dirk. “Raene was against the idea from the beginning. But we had to get here as soon as possible to warn you of the coming attack.”
 
   Ky’Ell’s gray eyes held Dirk with unmasked suspicion. “And ye got the power to summon the beast in me halls, ain’t ye?”
 
   “Well…yes, but—”
 
   “OUT! Get out o’ me mountain!”
 
   “Father!”
 
   Ky’Ell waved her off angrily. “Necromancers, spirits, barbarian witch doctors, elves, DRAGONS! Ye be meddlin’ with what ought not be meddled with, lass. And I ain’t standin’ for such devilry in me halls.” He suddenly stopped, brow creased in thought, regarding Dirk as he hadn’t before. “Wait just a bloody minute. I seen ye before, ain’t I? You was at the battle for the Ky’Dren Pass.”
 
   “That is true, we both were,” said Dirk.
 
   “Aye, and whose side was ye fightin’ for?”
 
   “Dirk put Ky’Ro to rest after he was raised from the dead by Zander. And he saved me life,” said Raene.
 
   “Be that so?” Ky’Ell asked rhetorically.
 
   “Come on,” said Krentz. “We should have never come here.” She began to turn to leave when a horn blared somewhere in the city. Everyone froze. Ky’Ell watched the two suspiciously. Another horn followed the first, this one deeper.
 
   “That be the dragon horn,” said Raene. “We’ve no time for this, Father. Let them help.”
 
   “Help?” he spat. “Ain’t no help needed from an elf and blasted spirit. We dwarves can take care o’ ourselves. As for you, get yerself to the inner sanctum with the other females.”
 
   The king pushed past them and headed for the door.
 
   “Ain’t ye heard anythin’ I said?” Raene yelled to her father, stopping him in his tracks. “I’ve faced more foes than half yer male warriors. When ye goin’ to start treatin’ me with the respect I be deservin’?”
 
   A horn blared once more. Ky’Ell’s face turned beet red.
 
   “Ye done went against me wishes once, lass. Don’t be testin’ me no more about this, or Ky’Dren help me, I’ll—”
 
   “Ye’ll what? Put me in me place?”
 
   Again a horn blared. The doors flew open and four guards rushed inside.
 
   “Sire!” said one of them. “There been a terror o’ dragons spotted ten miles off headin’ this way. And a horde o’ undead be comin’ from the north.”
 
   “Aye,” said the king. “Escort these two out o’ me mountain.” He pointed at another guard. “See to it that me daughter be brought to the inner sanctum with the rest o’ the lasses. And prepare me ram for battle.”
 
   “I will not hide with the females,” said Raene, slapping away the hand of the guard.
 
   “You will do as I say!” Ky’Ell hollered, his voice booming in the large chamber.
 
   “I came here to warn ye, not to be treated like a helpless girl! I thought maybe ye would’ve changed. That maybe ye’d be able to see me as the warrior I be. But I see now that I be mistaken. Goodbye, Father. Perhaps I be seein’ ye on the battlefield.”
 
   She pushed past her father and the guards with Dirk and Krentz in tow.
 
   “Halt!” Ky’Ell commanded.
 
   Raene ignored him.
 
   Ky’Ell growled and reached out with his hand, mentally taking hold of Raene’s armor and pulling her off her feet to skid across the floor. He then raised his arm, and Raene was lifted to her feet to stand before him. She was shocked by his ability.
 
   “How…how did ye do that?” she asked.
 
   “Get ‘em out o’ here,” Ky’Ell told the guards.
 
   Dirk and Krentz were pushed along toward the door. There was nothing they could do. The dwarves had enough problems without them causing a fight over Raene. If they did so, they knew that they would never get out of the mountain alive.
 
   When they had been escorted out, Ky’Ell regarded Raene. “I lost ye once. I won’t lose ye again.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 31
 
   The Red Terror
 
    
 
    
 
   Dirk and Krentz were brought back the way they had come. Dwarven warriors scrambled to their posts as they were escorted through the city to the bustling railway system. They were then brought to the northeastern door and pushed out into the night.
 
   “And don’t be comin’ back!” a guard yelled as the door slammed shut with a resounding boom.
 
   “What now?” Krentz asked as she looked out over the fog-covered valley far below.
 
   “Dismiss me. I’ll bring back Fyrfrost.”
 
   Krentz did so, and soon they were flying east high over the mountain peaks. To the north the sounds of battle could be heard, likely the undead had reached the mountain and were trying in vain to find a way in.
 
   Fyrfrost suddenly veered left against Dirk’s command and began to climb swiftly for the clouds. Dirk saw what had startled the beast. To the south came a terror of red dragons, six in all.
 
   “Do you see them?” he asked Krentz.
 
   “Yes, the firestorm that Gretzen spoke of.”
 
   The dragons flew below them a few minutes later as Fyrfrost circled high above the clouds. Dirk spurred him north to follow the terror, curious as to their purpose.
 
   “Could they be under the control of Zander?” Dirk asked.
 
   “It is possible. Though they do not look possessed, nor are they undead.”
 
   The dragons flew all the way to the northernmost mountain that ended in a harbor feeding into the Gulf of Shierdon. The army of undead waited at the foot of the mountain on the eastern side. Dwarven catapults fired rounded boulders from on high that rolled and crashed down the side of the mountain and into the forward ranks.
 
   The red dragons attacked then suddenly, diving down and swooping across the mountainside and belching long lines of fire. The largest of the reds landed at the foot of the mountain just south of the harbor. The great beast cocked its head back as if to breath fire, but what came out was something more—a long beam of concentrated heat, white and pure, devastating in its destructive power. Stones exploded from the point of impact, and the earth melted like candlewax as the red dragon bore down on the mountainside with its mystical ray of light.
 
   “How can that be?” Krentz asked, astonished.
 
   “You have seen this power before?” said Dirk.
 
   “No, I have only read about it. This dragon possesses the power of the ancients.”
 
   “Great,” said Dirk, spurring Fyrfrost closer.
 
   “What are you doing?” Krentz asked.
 
   “We’ve got to help.”
 
   She laughed. “After Ky’Ell was such a bastard?”
 
   “We were given these blades for a reason. Gretzen said we would be needed.”
 
   “The dwarves don’t want our help,” she argued.
 
   “Yeah? Well, they’re going to get it anyway. That dragon must be stopped before it digs a hole deep enough for those undead to go through. You see? The dragons do not attack the undead, and Zander’s forces do not attack the dragons. The dragons are indeed in league with the necromancer.”
 
   “If we can even stop the dragon, the dwarves will likely only be angered that you took their kill from them or some such ridiculousness.”
 
   “You’re probably right. But I for one cannot leave Raene and her people to their fates and turn a blind eye. We must do something. You and Fyrfrost should hit the undead army from behind, I’ll take care of the dragon. Call to me if you get into trouble.”
 
   Dirk shifted to spirit form quickly and reformed again, facing her in the saddle. He grabbed her face and gave her a big kiss. “See you when the smoke settles.” He then leapt off of Fyrfrost and flew through the air toward the giant red.
 
   Krentz cursed under her breath and steered Fyrfrost northeast through the dense clouds tinted green by the pooling fog below.
 
    
 
   Dirk didn’t fall as much as fly. He had leapt off almost directly above the red dragon and was coming in fast. The dragon remained bent over, spewing forth the long thick beam of destruction. Behind it the undead had begun to gather, ready to wreak havoc in the mountain once the way was made clear. The dwarves tried desperately to thwart the dragon, but the other reds blasted them from the mountainside with dragon’s breath, destroying towers, catapults, and harpoon stations.
 
   Falling like a meteor, Dirk aimed for the dragon’s spiked head and cocked back his shimmering sprit blade. He slammed into the beast, driving the blade deep into its forehead. The dragon howled and reeled back. Its wings flailed, and its beam of destruction, like a thousand rays of focused sunlight, scraped across the mountainside. Dirk got a glimpse of the burrowed tunnel. It was wide and dark, but at the end there was light.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 32
 
   Defiance
 
    
 
    
 
   The mountain began to rumble. Dust, dirt, and small stone fell from the ceiling of the tunnel as Raene was led to the inner sanctum—the place where trembling, fearful females and their suckling babes were supposed to be kept during such times of invasion.
 
   Raene was furious.
 
   She had been biding her time as she was being escorted through the city and into the tunnels that led to the hiding place. Now that she was away from the crowds, she made her move. Each guard held her by an arm as they led her down the corridor. They were big dwarves, at least a foot taller than she, armored and armed to the teeth. It mattered not, however, how strong they might be, for Raene was the daughter of Ky’Ell, a direct descendent of Ky’Dren.
 
   Up ahead there was a statue on each side of the doorway they were walking toward. Raene reached out with her mind, taking hold of the heavy statues, and pulled them straight down the tunnel. The guards cried out and released her, instinctively moving to catch the chiseled busts of their gods. When they did, Raene pulled harder, guiding them up suddenly to smash into the guards’ helmets. The two dwarves crashed to the floor with a terrible clamor of metal on stone. One was knocked out cold, but the other groaned and began to get up. Raene conked him on the head with a hammer fist, laying him out.
 
   “Sorry lads,” she said, laying the statues at their feet like grave markers. “But a lass has got to be doin’ what a lass has got to be doin’. Sleep tight.”
 
   She took the cloak, helmet, and halberd of the smaller guard and hurriedly made her way to more populated areas, easily blending in with the now hundreds of dwarves hurrying through Tsu’Dar to catch the lifts up to the surface and rails that would bring them to their stations.
 
   Raene had made a mistake thinking that her father might have changed, that she would be seen as anything but a birthing oven to be plumped up and made fat so that the coming babes would have more to suckle. The other dwarf females might have been alright with that life; Raene knew that of course mothers were needed, and that indeed, it was a respectable thing to be, highly esteemed by all. But it was not the life for her. She knew that now. Regardless, she suspected that she could not have children anyway. A few dwarf males had caught her eye during her sixty years, and she had rolled in the sheets more times than once with a few of them. But she had never gotten pregnant, a fact that was of course kept secret by the young courters, who might have lost their heads should the king find out they were bedding his daughter before marriage.
 
   Even if she could have kids, Raene hadn’t yet had the urge. She hadn’t gotten the “itch,” as the women would say. Raene craved the open road and adventure. She had been born for it, she realized then as she ran along with the others.
 
   Raene took a rail and a lift to where the terrible sound was coming from. It had begun as a dull trembling far away, but it had grown louder with every step. The dwarves coming from that direction were hollering and screaming about some sort of sunbeam that was melting through the mountain into the city. She thought instantly of elves and their ridiculous powers of old. But that was impossible, elves could no longer wield such terrible magic.
 
   The lift she was on stopped, and the cage door slid open. Raene instantly felt the wicked heat. She got off with the others and stared down the corridor branching off to the east. Something was coming from that direction, something terrible and powerful, something evil. Raene could feel it in her bones. The grating, shrieking, screaming sound continued. The stone shook with the vibration, causing a long crack in the ceiling of the corridor.
 
   Suddenly there was an explosion at the other end of the tunnel. Raene ducked to the side and covered her head as the shockwave blasted through the tunnel, hitting the lift and tearing it free completely to topple to the cavern below.
 
   Raene dared a peek. When she saw nothing, she uncovered her ears. The whining, high-pitched sound was louder than ever. It flowed from the tunnel. Raene was beckoned by the mysterious sound and rose to her feet and ran down the tunnel.
 
   She gasped.
 
   A white-hot beam of fire as wide as her shield had blasted through the stone at a twenty-degree angle and continued on through the other side. Raene mentally followed the beam’s course—it was heading straight for the city.
 
   There was nothing she could do. By the time she got to the surface and found what creature could possibly be behind the terrible beam, it would have already bored into the city. She suspected that once it had broken through it would cease, and the undead or worse would begin pouring in through the newly formed tunnel.
 
   As if the gods had been listening to her thoughts, the beam suddenly winked out.
 
    
 
   Raene ventured farther into the tunnel. Dwarves had begun to gather around behind her and down at the other end. They approached the smoldering hole slowly, cautiously. One brave dwarf dared a peek up into the smoky tunnel and let out a curse. Raene fought to get a look. She pushed and shoved and finally saw. There was light at the end of the tunnel—moonlight.
 
   Turning her head downward, she saw the glow of torches from the dwarves looking up from the bottom of the tunnel hundreds of yards away.
 
   Then a sound came from the surface side. A low moan, a scraping, boots beating on stone. Raene knew the undead when she heard them.
 
   “They’re invading through the tunnel. To arms! To arms!” she cried to the dwarves around her.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 33
 
   The Battle for Northern Ky’Dren
 
    
 
    
 
   Dirk shifted in and out of spirit form, hacking and stabbing the furious dragon with the biting blade. The beast was so large that Dirk’s three-foot sword had little effect.
 
   The red dragon fought to dislodge Dirk, but he had a firm hold of a long horn. The maddened beast belched flame at its own feet so thick that it consumed not only itself, but Dirk as well.
 
   Dirk continued to stab with the blade in spirit form, but he would soon have to retreat. The fire did not burn him, and there was no pain from the heat, but the fire was something of nature. Like water, earth, and metal, the dragon fire wore away at him, tiring him. For his spirit to take up the same space as the fire took great effort and large amounts of energy.
 
   As soon as he flew off the back of the dragon, it went back to its attack on the mountain. Dirk set his jaw and attacked once more.
 
    
 
   Fyrfrost swooped down for another pass, bathing the undead ranks in flame. Krentz fired arrow after arrow into the group, aiming for the large and powerful dwargon, some of which were over twenty feet tall. Scaled like dragons but resembling giant dwarves, the dwargon could do considerable damage. They were hard to wound, and nearly impossible to kill. However, her bow Aennak and its otherworldly arrows sank deep. Krentz tried to hit them at the very center of the body, where the crystal pulsed in their chest. A well-placed shot could explode the crystals and thus drop the beasts in one shot, but without the guidance of magic and upon the back of a dragon, it was not an easy task.
 
    
 
   Dirk hit the dragon again with a blow to the neck. He was trying unsuccessfully to destroy the gland that housed the beast’s terrible power—if such a gland even existed. He knew that in theory one could erupt the fire gland of a dragon, but he had no real way of knowing if another gland existed that was responsible for the incredible beam of fire that tore through stone.
 
   In its rampage to kill Dirk, the dragon fired its beam erratically, easily carving stone and even severing the head of a five-hundred-foot statue built into the side of the mountain.
 
   The dwarves were pouring out of the mountain steadily, and when they saw the head of their ancient god rolling down the mountainside, they went into a rage-filled frenzy.
 
   One of the dwarves, presumably a descendent of Ky’Dren, took mental control of the rolling stone and lifted it with a crying plea to the heavens. Dirk thought that the gods must have answered, for the dwarf, whom Dirk realized now to be King Ky’Ell, heaved the massive head in the direction of the dragon.
 
   Dirk leapt off as the large severed stone crashed into the unsuspecting dragon, crushing the beast against the nearby stone.
 
   A voice suddenly filled Dirk’s mind as he floated above the downed dragon. Dirk turned, searching the undead army for the source of the commanding voice. He could feel himself being pulled by the voice, beckoned.
 
   He spotted the necromancer riding a huge dwargon. The dark elf’s eyes were fixed on Dirk, and his crooked finger pointed right at him. Dirk thought to attack, but discovered that he couldn’t move.
 
   Behind him the dragon spewed his beam of white-hot fire, and it consumed Dirk as it passed through his ghostly body.
 
    
 
   Krentz aimed for the crystal at the center of a dwargon’s body.
 
   “Steady Fyrfrost, steady…”
 
   Suddenly the dragon turned translucent and then disappeared out from under her altogether.
 
   Krentz fell through the air screaming. She took the trinket from her pocket and called to Chief. Below her the undead hordes marched. She had only seconds before she hit.
 
   “Help Chief!”
 
   Chief’s maw appeared out of midair, followed by wispy tendrils that did not move with the buffeting wind. He took her hood in his mouth and gently flew her down to the ground.
 
   “Thanks boy!” said Krentz as she landed and let loose an arrow at the closest draggard.
 
   She worried for Dirk. Fyrfrost had been bound to him, and that meant that if Fyrfrost had suddenly returned to the spirit world, it was because Dirk had also. She knew that the only way for a spirit to be forced back through the trinket was an exhaustion of energy, heavy damage, or the command of a necromancer.
 
   Krentz swallowed her fear for Dirk and focused on the problem at hand; she had been dropped in the middle of the undead army.
 
   “To the mountain!” she told Chief.
 
   He cleared a path to the dwarf mountain as she ran behind him, shooting off her enchanted arrows and hewing heads with her elven sword as she went.
 
    
 
   Raene stood side by side with the other dwarves and fought against the steady stream of undead pouring in through the freshly burrowed tunnel. They had been at it for so long that sweat had drenched her clothes beneath her armor. She knew that it was hopeless to fight them here, inside the mountain. They would only continue to pour through. She had also heard the same noise as before coming from other places. This tunnel was only one of many. Raene knew that she had to get to the surface and find a way to plug the holes.
 
   She turned from the battle and pushed her way back through the tunnel to the lifts, taking the one that would bring her closest to the surface. Many anxious minutes later, she was running through the northeastern door onto the battlements overlooking the Shierdon border.
 
   The mountainside was ablaze with dragon fire. Catapults and giant crossbows fired repeatedly as the dwarves tried desperately to fell the destructive dragons. Raene searched for the holes leading into the mountain and counted four in her immediate vicinity. The undead continued through the tunnels. Behind them the green fog and the shadow of the undead army stretched on to the north as far as the eye could see.
 
   A sense of utter doom washed over her then.
 
   Raene shook off the feeling. She spoke the words that brought her mace to life and charged over the battlements, through the burning trees, and into the fray.
 
    
 
   Dirk slowly roused, dizzy, tired, aching. He looked at his hands. They were as translucent as his surroundings.
 
   Then he remembered.
 
   The blast from the dragon had depleted his stored energy completely, sending him and Fyrfrost bask to the spirit world. The dragon sat beside him, seemingly sleeping. They were not in the usual glade, but exactly where they had been, on the rocky ground at the foot of the northern Ky’Dren Mountains. This was indeed the spirit world, for no hordes of undead littered the area, and no dragons flew overhead. Something else waited for Dirk Blackthorn, something much more fierce and imposing.
 
   He rose to his feet and looked out over the thousands of dwarf spirits. Every one of them was looking right at him. The energy of the collective gaze electrified him, gave him new life. The dwarves wore a plethora of armor, some dating back farther than Dirk had ever seen in any of the history books he studied.
 
   One of the dwarves stepped forward. His clothes and armor were from a time Dirk did not know. His crown was a circular row of golden dragon teeth, and his war hammer rested over broad shoulders.
 
   The ghostly descendent of Ky’Dren said nothing. He didn’t have to. His eyes spoke for him. They held Dirk in a long stare, then turned back to regard the rest of the army. When their eyes met again, Dirk understood. He touched the dwarf’s head, burning the brand into his glowing skin. The dwarf nodded, and to Dirk’s utter shock, the same rune suddenly burned itself into the foreheads of the others.
 
   Dirk grinned. He could now bring forth the entire army.
 
   But first he had to be summoned.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 34
 
   Defenders of Old
 
    
 
    
 
   Raene rushed down the face of the mountain. The red dragons flew overhead, spewing their fire haphazardly upon the side of the mountain and her kin. The undead horde with their brightly glowing green eyes continued to break through the dwarven ranks that had gathered at the foot of the mountain. To Raene’s horror, she saw that indeed some of the fallen dwarves had already been raised, and they tore into their brothers with murderous rage and gleaming emerald eyes.
 
   She knew enough about the undead, liches, and necromancers to understand that there had to be one of the latter nearby for the dwarves to have been risen so soon. Likely the undead finished off their opponents and embedded the shards themselves, allowing for the necromancer to simply raise them from a safe distance.
 
   The same terrible shrieking noise as before caught her attention. She looked to the east and found the culprit—a giant red dragon as tall as the burning pine trees in the distance. From the beast’s mouth came a burning beam of light that incinerated all it came in contact with.
 
   She came to a skidding stop when the ledge ended and joined to the face of a steep cliff. Below her the dragon was fighting off the dozens of dwarves who were hell bent on stopping it. Their valor was their doom, for the dragon’s fiery beam cut through armor and flesh, leaving smoldering corpses in its wake. The dragon thrashed its head about, carving scars into the stone slopes and kicking up tons of glowing stone shards that flew in every direction.
 
   Raene took mental hold of the multitude of glowing shards below her and guided them up into a swirling cyclone. She cried out to Ky’Dren, asking for strength. More and more shards she added to her spinning storm of stone. Soon she gained the attention of the dragon, who turned its destructive beam suddenly in her direction. With a heave she brought her raised hand down, sending the glowing shards speeding toward the dragon.
 
   When the dust finally settled, Raene found the bloodied dragon lying limply on the stone below, its body riddled with a thousand pointed shards.
 
   Raene fell to her knees on the stone shelf, panting. Something caught her eye down below—the raised axe of her father and king.
 
   Ky’Ell and her brothers, along with hundreds of other dwarves, looked up at her on the ledge and cheered.
 
   They had seen everything.
 
   They knew they had been saved by a lass.
 
   Raene smiled to herself and passed out.
 
    
 
   Krentz and Chief fought their way through the horde of undead charging up the mountainside. Chief streaked back and forth before her as she shot off her endless enchanted arrows. The dragons had cleared a path to the tunnels, scattering the dwarves with dragon fire. Now the undead charged up these blackened roads. Krentz went with them, trying desperately to get ahead of the untiring creatures. They were relentless, leaping from stone outcropping to burning treetop in their attempt to overtake her. Soon she found herself too tired to keep up the pace—she would have to make a stand. The dwarves had regrouped and charged in her direction, but they would be too late.
 
   Her only hope was that Dirk was ready for her on the other side.
 
   “Dirk Blackthorn, come to me!”
 
   The figurine flared to life, glowing brighter than she had ever seen it. She turned her eyes from the explosion of light. When she looked back, she found Dirk and a stream of streaking lights that surrounded her and drove back the undead.
 
   The monsters of death reeled back from the glowing spirits as they continued to pour forth from the trinket. Dirk came to form beside Krentz and took her hand in his. Together they watched as the fallen ancestors of the Ky’Dren dwarves descended upon the undead army.
 
   Behind them, high up the slope, the dwarves cheered and regrouped, joining their ancestors in the charge down the mountain, driving the hordes back into the creeping fog. Groups of spirits flew into the sky after the fleeing dragons and rode them to the ground where they were hacked to pieces by the dwarves.
 
   “You’re something else, Dirk Blackthorn,” Krentz said with a laugh.
 
   He laughed as well. “Aren’t I though?”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 35
 
   The Fallen King
 
    
 
    
 
    “Eeny! Eeny…Raene, wake up!”
 
   She opened her eyes and saw her brother staring down at her.
 
   “Kelgar?”
 
   “Can you hear me?”
 
   She nodded.
 
   “Can you stand?”
 
   She shrugged. She just wanted to go to sleep for a hundred years.
 
   Many hands lifted her up and helped her to stand, and her brother put a hand on her shoulder.
 
   “Father wishes to speak to ye…he be dyin’.”
 
   Raene sobered instantly. The burning world came rushing back to her. She searched the bleak, smoldering mountainside and found a congregation of dwarves huddled together. Raene lurched forward and was caught by Kelgar’s strong hands. He helped her traverse the ledge and brought her to the king’s side.
 
   Ky’Ell was laid on a bed of moss. His right leg was gone, and half his body had been burned by dragon fire. One good eye found her, and Ky’Ell raised his gloved hand to take hers in a firm grip. “Eeny. Me girl.”
 
   “Dudda…”
 
   “I seen ye, lass. I seen what ye done to the red devil. I been wrong, Raene. If ever a warrior come out o’ these mountains, it be you.”
 
   “Father…I’m sorry for everythin’.”
 
   “Don’t be,” said the king before succumbing to a violent coughing fit. “Ye done right. Ye done good. I be proud o’ ye.”
 
   His eyes went blank.
 
   “Father, me king!”
 
   She fell upon him, crying. A steady hand took her shoulder and she turned to hug her brother Kelgar. Dwellan was there as well. And as the three siblings wept for their father, the rest of the dwarves sang “The Song of Fallen Kings.”
 
   The spirits of Ky’Dren consumed the undead horde. When they had passed far to the north and returned once more, not a soul remained that had been tainted by Zander.
 
   Dirk and Krentz watched from afar as Raene and her brothers mourned the loss of their father. The ghosts gathered around the fallen king as well. One of them, a dwarf with red hair identical to that of Raene’s, put a hand on her shoulder and smiled.
 
   “Ky’Ro!” she cried and hugged her brother.
 
   The ghost of Ky’Ro did not speak, he only smiled at his sister.
 
   Raene looked to Dirk and Krentz. “Why can’t he talk?”
 
   “I do not know,” said Krentz.
 
   “He means to say goodbye,” said Dirk. “He and the others have lingered here because they felt that they had failed in defending the mountain. Now they have redeemed themselves. They go to the Mountain of the Gods to be with their kin.”
 
   Ky’Ro released her and began to fade. He put his fist to his chest and bowed before Raene and her brothers, and then to their fallen father.
 
   “Goodbye, me brother. Save me a seat at the table o’ the gods,” said Raene.
 
   Ky’Ro offered her a grin as he began to glow. He rose into the air with the thousands of other ghosts. Above them, just below the clouds, a ring of golden light opened up.
 
   Raene struggled to see beyond that glorious threshold, and for a moment she thought that she saw a mountain in the distance beyond the heavenly rays of light. It swallowed up the spirits of the dead and closed slowly.
 
   The watching dwarves had fallen to their knees in awestruck amazement. Their eyes shimmered with tears of joy as the portal to the afterworld closed.
 
   Kelgar approached Dirk and Krentz and offered them the greatest of dwarven solutes. The nearby dwarves mimicked the gesture, slamming their fists to their chests and bowing low.
 
   “I am Kelgar, son o’ Ky’Ell. I would know the name o’ the man with the power to summon me ancestors.”
 
   “I am Dirk Blackthorn. This is Krentz.”
 
   “Dirk Blackthorn,” said Kelgar with a nod. “Lady Krentz…”
 
   “Krentz Blackthorn,” she said with a smile to Dirk.
 
   “I see,” said Kelgar with a sly nod. “It is a miraculous thing that ye have done here. How it be done, I ain’t for knowin’. But I thank ye and name the Blackthorns dwarf friends now and forever. Whatever ye might be needin’, consider it done,” said Kelgar, loud enough for all to hear. “For me father has fallen. And as was his wish, I be the king o’ Ky’Dren!”
 
   The dwarves offered a resounding solute and cried out, “Hail, King Kelgar!”
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 36
 
   The Battle for Brinn
 
    
 
    
 
   The Uthen-Arden forces marched north for three days before coming upon Brinn. Unrelenting rain poured the entire time, turning roads into mud pits and making it almost impossible for the wagons. Whill used the time to practice with his newfound powers. Sometimes he traveled in his royal wagon, but mostly he flew with Zorriaz high over the traveling army and scouted the road ahead.
 
   He had seen a few mounted scouts who, upon spotting the army and dragon, quickly headed north to report what they had seen. Whill let them go, not caring if his appearance in Brinn was a surprise.
 
   They arrived in the morning, having made camp ten miles south of Brinn the night before. The rain finally ceased as they rode to meet the two armies. Whill had seen them from afar—a group of at least fifteen thousand stationed south of the city. They flew the banners of both Brinn and Breggard. He had no intention of sending his own forces against them. They were Uthen-Arden citizens, after all. Whill wanted only the heads of Merek Carac and McKinnon.
 
   Whill ordered his army to halt a few hundred yards from the Brinn and Breggard forces before flying out to the middle of the field on Zorriaz. He scanned the two armies, wondering if McKinnon and Carac had the courage to lead their men personally.
 
   “Brothers of Uthen-Arden!” he called out. “Your leaders are in league with the necromancer of the north! You have been sold out by the false kings McKinnon and Carac. I have not come here as a conqueror, but rather as a liberator. I do not wish to see my countrymen spill each other’s blood. Lay down your arms, hand over the criminals, and you will be taken on as soldiers of the motherland. Together we will defeat the necromancer and push back the hordes at our borders!”
 
   A lone horseman began across the field. Whill instantly saw that something was strange about both the horse and rider. As they drew closer, he saw the telltale green glow in the beast’s eyes. The rider, whose hood covered most of his face and left his eyes in shadow, had a cocky air of power about him.
 
   The horse was unaffected by Zorriaz’s presence as the rider stopped right before Whill and threw back his hood, revealing himself as an undead dark elf. His armor was black and greasy looking, with long pointed pauldrons upon which human skulls had been impaled. Spikes jutted from elbows and knees, and a long black cloak flapped in the blustering wind—a wind which carried his rotten scent.
 
   “Whillhelm Warcrown,” said the death knight in the voice of Zander. “It is good to see you in pain.”
 
   Whill straightened in his saddle, regarding the death knight with disgust.
 
   “You will not win the north, necromancer. I will liberate this city.”
 
   “Of course you will, for you are the great Whill of Agora,” the death knight gave a wet, gravely laugh. “Fool. You do not even know when you are beaten, do you?”
 
   Whill thought of mentally pulling the death knight to him and absorbing his power. He knew from the experience with Roakore that he could gain it through touch. Whill hesitated to do so, for it was a dark power. He knew that with it would come the ability to heal himself, but also to raise the dead and control them with his mind. 
 
   “I have nothing to say to you, Zander.”
 
   “Ah, but I have much to say to you.” The death knight reached beneath his robe, and Whill prepared himself to hit the elf with a mental blast. From the inner folds of the billowing cloak came a shining orb, shimmering at its center with the same hellish light that lit the undead horse’s eyes. “Behold, I have found your long lost Teera.”
 
   Dread washed over Whill.
 
   The death knight raised the orb high, and Whill watched, horrified as the swirling light cleared and a figure began to grow from the whirling chaos. Whill saw clearly his aunt Teera, chained to a post at the top of a tower. Behind her, green lightning lit the clouds. In that flash of unholy light, Whill saw her petrified face, the tears streaming her dirty cheeks, and the shadow standing behind her, grinning.
 
   “That isn’t real. It’s just an illusion,” said Whill, unable to keep his voice from shaking.
 
   “I am happy to say that it is not an illusion, good king. It is very much real. Teera and her daughters are my guests. And they very much wish to see you. Your aunt is a fierce one. Breaking her will be simply delicious.”
 
   Whill ground his teeth, biting back the stream of obscenities burning his tongue.
 
   The death knight grinned as Teera cried out. Her shrill voice was echoed by the crystal ball, lending an icy keen to her pleas for the pain to stop.
 
   “Leave her alone!” Whill snapped. He reached out with a clawed hand and shattered the crystal ball. With the other hand he mentally lifted the death knight by the neck, squeezing so hard that bones crunched beneath the pressure.
 
   The death knight showed no sign of pain as its face swelled, causing dark veins to snake their way across his skin.
 
   “Surrender yourself to me and I shall release them to your men,” the death knight croaked.
 
   “I have heard enough from your lying tongue,” said Whill.
 
   “Please, Whill, help us,” said the death knight in Teera’s voice.
 
   Whill shook with rage. He didn’t want to believe it. Zander was toying with him. He didn’t really have Terra and the girls…
 
   Terror grew in him. For in his heart he knew that the image had been real. His fear became anger, and anger became boiling rage. He closed his clawed hand into a fist and pulled back, tearing the head from the dark elf’s body.
 
   Behind him the soldiers gasped.
 
   Merek and McKinnon’s soldiers stirred.
 
   A horn sounded from behind the walls of Brinn, and its soldiers began to charge. Whill saw the death knights leading the men upon steeds with glowing green eyes and similarly colored flames rising from their hooves.
 
   “Hold!” Whill commanded his army.
 
   General Walker repeated the command as Whill spurred Zorriaz into the air and flew to the west. The dragon turned in the air and belched a long line of flame across the field, effectively blocking the approaching army. Whill then steered the white dragon north.
 
   Zorriaz lit the ground before the charging men, forcing them to rear their horses lest they be consumed by the flames. A death knight shot a glowing green spell from his outstretched hand that came at Whill like a burning arrow. With a force of will, he took control of the spell and redirected it to slam into the chest of another death knight. Whill reached out and closed his fist, crumpling the metal armor around the death knight who had fired upon him. The mass of twisted metal fell from the back of the horse and hit the ground with a dull thud.
 
   Whill continued on past the army toward Brinn’s large wooden gates. “Destroy the door!” he yelled to Zorriaz.
 
   The dragon reared its head as it gathered a great fireball in its gullet. The fireball erupted with a sharp crack, flew through the air like a meteor, and exploded into the door.
 
   Whill flew through the billowing smoke and landed Zorriaz at the center square. Soldiers trained arrows and spears on him, awaiting the command of their general.
 
   “Fire!” yelled a death knight.
 
   The men complied, letting loose a barrage. Whill raised both arms with palms facing outward. The many projectiles slowed in their flight and stopped altogether. He then cupped his hands and brought them both to bear on the death knight commander. As one the arrows and spears turned and suddenly shot forth, riddling the death knight like a pin cushion and pinning him to the stone wall behind him.
 
   “Liberate yourselves from these devils!” Whill told the men.
 
   The soldiers looked to their king and finally found the courage to attack the terrible death knights. Zander’s minions tried to retaliate with glowing spells, but Whill redirected the attacks, sending them back at their wielders. Zorriaz snapped her jaws on more than one of the dark elves as they attempted to flee.
 
   A half dozen winged draquon rose from different parts of the city and headed for the lake and Belldon Island beyond.
 
   “Let them go,” Whill told Zorriaz. “Let them tell Zander what has happened here.”
 
   When the last of the death knights remaining in the city had been killed, the soldiers gathered before Whill. One and all took a knee and bowed before him.
 
   “Sire,” said a well-decorated soldier. “Forgive us for what we have done. Carac and McKinnon are bewitched. They threatened to turn our children into undead. They—”
 
   “Bring them before me,” said Whill.
 
   A group of soldiers ran off to a tower set upon the battlements. The protest of the two men rang out in the square as the false kings were forced out of their hiding places. Carac and McKinnon were brought to Whill and forced to their knees before the looming dragon.
 
   Whill stared at Merek Carac with hate-filled eyes. There was nothing left of Carac’s former snarky air; it had been replaced by unbridled terror.
 
   The soldiers backed to a safe distance, eyeing the dragon as they went.
 
   “Please…King Warcrown…forgive me for my—”
 
   Whill took hold of the men’s necks with his mental grip and lifted them high into the sky. Zorriaz opened her maw then and shot forth a thick stream of fire that consumed them completely. Quick cries of terror escaped the would-be kings for but a moment. When the dragon fire subsided, blackened bones hit the cobblestone street, and ash drifted down like dark snow.
 
   “This city is once again under my control. Bow before your king, repent for your betrayal to your kingdom, else face the same fate as these men,” Whill commanded them all.
 
   Every soldier and citizen within earshot fell to their knees and laid their weapons in front of them.
 
   “Hail King Warcrown,” said one of the soldiers.
 
   The call was quickly taken up by all.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 37
 
   Zalenlia the Gold
 
    
 
    
 
   The army outside the city walls surrendered to Whill without incident. They swore fealty to him once more, saying that they had only acted on the bewitched lords’ commands.
 
   Whill pardoned them all and set them to work under General Walker’s command. The soldiers soon began the evacuation of all the elderly, women, and children. By nightfall, a long train of refugees was pouring out to the west, headed for the many barges that would take them to Devandes and beyond.
 
   Whill now had over twenty thousand soldiers at his command. A quarter of them he sent to escort the refugees. He went with them, not wanting to leave them helpless against an attack from the north. Zander still might attack with a fleet from Lake Eardon south into the river. And though Whill wanted nothing more than to fly to the island and destroy the necromancer and save Terra and the girls, he knew that it was a trap. He had acted too hastily before, to the cost of many lives. Now he had to be pragmatic in his actions; escort the refugees to safety and then return to Brinn to decide the next course of action. 
 
   Teera’s pleading cries echoed in his mind as he flew over the long line of refugees and soldiers. He had no way to know whether the vision had been an illusion or not. It was possible that Zander had read his mind while Whill was his captive, and therefore might have been able to recreate a perfect likeness.
 
   There was no way to know how Zander’s powers worked, unless of course, Whill absorbed them. Then he would become a master of death. With such power, he might be able to defeat the lich lord. But at what cost?
 
   Would such power corrupt him, taint his very soul? Would he become like Zander?
 
   These disturbing thoughts and others haunted him all day and night as he glided along the currents toward the river.
 
   Whill had told General Walker to signal with smoke rings if an attack came from north of Brinn. He had been watching out for it, looking often to the east. But none had come. So far, Zander remained silent.
 
   For two days he led the people ever westward, flying ahead often to check the river and ensure that Zander hadn’t sent his minions to overtake the northern tributaries. He flew along the border as well. The land was eerily quiet. A thick fog had steadily been drifting south and was so dense in places that he could hardly see where they were flying.
 
   He saw the elders, women, and children off to safety on the many barges waiting for them. The waters to the north remained cold and silent.
 
   Whill wondered the entire time what had become of Teera and his adopted sisters. His anxiety had been growing during the slow, tedious journey. When the last of the boats had left, he steered Zorriaz east and told her to return to Brinn with all haste. His apprehension had been steadily growing over the last few days. He had gotten little sleep and eaten next to nothing. The pain in his back prevented him from finding much rest, and even when sleep found him, it was filled with terrible nightmares of what Zander might be doing to Abram’s kin.
 
   He reached Brinn at nightfall four days after leaving to escort the refugees. Zorriaz landed in the square and guided him gently with her teeth to the wheeled chair waiting for him. Ardthor was there with General Walker and Captain Marshall.
 
   “Sire,” said Walker, bowing his head. “Something arrived while you were gone. A small package dropped from the sky by a winged draquon. We shot at the beast, but to no avail.”
 
   Whill swallowed down his foreboding. “Where is the package?”
 
   “In the tower, sire. It has not been opened. It…it drips with blood, sire.”
 
   Whill took a deep breath and closed his eyes. A hundred terrible thoughts went through his mind.
 
   “Bring it to my quarters.”
 
    
 
   He sat at the table, staring at the small bloody box. Marshal and Walker stood to his left and right respectively. The box was intricately carved with swirling lines like rolling clouds and a skull inlaid upon the lid.
 
   Whill wondered of all the things that might be in there. He didn’t want to open it, afraid of what might lie within.
 
   With trembling hands, he unclasped the lid’s small hook. He took a deep breath, preparing himself for anything, and opened the lid.
 
   Something flew out of the box as soon as the lid was cracked an inch. Whill reeled back, instinctively hitting the object with a mental blast. It flew across the room and hit the wall with a wet sound before slowly sliding down, leaving a smeared, bloody handprint on the stone.
 
   “By the gods!” Walker yelled.
 
   The bloody severed hand hit the floor and began weakly crawling its way across, dragging behind it the oozing wrist. The knotted, swollen knuckles and wrinkled skin told Whill that it was an elderly person’s hand.
 
   It was his aunt Teera’s.
 
   Marshall unsheathed a dagger and hurried over to the swollen appendage and stabbed it through the top behind the knuckles. He lifted it up before him, watching, mystified and horrified as it wriggled and flexed, seemingly reaching out for something that wasn’t there.
 
   “Embedded in the palm,” said Walker. “There is a green gem.”
 
   Whill could not speak. He stared at the clawing hand that wriggled upon the tip of the dagger like a struggling crab.
 
   Captain Marshall took his dagger and pried out the gem, dropping it in the box.
 
   The hand moved no more.
 
   “Burn it,” said Whill.
 
   The captain left with the hand and Walker leaned forward to inspect the bloody green gem. “I have seen these before,” he said. “In the chests of the death knights that you killed with the dragon.”
 
   “It is what animates the undead,” said Whill.
 
   “There is no way to know whose hand it was, sire. It might not be—”
 
   “It was hers,” said Whill, bowing his head. “I was soothed by those hands more times than I can remember. Zander has Teera and my sisters.”
 
   “Sire, do you mean to attempt to rescue them?”
 
   “How can I? It is surely a trap. I am not yet strong enough to face the necromancer.”
 
   “But your powers are coming back to you, no?”
 
   “Not the way you think, Walker. I have learned that my power is unique to humans. It is an ancient power that has not been seen for many thousands of years. I doubt that there is anyone who understands it. What power you have seen, I absorbed from King Roakore.”
 
   “Absorbed, sire?”
 
   “Yes. I can attain the abilities of the other races through touch.”
 
   Walker mulled that over for many silent moments. “Then, that means that you could absorb the necromancer’s power. You could defeat him that way.”
 
   “Could I?” Whill looked to the general. “Zander has had how many years to practice his craft? I would be but a novice. That is the downside of this human power, the downside of human existence, too much knowledge and too little wisdom. If I fly across the lake in haste looking for vengeance, I will be walking right into his trap. That is what Zander wants me to do.”
 
   “Then I would council you to do exactly what he doesn’t want you to do.”
 
   “And what is that?” Whill asked, intrigued.
 
   “Well, sire, if he wants you to go to him, force him to come to you instead.”
 
   “If I do that, he’ll kill them.”
 
   “I apologize for being crass, sire, but they might already be dead. And you have just stated that you think it is obviously a trap.”
 
   The general was right, though Whill was loath to admit it. It meant that he truly was powerless in helping Teera. 
 
   “No, there has to be another way. I cannot abandon the women to that monster.”
 
   “Attacking Belldon Island is out of the question at the moment,” said Walker. “We do not have the ships to carry so many men, and it would take days to weeks for them to arrive from downstream. Even then an attack on the island fortress would be ill-advised. We would be surrounded.”
 
   Whill nodded agreement, puzzling over what the right course of action might be.
 
   A frantic knock came at the door.
 
   “Sire,” said a guard. “There have been dragons spotted in the south.”
 
   “A green dragon?” Whill asked, thinking of Roakore’s nemesis.
 
   “No, sire, a terror of golden dragons.”
 
   Whill had Walker wheel him out to the square, and he mounted Zorriaz as quickly as his malady would allow.
 
   “I strongly advise against this, sire,” said Captain Marshall.
 
   “I know you do, Marshall, but I’ve never been very good at listening to well-advised council,” said Whill. He glanced around at the battlements. Brinn had at least a dozen dragon harpoons and twice as many catapults. The soldiers had hurried to their stations when word came of the coming terror. They appeared to be as ready as they were ever going to be.
 
   A deep silence filled the city—the sound of a thousand held breaths. All eyes watched the southern horizon. 
 
   Captain Marshall handed Whill a long, gleaming dragonlance. He then shouldered his bow and began climbing up the side of Zorriaz.
 
   “What are you doing?” Whill asked.
 
   “Many apologies, sire, but I am the captain of your personal guard. I cannot in good conscience allow you to go fly against a terror of dragons alone.”
 
   “Very well,” said Whill. “Strap yourself in and hang on. It might get a little bumpy.”
 
   Zorriaz took to the sky to the cheers of the many soldiers.
 
   They had only climbed a few hundred feet before Whill was able to see the distant dragons against the horizon. They were too far away to get an accurate count, but there was definitely more than one.
 
   “If a necromancer wasn’t enough, we’ve got to deal with a terror of dragons,” said Captain Marshall with a mirthless laugh.
 
   “Welcome to my world,” said Whill.
 
   At this, the captain genuinely laughed. “So what’s the plan?” he asked.
 
   “First we find out if they are hostile,” said Whill.
 
   “You think they might be friendly?” Marshall asked incredulously.
 
   “We could be so lucky. Dragons aren’t all bad.”
 
   Zorriaz hummed her agreement.
 
   “Anything you can tell me about the golds?” Whill asked her.
 
   “They are rare. But my ancestral memory tells me that they are more gentle-natured than most dragons.”
 
   “Well, that’s a plus,” Marshall mumbled.
 
   “As for these dragons,” Zorriaz continued, “they are not flying in an attack formation, and they are too high to be hunting.”
 
   “Alright. Don’t do anything that might set them off. Let’s see what they do first,” said Whill. He turned back to Captain Marshall. “Do not aim a weapon at them unless you plan on using it. But be ready. If they prove to be hostile, I will protect us from dragon fire.”
 
   They flew for miles before they were close enough to make out the terror’s numbers. Whill counted six in all. Zorriaz approached from on high as a precaution, watching the other dragons closely. When they had nearly reached them, one broke from the group and flew up to Zorriaz’s level. The two dragons circled each other, speaking in a guttural language. The gold then swooped down to speak to the others.
 
   “What did he say?”
 
   “She said that she and her terror have abandoned the great migration. She has been searching for you.”
 
   “What does she want with me?” Whill asked.
 
   “We shall find out,” said Zorriaz. She banked hard and swooped down to land in the field where the gold dragon now waited.
 
   Zorriaz growled what must have been a greeting and blasted fire into the air in a show of power. The gold responded likewise, and the two bowed their long necks to one another.
 
   “My white sister tells me that you are Whillhelm Warcrown, king of what the humans call Uthen-Arden,” said the gold through thick rows of gleaming white teeth.
 
   “I am Whillhelm Warcrown. Might I know the name of such a magnificent gold?”
 
   The dragon arched her back and puffed out her shiny chest. “I am Zalenlia.”
 
   “Greetings, Zalenlia,” said Whill, bowing as far as he could in his saddle. “Zorriaz says that you have been searching for me. Why?”
 
   “I have heard much about you, Whill of Agora. Long before you were ever born, I spoke of you with Zhola the Red.”
 
   “You knew Zhola?”
 
   Zalenlia purred her agreement. The vibrations shook the ground.
 
   “I knew him well, and I mourned his passing with a heavy heart. I have sought you out so that I might share my gifts with you.”
 
   “Gifts?”
 
   “Yes, the Father of Dragons has blessed many of us with the powers of the ancients.”
 
   Zorriaz blew a puff of black smoke from her snout, surprised. “The power of the ancients, you say?”
 
   “Yes, I possess the magic of the golden line,” said Zalenlia proudly.
 
   Zorriaz bowed once more, lower this time.
 
   The gold dragon nodded appreciation for the gesture and addressed Whill once again. “I have learned that you have been blessed as well.”
 
   “You are familiar with the human powers of old?”
 
   “I am,” Zalenlia hummed.
 
   “And what is the power that you have gained?”
 
   “I have been given the blessing of life.”
 
   Tears pooled in Whill’s eyes, causing the gold dragon to shimmer brightly in his webbed vision. “You would give to me such a gift?”
 
   “I will, as a peace offering. These are dark times. Those of us who fight the darkness must fight together. I propose a pact between your people and my kin.”
 
   “I would be honored by such a pact, great Zalenlia.”
 
   The gold nodded her horned head and bent one knee, leaning closer. “Then I give to you the gift of life.”
 
   Whill reached out a shaking hand and took hold of one of Zalenlia’s long golden horns. His body tensed as a jolt passed through him. He snapped upright and began to glow like a rising sun as the healing energy coursed through him. His pain melted away and his body hummed. When he finally released the horn, he sat there, unable to speak and panting.
 
   He suddenly realized that he could feel his legs.
 
   A laugh escaped him as he pushed himself up out of the saddle with his arms and swung his legs and leapt from Zorriaz’s back.
 
   He landed firmly. Captain Marshall leapt down as well. He must have gotten a jolt of healing energy, for he looked like he had been hit by lightning. His red hair floated in the air, snapping and crackling with energy. His glowing face was as rosy as ever.
 
   “By the gods!” he cried. “I feel as though I could shite lightning!”
 
   Whill couldn’t help but laugh.
 
   The dragons might have been laughing as well, for the vibration of their musical purring could be felt through the ground.
 
   “How can I ever repay you for such a gift?” Whill asked Zalenlia.
 
   “Honor your promise now and forever, and see that your successors do as well.”
 
   Whill unsheathed his sword and took a knee, laying it on the ground before him. Captain Marshall did the same.
 
   “By my honor and my name, Uthen-Arden will ever be allies to the golden dragons.”
 
   Zalenlia tipped her crown of horns at the two men.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 38
 
   An Old Friend
 
    
 
    
 
   When the terror of golden dragons and Zorriaz returned to Brinn, the warning bell clamored, and the frantic orders of the captains upon the battlements echoed across the valley.
 
   Whill rode ahead and ordered his men to stand down. He was eager to use his rediscovered ability to heal Brinn’s sick and injured. Whill leapt off of Zorriaz and landed before Ardthar and General Walker.
 
   “Sire! What magic is this?” Ardthar asked.
 
   “A gift from the golden dragons,” he told the astonished healer. Whill turned to Walker. “Let it be known that the golden dragons are now our allies. They are not to be harmed.”
 
   General Walker shook his head with a smirk. “You never cease to astonish me, sire.”
 
   Whill was led to the infirmary by Ardthar, where dozens of sick and dying lay upon cots set on either side of the room. Some of the men and women had been injured during the small skirmish that had occurred a few days previously, others had come down with a sickness that was said to ride in on the fog permeating the northern lands.
 
   He walked to a small girl who slept with a grimace of pain twisting her soft face. Her mother sat beside the bed, applying a damp cloth to the girl’s forehead. She bowed repeatedly when she saw the king and took a knee.
 
   “King Warcrown,” she said sheepishly.
 
   “I have a gift for your daughter. May I?”
 
   “Please, sire,” said the woman, hope shimmering in her eyes.
 
   Whill moved to stand on the opposite side of the bed and extended his right hand and placed it on the girl’s head. He felt the gift of the golden dragon churning within him like a brilliant sun. His mind and body inwardly radiated with the glorious power. It was quite unlike the power to heal that he had inadvertently obtained from the elves so long ago. This power was wild, unbridled. It needed neither guidance nor intent, only to be unleashed. This was the gift of life; the source power of all creation.
 
   From the center of his core, Whill pulled the healing power. It crept through his body and collected in his palm, which began to glow bright gold. The girl heaved as though she had received a shock. Her mother, who had been clutching her daughter’s hand, gasped and covered her own mouth quickly with the other hand. The girl began to glow like a rising sunset.
 
   Whill took away his hand and smiled upon the slowly waking girl.
 
   She blinked quickly, suddenly alert and glowing with inner life. “Momma!” she said, pointing at Whill. “Momma look, it’s an angel!”
 
   Whill left them and moved throughout the tent, healing the remainder of the people. Soon others were flocking to the infirmary, reporting of one ailment or another. All through the night, Whill healed those who came before him.
 
   In the early morning, he met Zalenlia once more in the fields south of Brinn. The golden dragons lay in the tall grass, sunning themselves in the morning light.
 
   “Greetings, Zalenlia,” he said as he approached.
 
   “Good morning, Whill.”
 
   “Your gift has done much good for the people of Brinn. We thank you once again.”
 
   “It was my pleasure,” she purred.
 
   “Yesterday I left in such haste to share the gift with the people that I did not have a chance to ask you more about the other dragons,” said Whill.
 
   “The other blessed?” Zalenlia asked.
 
   “Yes. You say that there are eight others?”
 
   “You wish to gain the power of the others as well.”
 
   “It may be the only way to stop the necromancer.”
 
   “You cannot defeat the necromancer. Even if you were to absorb his power, you would become consumed by it. For if you defeat him with his own power, you shall become like him.”
 
   Whill thought of Teera and his adopted sisters and what Zander might be doing to them.
 
   “Zander has been using my kin to lure me to the island. You say that I cannot fight him, but how can I leave them in his clutches?”
 
   Zalenlia offered him a sympathetic gaze. “You have fear for your kin, which is understandable. But fear is the mind killer. If you act on it, you will make a fatal mistake. You must be strong. More is at stake here than the lives of those you love.”
 
   “Then what do you suggest that I do?” Whill asked, frustrated.
 
   “There is one who might stop the necromancer. She is a human, like you. And like you, she has been bestowed with the power of her god. You will find her in the north, beyond the shores of Shierdon. She is called Gretzen Spiritbone.”
 
   “How do you know all of this?” Whill asked, suddenly suspicious of the mysterious gold dragon.
 
   “Reshikk knew many things. It was through him that the knowledge came to me. Zander knows of the barbarian sorcerous as well. But he does not fear her as he should.”
 
   “Kellallea spoke of the gods and their wish to destroy and reshape the world,” said Whill. “What do you know of this?”
 
   “It is true that they have awakened. And they have blessed their champions. But Kellallea lies. Not all of the gods wish to see the world destroyed. When Kellallea became a goddess and stole away the power of the elves, she also took the gift of the true elven gods. In doing so, she broke the ancient pact, and the Lord of Darkness and Death was freed to affect the world once more.”
 
   “How do we stop him?” Whill asked.
 
   “The gods shaped this world and created all things. They cannot be stopped by mortals.”
 
   “Kellallea said that if I swore fealty to her, she and I would challenge the gods…kill them before they could destroy the world.”
 
   A puff of smoke escaped Zalenlia’s snout as she scoffed. “Kellallea is a liar. She will do and say anything to retain her position of power. For her meddling has angered the gods. It is no wonder that she wishes to destroy them all. The more she affects this world, the more the other gods are able to as well.” Zalenlia turned her head from Whill, pondering. When she turned back to Whill, there was apprehension in the dragon’s eyes. “Soon all will be decided. For Kellallea has chosen her champion.”
 
   “She has? Who is it? An elf?”
 
   “Yes,” said Zalenlia with some reluctance. “Avriel has sworn fealty to her.”
 
   “Avriel?” Whill was aghast. His mind raced with the implications.
 
   My child…
 
   “I refused her,” said Whill. “And so she’s trying to control me through Avriel.”
 
   “Indeed. Kellallea understands the potential of your true power. She wishes to control you because she fears you.”
 
   Whill was torn between rage and grief. He wanted to scream and cry at the same time. Avriel had sworn fealty to Kellallea. But why? It made no sense. He felt the urge to fly south with all haste and confront Avriel, be done with Kellallea once and for all.
 
   “I must help her,” said Whill desperately.
 
   “Your enemies are clever. They wish to distract you. Patiently they wait for you to make a mistake, knowing that your emotions will get the best of you.”
 
   “What do I do?” Whill asked himself as much as the dragon.
 
   “What should you do as king?” Zalenlia asked.
 
   Whill considered that. His first responsibility as king was stopping Zander from crossing into Uthen-Arden. But did that outweigh his responsibility to Avriel and his unborn child, or to Teera?”
 
   “I cannot abandon them.”
 
   Zalenlia nodded her understanding. “And so your love and compassion will be used against you. There is something else that you should know…” She let out a long breath beneath the burden of knowledge. “The other dragons you asked about. The blessed. They flew east from the Ro’Sar Mountains.”
 
   “They will attack Del’Oradon,” said Whill, horrified.
 
   “Possibly,” said Zalenlia. “But their destination is Elladrindellia.”
 
   “Avriel…”
 
   Whill fought his urges. He had made terrible mistakes in the past by acting hastily. With great effort he cleared his mind. When he had quieted the emotions, he focused on the problem. Teera and her daughters would be tortured and killed, likely to be raised from the dead unless Whill turned himself over to Zander. Avriel had sworn fealty to Kellallea, and the dragons would soon attack Elladrindellia. Teera needed his help, Avriel needed his help, and likely his city needed his help. But Zalenlia had said that his best course of action lay in finding the barbarian witch.
 
   He reminded himself that he had learned all of this from a dragon he did not know, who had also been blessed by the Father of Dragons.
 
   “How do I know that you speak the truth?”
 
   The other gold dragons stirred at the accusation, for in dragon culture such words were a direct challenge.
 
   “I have no reason to lie to you,” said Zalenlia. “What would I gain in steering you astray?”
 
   Whill had no idea what her motivations might be. She had given him a great gift, one that had made him a much more powerful foe. But Whill reminded himself that he had been duped by much lesser creatures in the past.
 
   Zalenlia and the other dragons suddenly jerked their heads to the north, as if alert to something.
 
   “What is it?” Whill asked.
 
   “Something flies toward Brinn,” said Zalenlia, studying the horizon. “A dragon like I have never seen.”
 
   Whill hurried to Zorriaz and climbed up on the saddle. She leapt high and flew toward Brinn with all haste. The approaching dragon reached the city as Whill spurred Zorriaz to intercept. The dragon did not attack, however, but flew over harmlessly and swooped down toward the city gate. Zorriaz dove, opening her maw to bath the intruder in flame, when suddenly the dragon disappeared, and two figures landed on the road leading to the city.
 
   Zorriaz touched down in front of them, and Whill unsheathed his sword. He had expected to find a death knight, but instead he saw the oddest pair imaginable—a dwarf and an elf, both female.
 
   “We come in peace!” yelled the dwarf woman, holding her empty hands out before her.
 
   “Who are you…where did the dragon disappear to?” Whill asked.
 
   The elf held out a small figurine, and Whill’s eyes went wide upon recognition. “If I am not mistaken, that belonged to Dirk Blackthorn.”
 
   “You are correct,” said the elf woman. “I am now the bearer.”
 
   “You…you are Krentz…daughter of Eadon.”
 
   Krentz winced, as though the words hurt. “It is true, he was my father.”
 
   Whill leapt from the saddle and landed before them, aiming his sword at the elf’s neck.
 
   “Please,” said the dwarf, moving to stand between them. “We come in peace. Five thousand dwarves o’ Ky’Dren march with us, ten miles to the west they be.”
 
   Whill lowered his sword slowly. “Who are you to command such a force?”
 
   “I be Raene o’ Ky’Dren, daughter o’ the late King Ky’Ell, cousin o’ Roakore.”
 
   “Late king, you say?” said Whill, frowning.
 
   Raene bowed her head. “Aye, ‘twas a dragon and undead attack on me mountain nigh on four days ago. We beat the devils, but me father an’ king fell in battle. Kelgar be king o’ Ky’Dren now. He has offered up a force o’ five thousand to help hold the border.”
 
   “How did you defeat the undead?”
 
   Raene hooked a thumb to indicate the figurine. “Dirk summoned an army of dwarf spirits.”
 
   Whill was confused. “Dirk? Last I knew he was killed during the battle with Eadon.”
 
   “Nearly,” said Krentz. “He is now a spirit like Chief, beholden to the figurine.”
 
   “Summon him. I would have words with Dirk Blackthorn,” said Whill.
 
   Krentz held out the figurine and spoke the words. Instantly it blazed to life, and a wisp flew from it.
 
   Dirk took form before Whill. “King Whillhelm. We meet again.” He offered him a slow nod.
 
   “If you were not already dead, I would kill you again,” said Whill with unbridled disdain.
 
   “If you remember correctly, I tried to warn you of Eadon’s intentions toward the end.”
 
   “You also sold us out. It was your actions that caused the death of Zhola the Red!”
 
   “Yes,” said Dirk with a forlorn glance to the ground. “What I did is regrettable, but I would do it all again. Would you not do the same for the one you love?”
 
   “What do you want?” Whill asked. “Surely you are not offering your help out of a sense of duty.”
 
   Dirk grinned. “I offer my services out of a necessity, this is true. But also out of a sense of duty.”
 
   Whill scoffed. “Out with it.”
 
   “As you may have witnessed during the fight with Eadon, I was mortally injured by the Dark Lord. I would have died had Krentz not pulled me into the trinket with her. There is a way that I might be returned to physical form, but in doing so it is believed that I will emerge with the injuries that I had when I was brought to the spirit world. Without a powerful healer, I will surely die if I am resurrected.”
 
   “And if I can find a way to help you. What will you do in return?” Whill asked.
 
   “I will free your beloved aunt Teera from Belldon Island.”
 
   Whill was made speechless by the promise, but tried not to show how the words had affected him.
 
   Dirk grinned at the effect his words had on the young king. “What is more, I have found someone who wishes to help. One that you will be eager to meet again.”
 
   “Speak plainly,” said Whill.
 
   “First you must vow to help me, should I succeed.”
 
   Whill wanted to slap the smug look off of Dirk’s face. He fought to forget his prejudices. The truth was that if Dirk could free Teera, he would give him just about anything.
 
   “Return Teera and her daughters to me and I will give you a lordship, and your life.”
 
   “Very well,” said Dirk and nodded to Krentz.
 
   She dismissed him with a word and gave him a moment to summon forth the one who would help to free Teera. She called Dirk back a moment later, and a shimmering spirit came with him.
 
   Whill gasped when he saw the face. “Abram…” he said with a shaking voice.
 
   The spirit of his oldest friend and mentor smiled. “Hello, son.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 39
 
   What Does Your Heart Tell You?
 
    
 
    
 
   Whill couldn’t believe his eyes.
 
   Abram stood before him, tall and strong. His body shimmered, translucent in the bright morning sunlight.
 
   With a quick jerk of his wrist, Whill mentally pulled the trinket from Krentz’s hand and caught it with his own.
 
   “If this is some trickery, speak to it now, or by the gods, I swear that I will destroy the figurine.”
 
   Neither Krentz nor Dirk made a move to stop him.
 
   “This is no trick,” said Abram kindly. “When I was killed by Eadon, he captured my soul. But then you defeated him, as I knew that you would. You set me free. Still I lingered on in this world, trapped behind the veil. I could not move on to the next world. My soul was restless to help. Then I found Dirk, and through him I have been able to pierce the veil.”
 
   Whill addressed the others. “I would speak privately.”
 
   Dirk, Krentz, and Raene gave them their space, heading off to the west.
 
   When they were out of earshot, Whill turned once more to the spirit before him. “How do I know that it is you?”
 
   “What does your heart tell you, Whill?”
 
   That was something that Abram would say. But such things could have been learned from reading his mind. Whill did not doubt that both Zander and Kellallea could produce such a flawless copy. He searched his mind for a way to know for sure, some obscure memory that only Abram would know. But of course, if the doppelganger had been formed from his memories, it would know every answer.
 
   “I will answer any question that you have,” said Abram. “Though it would be no use. You will still have no way of truly knowing. I can only assure you that I am real. I am the Abram that you know, the one who raised you since you were a babe. I have watched you since my death, piercing the veil now and again long enough to catch a glimpse of you. You have become a man beyond my greatest hopes, Whill. Seeing you now, a strong king of men, I am lured by the call of the portal to the next world, yet I cannot go. I must free Teera from the clutches of the necromancer.”
 
   Whill didn’t know what to believe. He had been lied to so many times that he held nothing as the absolute truth. Kellallea told him one thing, Zalenlia told him another. The scoundrel Dirk Blackthorn had suddenly appeared out of nowhere with his wild tale. And now Abram stood before him.
 
   “My mind screams caution, but my heart tells me that it is true,” said Whill.
 
   “Then if you would listen to your heart, we have much to do,” said Abram, extending a hand that slowly solidified.
 
   Whill stared into the spirit’s eyes, wanting it to be true with all his heart and soul. He took the offered hand. It was warm, familiar.
 
   Abram smiled. “I’ve missed you, lad.”
 
   Whill was speechless. His eyes shimmered with tears. Abram pulled him into a hug, and together they wept and they laughed.
 
    
 
   Krentz dismissed Abram and Dirk per Whill’s request. He escorted her and Raene into Brinn and sent a guard for Walker and Marshall. When they were behind closed doors, Krentz summoned Dirk and Abram once more. Walker and Marshall were startled by the two spirits, and questioned Whill on the wisdom of allowing them into the city. But Whill assured them that they were of no threat.
 
   The group laid out the best plan for Krentz, Dirk, and Abram’s infiltration of the island. It was agreed upon that a distraction would be needed. One which Raene eagerly stated she and the other dwarves could provide.
 
   “I got five thousand o’ the craziest bearded bastards ye ever done seen marchin’ to Brinn as we speak. Gimme a few ships and competent sailors, and I’ll round up some o’ the stone movers and other blessed. We can move more than stone now, ye be knowin’. It be glorious. A gift from the gods, they be sayin’.”
 
   “I don’t want more blood on my hands,” said Whill. “You and your dwarves get in and get out once the women are free.”
 
   “Don’t be worryin’ ‘bout us. We’ll keep to the water and raise hells. Them undead ain’t fond o’ swimmin’.”
 
   “She’s right,” said Dirk. “To those of the spirit world, water hurts. It is not impossible to move through, but it hurts like hell. Same with blades.”
 
   “Good,” said Whill. “Then we know our course of action.”
 
   “And what o’ you?” asked Raene. “Ain’t ye goin’ to do anythin’?”
 
   Whill laughed. He missed the straight-forwardness that he had come to appreciate and admire in the dwarves. “I have other matters that demand my attention.” He regarded Dirk and Krentz, as well as Raene. “Tell me about this Gretzen Spiritbone.”
 
   The three took turns telling Whill and the two soldiers all that had happened on Volnoss; about the barbarian witch restoring Krentz to her body, and how Raene had met up with Azzeal, whom Whill was pleased to hear was still alive.
 
   “Do you believe that she can stop the necromancer?” he asked them all.
 
   Raene shrugged. “Who’s to say? She freed Azzeal from hundreds o’ miles away and blew holes in dozens o’ liches’ chests. I’d love to see what she could do to the bastard up close.”
 
   “When we left her, she was intent on marching what was left of the tribe south into Shierdon and challenging the necromancer,” said Dirk. “Whether she can do it or not, it seems that she intends to try.”
 
   “Sire,” said General Walker. “Might I point out that with this kind of momentum, it is a perfect time for a concerted effort. With the barbarians marching from the north, and dwarves flanking Shierdon on both sides, along with our forces pressing from the south, there will never be a better time to strike.”
 
   “Let’s not forget that Shierdon is crawling with undead,” said Captain Marshall. “If we defeat the necromancer, what will become of them?”
 
   The group glanced around. No one spoke at first, but then Raene piped in. “I think that be a question for Gretzen.”
 
   “We will worry about that once Zander has been dealt with,” said Whill.
 
   A horn blared in the city, and Whill looked to Raene.
 
   “Yup, me boys be just about on time. Say, I hope ye got rum in and around these parts. They’re sure to be thirsty after that trek.”
 
   Whill could only laugh. He had felt so hopeless only a short time ago, but now it seemed as though his prayers had been answered.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 40
 
   Unspoken Words
 
    
 
    
 
   The Ky’Dren dwarves arrived and made camp to the west of Brinn. The city did indeed have whiskey, and two large barrels were given to the dwarves as a sign of gratitude. Golden taps found the barrels quickly, and the dwarves went to feasting and drinking and carrying on. There was song and dance, heartily told jokes, and scuffles that ended in brotherly hugs.
 
   Whill had at first been concerned about the amount of noise the dwarves were making; surely it echoed across the lake and found the ears of the enemy. But then Kelgar, newly appointed king of Ky’Dren, explained that attention was indeed the very point.
 
   “Let the scum-rotten, dog-shite-eatin’ undead bastards hear our merrymaking,” he said to Whill as they walked together through the camp at the edge of the lake. “Why remain silent, eh? Cowerin’ on the other side o’ the lake ain’t no way to intimidate the likes o’ them. Besides. We still be celebratin’ the ascension o’ me father and king.”
 
   Kelgar raised his glass and clanged it against that of a passing dwarf’s. Whill chuckled to himself. It might have been the effects of the strong dwarven whiskey that they had offered him, but he was feeling very well indeed. It was hard not to feel strong and secure in the midst of five thousand aggressive dwarves, each of whom were strong enough to pick you up and throw you a few dozen feet.
 
   “Aye,” said Whill, tapping his glass against Kelgar’s. “To your father’s ascension.”
 
   “Thank ye,” said the dwarf, tipping lids with Whill.
 
   “The first dwarf I ever met was Roakore,” said Whill. “And I thought he was tough. Your father was as steady as the mountain. He had a voice like thunder and a stare that made you rethink your manhood.”
 
   “Bah!” Kelgar spewed whiskey as he laughed.
 
   “I’m sorry, friend,” said Whill. “I think that your whiskey has given me a poet’s tongue, but an idiot’s mind.”
 
   “No, no,” said Kelgar, laughing and choking at the same time. He finally growled down his gorge and squared on Whill with a smile. “Yer words be like…like, like a silver vein at the core o’ the mountain. Pure, shining, and true.”
 
   Whill stared at the dwarf, not wanting to insult him with the bubbling laughter causing his nostrils to betray the seriousness of the moment. To his relief, it was Kelgar who finally doubled over with laughter.
 
   After a time, the two kings settled and stood looking out over the lake at the distance, dots of light coming from the faraway castle of Belldon.
 
   “Come mornin’, them denizens o’ darkness rightly be knowin’ the wrath o’ the dwarves,” said Kelgar with all seriousness. “We got powers bestowed upon us for a reason. If I got it in me, I just might sink that island.”
 
   “Sometimes I feel that way,” said Whill. “You know I once held that very power in my hands? I held the power of the gods. In that moment I knew that I could forge mountains, sink islands if I so pleased. But in the end I knew too little. I had no control. I gave the power to another so that they might save me.”
 
   Kelgar eyed him with compassion lingering behind his bushy eyebrows.
 
   “I will never be that weak again,” Whill vowed to the lapping waves.
 
   The dwarf king raised his tankard. “I’ll drink to that one. When me father fell on the battlefield, I was but a few feet away. A red dragon had descended on him. I pulled the beast from behind with me mind, but its wings were so powerful, they were like a cyclone battering the side o’ the mountain. I couldn’t stop the beast. Because o’ my weakness, me father be gone, and I been named king.”
 
   He slammed his fist to his chest and looked to the heavens. Whill looked to the heavens as well, thinking of his own father. He thought too of Abram and how he might have saved the man from the fate of a lingering ghost.
 
   Kelgar sniffed and coughed and slapped Whill on the back. “Well then, look at us. Two kings standin’ ‘round actin’ like a bunch o’ woeful womenfolk. C’mon, ye ain’t yet tried me father’s ale. It was made by the king himself neigh on a year ago.”
 
   Whill gladly followed the dwarf king through his camp to a wagon that looked to hold nothing but barrels of ale. All around it, dwarfs were singing to the glory of their fallen king. A song had been constructed over more than one pint, and the dwarves were eager to show it off to Kelgar.
 
   A slow drumming began, accompanied by the deep harmonic humming of many dwarves. A long slow note that reminded Whill of dawn sang out from one of the dwarf’s fiddles, followed by the steady rhythm of many strings.
 
   A lone dwarf stepped forth, and from him came a voice so deep, so melodic and pristine, that Whill was helpless to not be caught up in its spell.
 
    
 
   Whill left the dwarves and returned to Brinn, eager to speak more with Abram. The hour was late, but a sliver of lamplight shone through the bottom of Krentz’s door. Whill knocked twice and waited. Moments later, footsteps crossed the room and the door opened.
 
   “King Warcrown, please, come in,” said Krentz with some surprise.
 
   “Lady Krentz,” said Whill. He offered her a small nod as he passed through the threshold.
 
   “I was about to summon Dirk and give Chief a rest.”
 
   Chief sat on the carpet in front of the fire wagging his tail lazily.
 
   “Is one of them always guarding you?”
 
   Krentz rolled her eyes and gave a little laugh. “Dirk insists upon it. He is nervous now that I have been returned to my true form. He would never admit it, but he thinks that I am vulnerable now that magic has been taken.”
 
   “His love for you led him to betray me to your father. He must love you very much.”
 
   Krentz’s eyes shifted with guilt but soon found his. “No one understands the power that my father once possessed better than you.”
 
   “I know,” said Whill with a staying hand. “I apologize for my crude accusation.”
 
   “Your animosity for Dirk and me is understandable. He betrayed you, and I am the daughter of your greatest enemy. We have wronged you in the past. Now we seek only to right past wrongs and help Agora to heal.”
 
   “Before we can heal the world, we must heal ourselves. Let us put the past behind us and seek out a brighter future.”
 
   Krentz smiled. “I would like that.”
 
   Soon she summoned Dirk, and along with him came Abram. He and Whill strode through the halls of the castle toward Whill’s chambers. Abram’s presence gave Whill a sense of calm that he had not known since claiming the throne. 
 
   In his chamber, Whill moved to the bar and poured himself a whiskey—he nearly asked Abram if he wanted one but caught himself at the last moment.
 
   “This must all be very strange to you,” said Abram, standing with his back to Whill and staring at the fire.
 
   “After the year that I’ve had? No, not really.”
 
   Abram chuckled at that. The sound brought memories and lingering nostalgia. He found himself beaming as he took a seat across from the fire and watched his oldest friend glowing by the hearth.
 
   “Oh but I wish that I could have been there with you for it all,” said Abram.
 
   He moved from the fire and took a seat in a fine sitting chair beside Whill’s plush sofa. When Abram sat, he groaned with the complaints of advanced age, though he had no real body or aches and pains as far as Whill knew.
 
   “What is it like, being a spirit?” Whill had to ask, for the question had been burning in him all day.
 
   “What is it like?” Abram laughed pointedly. “Well, until recently it was like a dream that never ends. It was both bitter and sweet. There were times of such agony and mental pain that I wanted nothing more than to pass on into the ever beckoning light. But then there were times when I experienced pure euphoria. There is peace to be found, if only one would seek to obtain it.”
 
   “I have so many questions,” said Whill.
 
   “I do not doubt that, Whill. But there are things that I must not speak of. It taxes me now just to hold this conversation. The trinket allowed me to pierce the veil into the physical world, but it takes my own effort to continue to affect this world. I fear that our conversation cannot be long.”
 
   Whill blinked. “How long must you rest in the spirit world?”
 
   “I am not as seasoned a spirit as Dirk. I need to spend hours in the spirit world to regain the energy for an hour here. I would conserve my energy for the freeing of Teera.”
 
   “I’m sorry this happened to her, Abram. I should have found her sooner. I should have done more.”
 
   “I’m sure you did all that was in your power to find her and the girls,” said Abram.
 
   Whill shook his head, staring at the fire. “I feel like everyone needs me, Abram. I’m pulled in a dozen different directions, and I know not the right path. I thought that perhaps after I had defeated Eadon, all of this…all of this strife would end.”
 
   “You have always seen your power as a burden, but do not forget that it is a gift.”
 
   Whill gave a reluctant chuckle and drank down his whiskey. His thoughts quickly turned to Avriel and the promise that she had made to Kellallea.
 
   “I fear that I might lose her.”
 
   Abram looked to him, his kind eyes offered sympathy. “There is no fear like that which we harbor for those we love.”
 
   “She has sworn fealty to Kellallea. And…she carries my child.”
 
   Abram nodded, having looked back to the lazy fire. “I know. I learned of it in the spirit world.”
 
   “Is there nothing that cannot be gained from the spirit world?” Whill asked with a scoff.
 
   “Thoughts. They cannot be known by spirits. But all that is said and all that occurs, that can be obtained.”
 
   “Have you been watching?”
 
   “I have watched you periodically over the last few months.” Abram turned and smiled wide at Whill. “You have made me proud, Whill. You have made your ancestors proud.”
 
   Whill took in a long, slow breath. With the exhalation went much of his pent-up anxiety concerning such matters.
 
   Abram flickered and dimmed. He stood from his seat and offered Whill his hand. “I must return to the spirit world. With the dawning sun comes my final quest.”
 
   Whill shook his head, clasping Abram’s ghostly hand with both of his. “What do you mean, ‘final quest’?”
 
   Abram placed his other hand on Whill’s. His eyes reflected the torchlight, like curling morning waves announcing the sun at dawn.
 
   “I spent my life preparing you for all of this. I believe that I did a good job. You do not need me, Whill. I lingered in this world because I thought that you did. Now that the veil has been opened before me, I see you clearly…you are a king if ever I have seen one. You are a warrior of legend, a man with strong morals and good intent. You have remained humble even though you wielded the power of a god.
 
   “Whill…there is nothing more I can give to you.”
 
   Whill let out a heavy sigh that broke at the end. He swallowed hard, wanting so much to say everything on his mind, but his body betrayed him, and he broke down in tears.
 
   Abram took him in a tight hug and kissed one cheek.
 
   “At least we have a chance at a proper goodbye,” said Abram.
 
   Whill clutched the man, not wanting to let go.
 
   They finally parted, and Abram looked on him proudly. “I will save a seat for you in the Mountain of the Gods. I believe that the dwarves at least owe us a beer.”
 
   Whill laughed through his tears. “I’ll see you then, Abram.”
 
   Abram nodded. His eyes told Whill all that needed to be known. Then he turned and walked through the door.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 41
 
   Northward Bound
 
    
 
    
 
   Whill got little sleep that night. He tossed and turned, thinking about the attack on Belldon Island that would take place in the morning. His first impulse was to mount up on Zorriaz and storm the island with Abram and the others. But his impulses had gotten him in trouble in the past.
 
   He had learned his lesson.
 
   Still it killed him to know that he would not be participating in the rescue. He knew that Avriel needed him as well. He had no idea what Kellallea was up to, but he knew that it couldn’t be good. Before he could deal with the devious goddess, however, he knew he had Zander to deal with.
 
   An hour before dawn, he got out of bed and dressed in his armor. He left Brinn without a word to anyone but Captain Marshall, telling him that he would return as soon as he could with the barbarian witch.
 
   After leaving the captain, he met with Zalenlia. She and the other golds had bedded down in the field many miles south of Brinn—and far away from the drunken dwarves.
 
   The large gold dragon rose and stretched out her wide wings, flapping them twice before folding them to her sides.
 
   “You go to find the spirit walker?” she said.
 
   “Yes,” said Whill. “I would have you join me, if you wish.”
 
   “Our path lies to the southwest,” said Zalenlia, glancing in that direction and sniffing the air. “There are many gold eggs that must be retrieved from Drakkar. I will not leave them to be raised by those who worship the Father of Dragons. Many of the Blessed survived the battles to the south.”
 
   “But what of the pact?” said Whill. “Brinn could use your help should the necromancer attack while I am away. If not yourself, surely one of your kin or more might be able to remain behind.”
 
   “Good king,” said Zalenlia, bowing her head. “We have sworn a pact, that is true, but our first responsibility lies with the safety of our whelps. Healing you was my gesture of peace to the humans of Agora. That must be enough for now.”
 
   “But where will you take the eggs?” Whill asked.
 
   “We will not take them anywhere. I will take control of Drakkar Island.”
 
   Whill tried to think of a way that he might keep the dragons there to guard Brinn, but they were not his servants. The dragons were free to do as they pleased.
 
   “Very well,” said Whill. “I thank you once again for all that you have done for me. I will not soon forget my debt.”
 
   “If you do, know that I will remind you,” said Zalenlia. “Farewell for now, Whillhelm Warcrown.”
 
   “Farewell, Zalenlia.”
 
   He watched the small terror of golden dragons as they flew off to the southwest. He wished that there had been something he could say, something he could offer them to get them to stay, but he was the one who owed Zalenlia, not the other way around.
 
   Zorriaz took to the morning sky as the first rays of light lit the horizon to the east. They headed north, taking a wide arc around Lake Eardon. From his vantage point, Whill should have been able to see rolling hills and rivers branching out from the lake, but the greenish fog hung thick about the land.
 
   Whill flew north for hours. With every mile his apprehension increased. There was no sign of life in Shierdon. He landed more than once to survey the destruction that had been wrought by Zander. Both times he found nothing but dead vegetation and trees, and abandoned villages as quiet as graveyards.
 
   “Can it be that he has killed them all?” he asked Zorriaz. “There were nearly a half million people living in Shierdon.”
 
   “Then for their sakes, I hope it is not true,” said the dragon.
 
   The fog lightened the further they got from Lake Eardon, and soon Whill could see through it to the land below. The trees in the forests had no leaves. They stood broken and withered. There was no green to be seen in the fields or orchards either. Even the lakes and rivers were eerily still and dark.
 
   It made Whill sick to think of all the people who had died, only to be risen to serve Zander and attack their own people.
 
   “This isn’t good, Zorriaz. We’ve got to find this Gretzen woman swiftly. For if this plague spreads south, Uthen-Arden will be lost.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 42
 
   Belldon Island
 
    
 
    
 
   Early in the morning, Krentz summoned Dirk and Abram. They joined her and Chief by the lake shore. Raene and her dwarves were there as well, loading on the many boats that would take them to Belldon Island.
 
   “It be a good day for killin’ liches,” said Kelgar. He stood with his arms hooked around the double-headed halberd draped over his shoulders.
 
   “Aye,” said Raene. She couldn’t help her ear-to-ear grin.
 
   “You and your dwarves give us a distraction, and we’ll do the rest,” said Dirk.
 
   “Oh, we be givin’ ye a distraction all right,” said Kelgar with a laugh. “When we be done with ‘em, they’ll wish they was dead!”
 
   The surrounding dwarves gave a cheer and broke out into song. They sang of their fallen king and kin, of glory and vengeance. The spirits of the human soldiers were lifted as well. General Walker had chosen the fiercest and the strongest of his men for the mission. They had no fear of death and nothing left to lose. One and all knew that the fate of the kingdom rested upon their shoulders.
 
   The dwarves led the way across the waters in five boats, each carrying over a hundred dwarves. Each ship had many blessed dwarves aboard, ready to turn away any attack that came from the island.
 
   Krentz dismissed Dirk and summoned him back. This time he brought Fyrfrost and Abram with him. Dirk, Abram, and Chief turned to wisps as Krentz mounted the spirit dragon. Together they flew high above the lake and waited for the allies to make their move.
 
    
 
   The dwarven blessed churned the water behind the boats, while others filled the wide sails with wind. Soon they were speeding across the lake toward the distant island. Jade mist hung thick upon the waters, but like an arrow the fleet cut through the veil.
 
   Raene stood with her fearless kin, bellowing the song at the top of her lungs. Tears welled in her eyes, partly from the incredible wind, but also from the tides of emotion crashing through her.
 
   Soon the island came into view, and with it, the undead armada. The long line of ships were anchored a mile from the island. Even as one of the dwarves yelled from the crow’s nest high above, a horn blared in the distance. From across the water came dozens of flashes as the many ships unloaded their cannons.
 
   “Blessed o’ the gods!” yelled Kelgar. “Prepare to repel the attack!”
 
   Those dwarves who had been blessed with the new abilities moved to the front of the ships and focused on the incoming cannon balls. They put their hands out before them and tensed as they mentally took control of the quickly descending projectiles. Raene stood beside her brother, straining against the effort to repel the attack. The cannon balls continued to sail toward them, but then, one after another, they slowed and finally hovered high above the water.
 
   “Push!” Kelgar ordered his dwarves.
 
   They gave a collective cry and mentally pushed the hovering cannon balls back over the lake, guiding them toward the armada. A cheer went up when fires flared to life in the distance, and the armada was riddled with their own bombs.
 
   The dwarves pushed on. Propelled by the surging waters behind them, they crashed through the armada, sending back cannons once more and sinking many ships. The others they left lame in their wake.
 
   Up on the rocky shores of Belldon Island, the undead had gathered en masse. A thousand glowing eyes waited for them, bright even in the morning sun that peeked through parts in the surging mists. There were humans, draggard, elves, even dwarven undead there on the shore, gnashing their teeth and snapping at the air.
 
   “Give em a volley o’ stone!” Kelgar ordered all surrounding ships.
 
   They had loaded the barges with boulders and smaller stones. The dwarves mentally took hold of the load and raised it into the air above their heads.
 
   “Fire!”
 
   The hundreds of rocks flew through the air in a long arc and slammed into the waiting horde, sending many crashing into the sea.
 
   A fell language rode across the water, and dozens of points on the shore began to glow.
 
   “Can we turn back a magical attack?” Raene whispered to her brother.
 
   “Dunno. But we’re about to be findin’ out,” said Kelgar.
 
   Just then, the death knights along the shore let loose their glowing attack in the form of furious green fireballs that streaked across the lake, kicking up ten-foot plumes in their wake.
 
   The dwarves instinctively pushed the spells with their minds. To Raene’s shock and amazement, it worked. Many of the writhing fireballs fell to the ocean, guarded by shaking hands. Others turned in their flight and hit the coast. Kelgar sent another volley of stone, this time telling the dwarves to aim for the castle overlooking the southern lakeside.
 
   The dwarves drove the ships to shore and began to leap off the sides into the shallow water before they had dropped anchor. Undead charged the invaders but were pushed back by the mental force of those who had been blessed. They raised dirt and stone from the lakeshore and attacked with whirlwinds of flying debris and crushing stone.
 
   The battle for Belldon Island had begun.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 43
 
   Like a Bandit in the Night
 
    
 
    
 
   Fyrfrost dove through the clouds and sailed down to the castle. The dwarves were charging the beach, pushing back the thousands of undead who had moved to defend.
 
   “Give us a few minutes to search the castle,” said Dirk. “Stay out of range.”
 
   He and Abram vanished.
 
   There were many archers along the battlements and tower balconies. Krentz knew that she had been spotted, but there was little they could do about it. She was hundreds of yards away from the castle and climbing. Dirk and Abram would fly through the castle, locate Teera and the other women, and return to tell her where the extraction point would be.
 
   As she flew a wide circle around the castle, winged beasts leapt from the highest towers to intercept her.
 
   “We’re got company,” she told Chief and Fyrfrost.
 
   The dragon growled low.
 
   “When you hear the bow sing, fly steady,” said Krentz.
 
    
 
   Abram and Dirk flew through the castle walls and into the main hall and instantly they felt the pull of Zander. The lich was up high in one of the many towers, mentally commanding the undead to defend the southern shore. Dirk fought the compulsion to obey and led Abram through the main hall and down into the lower depths. There was a dungeon below the castle, but a quick search of it turned up no Teera. Up into the main body of the castle they flew, checking room after room and soon moving on to the many towers.
 
   Dirk wanted to avoid Zander if possible, however, he began to think that the necromancer was keeping his captives close. A search of the towers confirmed his suspicions, for the only one they hadn’t checked was the one from which Zander’s commands emanated.
 
   “He is too close to them,” said Dirk as they both solidified in the stairwell to the tower.
 
   “The dwarves will soon reach the castle. Perhaps Zander will leave the tower to deal with them,” said Abram.
 
   A lich came through the doorway at the bottom of the stairs. Upon seeing the two spirits, it opened its mouth to give warning, but Dirk’s spirit blade quickly severed its soul. The dark elf dropped to the floor, lifeless.
 
   Two loud thuds shook the castle. Dirk could just imagine the dwarves hurling massive boulders at the stone walls.
 
   “Now we know where they are,” said Dirk. “I’ll go back and tell Krentz. Our best chance is getting them out through the roof.”
 
   “Agreed,” said Abram. “I’ll stay here. If Zander leaves the tower, I’ll make my move. You just be ready with Krentz.”
 
    
 
   A draquon dove at Fyrfrost’s neck, and Krentz let loose a streaking arrow that took the beast in the chest. Another draquon attacked from the right. Fyrfrost bathed it in flames and banked a hard left, spinning and diving to crush the wings of another beast that had been flying below them.
 
   Krentz’s dragon bow sang again and again, riddling the attacking draquon with glowing arrows. Fyrfrost doused a group of three as they attacked head on. Through the flame the undead draquon continued. Chief streaked by and slammed into the lead attacker, and Krentz put her bow to work on the others. Suddenly Dirk was there as well, solidifying on the back of one of the beasts and thrusting his glowing blade into its back. He leapt off as the dying draquon spiraled to the ground far below.
 
   “We have found them,” said Dirk.
 
   “Lead the way!” Krentz yelled over the howling wind.
 
   Ghost and dragon dove down toward the castle and flew between the many towers. Death knights were blasting the distant dwarves with glowing spells from the battlements and spires. Dirk landed on the wide roof of the tower and stealthily attacked a death knight from behind. It dropped dead at his feet, but two others turned to attack. Krentz leapt off Fyrfrost as he flew over the tower. She hit the roof and rolled, coming up in a shooting stance. Two glowing arrows hit the death knights and laid them low.
 
   Chief growled. Having solidified on the roof beside Dirk, he now stared at the door leading to the tower below.
 
   “Stand ba—” Dirk began to say, but the door suddenly burst from its hinges.
 
   Zander walked out onto the roof. He wore armor made completely of bone. In his left hand he held the long staff with the glowing green skull set atop. From his right hand came a sudden flash of light, and a green crackling orb shot out and streaked across the roof. Chief leapt in front of Krentz before she had time to react. The orb hit the ghost wolf and disintegrated him in a shower of sparks.
 
   Dirk shot across the roof and slammed the necromancer into the battlements before he could get off another shot. The dark elf kept his feet, spinning with the attack and grabbing Dirk by the neck to pin him against the wall.
 
   “Now, you are mine,” said Zander.
 
   Through his fingertips went writhing jade tendrils. They snaked their way into Dirk’s neck even as he thrust the spirit blade into Zander’s side. The necromancer reeled back, severing contact. Then the dragon bow sang three sharp notes. The arrows hit Zander one after another, sending him toppling over the battlements and out of sight.
 
   Krentz ran to Dirk as he slumped to the floor.
 
    
 
   Abram sensed Zander moving up to the roof. He peeked his head through the large wooden door and peered into the room beyond. There he saw Teera and two of her daughters shackled to the wall. He was dismayed to not see Mael. Abram flew into the room and solidified before his unconscious sister. She and the others looked like they had been through hell. Abram noticed Teera’s bandaged wrist and felt a pang of sorrow and regret wash through him. He touched her face and spoke her name. Slowly she roused and opened her eyes.
 
   “Abram?” she said, eyes widening. “What devilry is this?”
 
   “Hello, sister. I’ve come to free you. Where are the keys to your shackles?”
 
   Teera looked confused. “Is it really you?” she asked, mystified.
 
   “Yes. We haven’t much time. Where are the keys?”
 
   Teera shook her head as if to clear it. Her eyes wandered over the room.
 
   “The necromancer has them.”
 
   That wasn’t what Abram wanted to hear. He inspected the thick chains and the locks binding Terra’s wrists and ankles. He took hold of a chain attached to the floor and pulled with all his might. His fear and anger fueled his ghostly power, and with great effort he ripped the bolt from the stone. The task left him feeling weak and tired, but he eventually tore all the chains from their moorings. Teera could hardly stand,
 
   “Where is Mael?” Abram asked.
 
   Teera was helping her youngest daughter Ella to stand. She only shook her head at her brother.
 
   Anger welled inside Abram, giving him strength.
 
   “Come on,” he said, leading his sister and nieces to the stairwell by the wall.
 
   Abram cautiously peered through the open door to the roof beyond. Krentz was kneeling beside a fading Dirk. There was no sign of Zander.
 
   “Quickly,” said Krentz when she saw them. “Get them to Fyrfrost!”
 
   The dragon landed in the middle of the roof and lowered a wing. Abram ushered the women across the roof and helped them to mount Fyrfrost.
 
   Soon they were gliding out over the water and watching the castle disappear into the distance.
 
    
 
   Raene saw the dragon fly overhead and smiled to herself—they had done it. She yelled to her brother Kelgar, telling him that it was now time to fall back, the captives had been rescued.
 
   “Bah! Fall back?” he said as he hurled yet another boulder at the attacking hordes of undead. “We got ‘em right where we be wantin’ ‘em!”
 
   A fell voice boomed, shaking the stone and spurring the undead on harder. Raene looked up to the towers and found a dark figure standing on the battlements of one of them. She recognized the glowing staff to be Zander’s. The necromancer extended his hand, and from it came a crackling arc of lightning that snaked its way through the air and hit the dwarven army. Green bolts leapt from one dwarf to another and exploded against the ground.
 
   Those dwarves who had been hit cried out in tortured voices. Raene watched, horrified as one such dwarf beside her convulsed and shuttered. Suddenly he settled and turned his green, glowing eyes on Raene.
 
   “Fall back!” she cried out.
 
   Another blot hit the group, turning dozens of dwarfs into Zander’s minions. The undead dwarves began to attack their kin as Zander’s hordes pressed harder from the north.
 
   Raene fought her way through the recently turned dwarves, felling them swiftly with her glowing mace and sending them on to the Mountain of the Gods. She reached Kelgar and found her brother cursing and crying as he chopped down one of his generals who had been hit by the spell.
 
   “We must fall back!” said Raene.
 
   Kelgar glared up at Zander. Raene thought for a fearful moment that he would order another charge. But to her relief he cupped his hand beside his mouth and ordered a retreat.
 
   “With me, sister. When that bastard fires again, send it back at him.”
 
   The dwarves rushed by, heading for the shore. Zander cocked back his arm again and unleashed the most powerful blast yet. A deafening boom of thunder was followed by a thick bolt of lightning. Raene and Kelgar lifted their arms and tried to mentally take hold of the spell, but the energy was too strong and wild to tame. The many bolts leapt from one dwarf to another, turning dozens more into liches.
 
   “Gods damn ye bastard!” Kelgar cried. Wide-eyed and deranged by rage, he searched the immediate area and mentally raised a ten-foot-wide block of stone that had fallen from the bombarded castle wall.
 
   Raene put her mace to work and fought off those undead dwarves who got too close to her brother.
 
   Kelgar gave a growling cry and pushed the stone through the air, up over the castle proper, to slam into the tower upon which the necromancer stood. The stone block crashed through the middle of the tower, which buckled, crumbling at the middle, and toppled over like a felled tree.
 
   “Hurry!” said Raene, grabbing her exhausted brother’s arm and pulling him toward the shore.
 
   The dwarves fought off their kin and scrambled onto the boats. Many of the blessed remained behind to keep the hordes at bay while their brothers launched the boats.
 
   As the boats where propelled across the lake by the churning waters, the song of war could be heard coming from the island.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 44
 
   Volnoss
 
    
 
    
 
   Zorriaz led Whill across the dead north in half a day. They reached the Strait of Shierdon shortly before nightfall and crossed the twenty-mile expanse swiftly. Krentz had told Whill that he would find Gretzen in the southern most village at the center of the island. He spotted it easily, seated just beyond the shore, past a long field and small pine forest.
 
   Whill had never been to Volnoss. He marveled at how much it resembled Eldon Island. Of course, given what Whill knew of the history of Agora, he was not surprised by the resemblance. The people of Eldon Island were, after all, descendants of the mighty barbarians of Volnoss. Teepees dotted the village, hundreds of them both large and small, along with long wooden lodges with many chimneys. The barbarians pointed up at Whill and Zorriaz as the two flew overhead. Some brave young men even chased after the dragon, carrying bows and shaking their fists.
 
   “They are a brave people,” Zorriaz noted. She was not used to humans standing their ground easily in her presence.
 
   “They are indeed brave,” said Whill, thinking of Aurora. “Theirs is a tragic story. I find myself quite torn in this regard. The dwarves and even my ancestors drove them from their lands to live exiled on this icy island.”
 
   “Yes,” said Zorriaz with a rumble. “My racial memory tells me as much. One of my ancestors fought in the battle for Northern Shierdon.”
 
   “For which side?”
 
   “She fought alongside the barbarians.”
 
   “Well then,” said Whill. “You are in good company. Be sure to impart that knowledge to them when we land.”
 
   Zorriaz banked a hard right toward the center of the village. A large fire burned there, and hundreds of villagers had gathered. Looking beyond the village square, Whill could see thousands of smaller tents in fields and forest clearings stretching for miles. It was as if the entire population had converged on Fox Tribe.
 
   As soon as Whill laid eyes on Gretzen Spiritbone, he knew who she was. She radiated power like the elven lords of old. Like a queen she stood, chin raised, eyes hard and unyielding, and hair like a silver lining. Her face was weathered and cracked like the bark of an old tree, but likewise it was beautiful. Whill had never seen a human so old.
 
   Zorriaz put down, stoking the fire with her large wings as she slowed. Whill climbed down and regarded the gathering. They eyed him with a mix of trepidation and malice. It was not uncommon for the barbarians to try and intimidate their enemies by making grotesque faces, and Whill was not surprised to see many of them sticking their tongues out and crossing their eyes, scowling and peeling back their lips to show teeth like predators. He noticed too that the crowd consisted of only the very old or the very young. This gave him pause, for he remembered that it had been he who had destroyed the barbarian army at the Battle for the Ky’Dren Pass.
 
   Whill took a few steps toward Gretzen and stopped. “Gretzen Spiritbone?”
 
   The old woman took small steps until she was standing directly in front of him at eye level. She was now old and hunched, but Gretzen had once stood a proud seven feet.
 
   “I am she. Greetings, Whill of Agora.” She bowed slightly to Zorriaz. “And Zorriaz the White.”
 
   “You know our names,” said Whill.
 
   “I know many things, King Warcrown, and I have forgotten ten times as much, unfortunately.”
 
   “Then it is an honor to be remembered by one so long-lived. You are truly blessed.”
 
   “Yes,” she said with a raised brow. “I seem to have been blessed…and cursed by the gods.”
 
   Whill would have extended his hand in greeting long ago, but he knew what would happen if he touched her. She noticed his apprehension and grinned.
 
   Turning with a flourish of robes, she extended her hand to the long table set between two large fires. “Dine with me and tell us of the wider world. You are my guest here,” she said, eyeing the others.
 
   A white buffalo was brought before Zorriaz and staked to the ground with a heavy chain. The young barbarian men hurried out of the way when the task was done, but Zorriaz did not at once devour the beast as they thought she might, but rather waited by the table, watching the frightened animal with mild interest.
 
   “Thank you,” she said to Gretzen in the ancient Vald language.
 
   The entire tribe perked up.
 
   “My ancestors fought alongside your people in the battle for Northern Shierdon long ago. It seems that we are brought together once more.”
 
   “We are honored by your presence, Zorriaz,” said Gretzen. “The chieftains of the seven tribes will join us shortly.”
 
   “Good. For what I have to say concerns them as well,” said Whill.
 
   “You speak of Zander and the undead hordes.”
 
   “It is true, there is little that you do not know,” said Whill with a grin. He liked the old woman. She reminded him much of his own aunt Teera.
 
   Just then someone stepped from the surrounding crowd and walked into the firelight. Whill looked to the newcomer and couldn’t help a fool’s smile.
 
   “Azzeal?”
 
   “A little less furry than you might remember, but yes, it is me,” said the elf, smiling wide.
 
   Whill and the elf hugged like brothers. “It is good to see that you survived the Draggard Wars,” said Whill when they parted.
 
   “And you, Whillhelm Warcrown. I was not surprised to hear that you had defeated Eadon.” Azzeal said it loud and for all to hear. The barbarians responded well to such bluster.
 
   Drums sounded in the distance, and Whill looked to Gretzen.
 
   “The others have arrived,” said the old woman, rolling her eyes. “They always make such a fuss about it.”
 
   The first chieftain to arrive was Gray Oak. She walked between the parted crowds, led by an entourage of tattooed young warriors who wore the hides of the snow cat. Gray Oak and her daughter, Aewinn Icefang, both wore a snow cat head as their mantle, with the long white fur trailing behind. 
 
   “Welcome, Gray Oak,” said Gretzen. “Please, sit and dine with us.”
 
   The chieftain of Snow Cat Tribe eyed Whill and his dragon and took a seat at the table. Swiftly drinks were poured for her and her warriors.
 
   The next to arrive was Agrock Silverscale of Dragon Tribe. When he and his warriors stepped into the village square, they dropped to their knees and bowed before Zorriaz.
 
   Whill looked to her quickly, noting how much she enjoyed the attention and respect.
 
   Gretzen introduced them all to each other and asked the chief to sit with them as well. And so it went with the others: Goreng the Mighty of Bear Tribe, Heidir Hauknefr of Hawk Tribe, and Vardveizla Soaringsong of Eagle Tribe each took a seat at the long table.
 
   Fish soup was served to all in attendance, along with seaweed bread and mussels. The chieftains ate little, looking anxious to get on with the meeting. One which Whill still marveled at. 
 
   How, he wondered, did Gretzen know to call them here now?
 
   Gretzen ate her food as though she were alone in her hut. She sipped her soup loudly and slurped down her mussels, even scooping up the last of her food with bread. Everyone waited patiently, drinking from their clay tankards to relieve the mounting tension.
 
   Whill liked her style. Finding himself hungry anyway, he mimicked her relaxed and leisurely dining ritual. Seeing this, the other chiefs began to eat more heartily.
 
   Gretzen lifted her tankard of mead and smiled upon the gathering. Those barbarians standing around the table had access to the same kegs, and raised their glasses as well. “To new horizons, and wonders yet undiscovered!”
 
   “Veizla!” cried the barbarians, which Whill at least knew meant “feast” or “cheers.”
 
   “Veizla!” he said as well and clanged glasses with Gretzen.
 
   She tipped back her pint of mead and didn’t put it down until it was empty. Whill found himself guzzling to keep up. The barbarians watched him over tipped rims, gauging his strength partially in how he drank.
 
   He made sure to turn over an empty tankard like the rest of them.
 
   Zorriaz in turn bit into the keg laid before her. Foam sprayed from the puncture wounds as she tilted her large head and drank the contents in a few long gulps. She then tossed the keg to the side and swiped up the white buffalo and bit it in half.
 
   The barbarians of Dragon Tribe cheered.
 
   “I’ll give you my seven daughters for that dragon!” said Agrock Silverscale, pounding the table, eyes alight with wonder and dreams of glory.
 
   “I am afraid that she is not mine to sell,” said Whill.
 
   Gretzen swatted her hand in Agrock’s direction. “You of all people should know that the dragon cannot be tamed. She goes where she pleases, and where she pleases is where she goes.”
 
   Agrock ignored her, standing from his seat and walking around the table to stand before Zorriaz.
 
   She cocked her head back and eyed him sidelong, all the while crunching on bones.
 
   “I saw you in a dream,” said Agrock in nearly a whisper. He reached a trembling hand to touch her scaled chest.
 
   She only watched.
 
   “This is a sign from Thodin. A sign from the gods!”
 
   “Lightning striking your hut,” said Zorriaz. “Water flooding your tower, crops withering beneath the midday sun. These might be signs from your gods. But I can assure you, my presence here is by my choice.”
 
   Agrock bowed before her repeatedly. “I do not mean to anger you, oh great white. But it is true. I saw you in a dream. I rode you during a great battle. Together we took Shierdon.”
 
   Zorriaz looked to Whill. “Perhaps your dream spoke some truth. I come here with Whillhelm Warcrown to ask your help in Shierdon.”
 
   All eyes went to Whill. He in turn addressed Gretzen.
 
   “It is true. I need your help. It is said that only you can stop the necromancer.”
 
   Gretzen took a drink from her refilled cup and set it down slowly. “I may be able to stop him. This is true.”
 
   “Will you help?” Whill asked. “Will you march south with me and fight alongside men, elves and dwarves, to defeat this terrible foe?”
 
   “I may,” said Gretzen, eyeing him carefully. “What do you offer in return for my help?”
 
   Whill studied her, learning nothing from her steely eyes. “What do you want? You need but name it.”
 
   Gretzen looked to the other chieftains with a sly grin. “I wish for Uthen-Arden to recognize Shierdon as barbarian territory. Now and forever.”
 
   Whill thought about that. On one hand it was a lot to ask for an entire country, on the other hand, Whill remembered that Shierdon had originally belonged to the barbarians. Considering that Shierdon’s human population had been all but wiped out, it seemed a good deal; he could worry about the dwarves’ reaction later.
 
   Whill stood. “I have all my life been a student of history,” he said to the chiefs and villagers alike. “It is said that you barbarians are a reckless lot. Violent to a fault, they say. Why, up until a few hundred years ago, you killed your weak and cast aside the young who did not meet the measure. But I see that you have grown wiser. You are a changed people. And so are we. If you help us to defeat the necromancer and his undead hordes, I shall recognize Shierdon as barbarian land. Now and forever.”
 
   The gathered barbarians and chieftains looked to Gretzen, wide-eyed. The old woman only smiled pleasantly. “Then let us set out in the morning. Tomorrow, we return to the homeland!”
 
    
 
   The gathering dispersed as the chieftains went to tell their people of the news. Gretzen asked Whill to follow her and led him to a tent on the outskirts of the village to the south.
 
   He followed her inside, careful not to touch her.
 
   “Please, have a seat by the fire,” said Gretzen, walking to the other side of the tent and putting a kettle over the small fire.
 
   Whill sat silently, watching her add wood to the fire.
 
   When she had it blazing, she shuffled to her chair and covered herself with the blanket that had been draped over the back.
 
   “I know why you fear to touch me,” said Gretzen.
 
   “Your knowledge and perception continue to amaze me. I have never met a human like you. Do you have power like mine?”
 
   She shook her head. “No, our powers are nothing alike.”
 
   Whill had thought that perhaps Gretzen was a mimic as well, and had picked up her abilities from some dark elf necromancer.
 
   “What then is the origin of your power? It is said that you can conjure spirits and control the undead like Zander. Are you a necromancer as well?”
 
   Gretzen spat on the floor. “I am nothing like them. I speak with the dead, help them. I do not trap them and command them. Through me they are able to pierce the veil between worlds.”
 
   “What is your power called?” Whill asked.
 
   “There is no mane for it in your tongue.”
 
   Whill watched the old woman as she warmed her hands by the fire. It was only mild outside, but she acted as though she were cold.
 
   “What will happen to me if I gain your power? Will it be hard to control?”
 
   “You do not want my power. I am used to the visions and the voices. I can resist the stronger spirits.”
 
   “But the two of us together, surely we could defeat the necromancer.”
 
   She shook her head. “You would have no control. I have practiced my craft for over two hundred years, and even I do not understand every aspect of it.”
 
   “I appreciate your concern,” said Whill. “But I also need protection from Zander and his minions. If I inadvertently gain their power, I will be even more unprepared.”
 
   “Then you must stay far from them. Go south and deal with Kellallea.”
 
   “You would have me face a goddess but not a necromancer?”
 
   Gretzen eyed him sidelong. “Your destiny does not lie on Belldon Island.”
 
   “I will not leave my countrymen to deal with Zander while I fly to Elladrindellia. I would see Zander stopped as soon as possible. There are things that are more important than my destiny. You say that I am not prepared for your power, yet you seem to know everything. If that is true, then you know what I have been through. I defeated Eadon and gave up the power of a god. If anyone can handle your power, it is me.”
 
   The old woman let out a long sigh. “You are an impatient one. Aren’t you, Whill of Agora?”
 
   “That may be so. Look, I have agreed to give you Shierdon. All I ask for in return is your help. We do not need to march what is left of your people to Belldon Island. Give me your power, and together we will defeat Zander.”
 
   “If that is your wish, then I shall respect it. But I warn you. Nothing will ever be the same should you pierce the veil.”
 
   “I understand,” said Whill.
 
   “Very well,” she said, extending her hand.
 
   Whill stood and walked closer. He steadied himself with a deep breath and cleared his mind. Slowly, he took her hand in his.
 
   At first nothing happened. Whill stood holding the old woman’s hand and staring into her cloudy gray eyes.
 
   But then suddenly the world melted away and the veil was lifted.
 
   Whill gasped.
 
   Shadows flew past his face.
 
   Voices cried out in the eternal night. Above, against a backdrop of churning stars, the moon streaked across the sky, waxing and waning rapidly like a blinking eye. The ghosts of animals and barbarians alike roamed the land, seemingly without purpose. One of the barbarians, a woman, noticed his attention and streaked across the quivering grass.
 
   “Help me!” she cried in an ear-piercing voice of torment and loss.
 
   Whill fell back. It was as though he were falling in a dream. He fell through the air and the spirit loomed above. Her face turned gruesome as rage filled her eyes. Whill hit the ground and the spirit was upon him, pinning him there and glaring down on him.
 
   “Help me!” she screamed through skeletal teeth with no lips.
 
   “Back!” he cried, touching his hand to her forehead. A flash of light erupted from the contact, and the ghost turned to a wisp of light that flew zig-zagging into the dark forest.
 
   Come with me.
 
   Whill turned around and saw Gretzen standing with an outstretched hand. He hurriedly reached for it and was pulled beyond the veil once more.
 
   He blinked. They were in the tent. The fire crackled softly beside him. He realized he was on the floor, lying on his back. Gretzen still held his hand and pulled him up to sit.
 
   “What was that?” he asked, releasing her and rubbing his throbbing head.
 
   “The spirit world,” said Gretzen. “You did well with the Krellr. I thought for a moment she might devour your soul.”
 
   “They can do that?”
 
   “In the spirit world they can. You must be careful when going there.”
 
   “But I didn’t even mean to go there.”
 
   “It is what you wanted, therefore it is what you did. You are now a spirit walker, a Krellr Troda. You will see spirits here in the physical plane, and you will be able to visit the spirit world when you wish.” She suddenly clutched his sleeve and pulled him closer. “Remember this. Your strength in the spirit realm depends on just that, your spirit. It is a wild place of sheer willpower. That is what keeps the spirits between realms, which is the only way to defeat them. Most ghosts are aimless, pathetic creatures, but some are strong of mind and purpose, and will use you to return to the land of the living. Beware.”
 
   She released him, and Whill reconsidered the wisdom of his decision.
 
   “Thank you, Gretzen.”
 
   She gave a mirthless laugh that ended in a long cough. “Be careful what you thank me for. Your journey through the land of the dead has just begun.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 45
 
   Breakfast First, Heroism Later
 
    
 
    
 
   Whill thrashed about in his sleep that night, plagued by nightmares both real and imagined. Gretzen finally came to him in his dreams and led him through the land of the dead. They ventured through forests and glades, across ancient bridges long destroyed and forgotten by time. The sun never rose there, though the moon ever flirted with the churning stars.
 
   He saw creatures that he had never heard of, including mammoth beasts that shook the ground with their footfalls and lumbered along aimlessly. Forests and hills rose and fell. Villages full of busy barbarians were there one moment and gone the next. All the while an eerie wind blew; it was seen as well as heard, manifesting itself as fleeting shadows that sailed through the trees and over the tops of wheat fields, dancing and tumbling with each other, and changing the landscape wherever they touched down.
 
   “It is time to wake.”
 
   Whill shot up straight in bed, brandishing his dagger. A strong hand grabbed his wrist.
 
   Aurora smiled down on him.
 
   Gretzen eyed the dagger that was only inches from her neck. “You should not sleep with weapons,” she said lazily and turned from him.
 
   Whill let out a pent-up breath and glanced around to get his bearings. He was covered in cold sweat. “I’m sorry,” he said to her, cursing himself for being so stupid. “I could have killed you.”
 
   “None to worry,” said Aurora, releasing him. “Gretzen called to me for that very reason. You were thrashing about and yelling in your sleep.” She nodded toward the pillow beneath Whill’s head.
 
   He turned reluctantly and found the feathers to have been scattered everywhere. His fur quilt had many slashes and puncture holes as well.
 
   Whill tossed the dagger onto the floor and rubbed his eyes. “How are you here?” he asked Aurora. “And why are you…what happened?”
 
   “I am now like the spirit wolf Chief. I was killed and raised as a lich. Gretzen set me free.”
 
   “I know what you did to Azzeal. You betrayed us all.”
 
   Aurora bowed her head in shame. “I can only ask for your forgiveness, and I understand if you will not give it. Azzeal has forgiven me. I hope that you can also find it in your heart to do so.”
 
   Whill didn’t know what to say. “Well…it looks as though you have paid for your mortal crimes.”
 
   “She has,” said Gretzen. “The woman who betrayed you is dead. Here stands the true Aurora.”
 
   “I cannot undo what I did. But I can spend eternity repaying my debts,” said Aurora.
 
   Whill offered her a nod.
 
   Just then Azzeal entered the tent and smiled at them all. “Ah, I see that you have awakened. Forgive me, I heard your thrashing about from outside.”
 
   “You are no bother, Azzeal. Please, come in,” said Whill, glad to have the topic changed from Aurora’s sorrowful plight.
 
   “That was one hell of a dream,” he said, indicating the ripped bedding.
 
   “Not a dream. Real,” said Gretzen.
 
   “Right,” said Whill.
 
   Azzeal offered him a hand and helped him to stand. 
 
   “Now that we have come to an agreement, we must move on Zander,” said Whill as he walked to Gretzen by the fire.
 
   She cocked a brow and glanced at him. With a slow shaking of her head, she returned to her work. “Breakfast first. Heroism later.”
 
    
 
   Whill ate breakfast with Gretzen and Azzeal as Aurora stood by the fire, staring at it absently. He remained silent through the entire affair, sensing that the old woman liked it that way. She seemed to carry a great weight. The evidence was in her hunched back, slow movements, and the gravity of her stare.
 
   When finally she discarded her bowl, she wiped her hands on one another and got to her feet. Whill and Azzeal followed suit.
 
   “Let us go south and be done with this,” she said and turned to Aurora. “I have given the trinket to my apprentice for the time being. Watch over our people while I am gone.”
 
   “Yes, Gretzen. I will keep them safe,” said Aurora.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 46
 
   A Dark Secret
 
    
 
    
 
   Krentz had made it back to Brinn with Teera, Elzabeth, and Ella, but the women were not in good condition. Elzabeth seemed to be catatonic. She only stared, rarely blinking. The youngest of the women, Ella, had told Krentz how Zander and the death knights had ravished them, with Elzabeth getting the worst of it. Teera had been spared the filthy groping hands of the dark elves, but she had been disfigured. Her hand had been severed and the stump had not been treated properly.
 
   The dwarves had returned from Belldon Island with half their numbers, still they had dealt a blow to Zander. He would retaliate soon, Krentz knew.
 
   She stood atop the battlements of Brinn, looking out over the southern shore of Lake Eardon. The horizon to the north glowed a furious green. Even in the gloomy daylight caused by thick cloud cover, she could see the churning clouds above Belldon Island.
 
   “His retribution will be swift,” came Raene’s voice behind her. The dwarf climbed up the stairs and took a place beside Krentz.
 
   “Yes. I believe that it will,” said Krentz. “His plan to trap Whill in his web failed. Now he will attack. There were hundreds of thousands of human souls in that kingdom. Can it be that they have converted them all?”
 
   Raene watched her speak, becoming increasingly frightened. It was not for the elf’s words that she was startled, but by how Krentz spoke the words, and the look in her eye. Perhaps it was because Krentz was now mortal and without magic that she seemed to scare more easily. Raene did not know. But in all the time she had known the dark elf, Raene had never seen Krentz so shaken.
 
   “Bah, Whill and Gretzen will be here soon enough. They’ll set things right once and for all,” said Raene, trying to sound tough.
 
   When Krentz didn’t answer, Raene put a hand on her shoulder and gave a little squeeze. “What be on yer mind, eh?”
 
   Krentz pulled her cloak tighter, shrugging Raene’s hand off in the process. “We almost lost Dirk and Chief out there. That man and I have been through more than you can imagine. We’ve cheated death more times than should have been possible. I feel a shadow at my back, getting closer with every breath. One of these days we’re going to push our luck just a little too far.”
 
   “Aye,” said Raene. “I just buried me father nigh on a tenday. Everybody pushes their luck a little too far sooner or later. Ain’t none o’ us get out o’ here alive. And I say if ye got to be dyin,’ ye might as well be doin’ somethin’ worthwhile. Just think o’ all the good ye’ve done.”
 
   Krentz suddenly broke down and covered her eyes with her hand.
 
   A startled Raene blinked and looked on, not quite knowing what to say or do. She reached a hand out to touch Krentz’s arm, but then pulled it back.
 
   “What good have I done?” Krentz asked, wiping her eyes and straightening.
 
   “Well shite,” said Raene. “For one, ye’ve killed…I ain’t for knowin’ how many hundreds o’ undead. Surely that means somethin’. And for second, ye saved who knows how many barbarians on Volnoss.”
 
   “That battle would have been won without me. Besides. Some sins cannot be washed away, no matter how many good deeds you cover it up with.”
 
   Raene began to sense that Krentz was speaking of something deep and dark within her. “What did you do?” she asked with a small shiver.
 
   Krentz was silent for a long time, but then, finally…
 
   “I killed Whillhelm Warcrown’s entire line. I killed King Mathus of Eldalon. Right when the kingdom needed him the most, I destroyed his entire family.” Krentz’s voice cracked, and she cupped her mouth.
 
   “Ky’Dren’s bloody beard…” Raene gasped, at once knowing it was the wrong thing to say.
 
   “I don’t know why I told you that,” said Krentz, aggressively wiping at eyes that would not dry. “Forget what you heard.”
 
   She turned to leave, and Raene grabbed her arm. “Wait,” she said.
 
   Krentz eyed the hand wearily.
 
   “Listen,” said Raene, trying to find elegant words somewhere in her clumsy mind. “I ain’t for believin’ ye did that on yer own accord. Ye might be a dark elf, but ye ain’t evil. Ye were forced to do it, weren’t ye?”
 
   Krentz nodded. “I swore fealty to my father to save Dirk from a similar fate. I knew that Dirk would not be able to deal with being forced to kill the human men, women, and… The guilt would have torn him apart.”
 
   “It be tearin’ ye apart,” said Raene. “Ye’ve got to be forgivin’ yerself.”
 
   “I can’t…” Krentz broke down again and bent, sobbing onto Raene’s shoulder.
 
   Raene teared up as well, moved by Krentz’s pain and openness. Dwarves were a hard people. They did not often cry, nor did they speak so plainly about their feelings. Krentz was the first person to ever confide in her so.
 
   “What ye did, ye did for love. The guilt o’ what ye done be laid on yer father’s shoulders. And he’s paid for his crimes. Ye need not torture yerself.”
 
   “I need to tell him,” said Krentz.
 
   “Tell who?”
 
   “Whill,” said Krentz, straightening and wiping at her eyes.
 
   “I don’t know if that be a good idea,” said Raene.
 
   “I must. It is the only way. When he looks to me, I can barely hold his gaze. He has agreed to heal Dirk, bring him back to me. All the while we harbor this terrible secret. He needs to know.”
 
   “Even if it means him not healing Dirk out o’ spite?”
 
   “You don’t understand. If I am to claim to be a good person, I need to act like one. Not a murderous liar who accepts miracles from those she has wronged.”
 
   “I guess,” said Raene, squeezing her hand. “If that be what ye be thinkin’, that be what ye should be doin’.”
 
   Krentz sniffled and smiled down upon the dwarf. “I’m sorry for how I treated you. I was a hypocrite.”
 
   Raene shrugged it off. “Never mind all that. It already been swept out the door.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 47
 
   A Dark Storm Brewing
 
    
 
    
 
   Night fell upon Brinn, and the glow coming from the north continued to grow. The churning storm clouds coming from Belldon Island were ever widening, stretching out over the entire lake by midnight. Green lightning crackled throughout the storm, touching down on the lake and surrounding land, and starting more than one fire in the city of Brinn.
 
   Soldiers stood at their posts pensively, many of them beginning to second-guess their mettle.
 
   Raene, Krentz, Dirk and Abram hurried up to Brinn’s northernmost tower and looked out over the lake. Krentz studied the churning clouds, thinking that she had seen something in a flash of lightning, something quite unsettling.
 
   “What is that?” she asked.
 
   “A hurricane, by the looks of it,” said Abram.
 
   “No,” said Dirk. “Zander cannot control the weather. That is not the nature of his power.”
 
   Lightning flashed directly overhead, and Krentz gasped at what she saw—eyes.
 
   “Something is flying circles around the lake. Something is pushing the clouds,” she said in a shaking voice.
 
   Dirk studied the hurricane, focusing on the darker spots. His eyes widened.
 
   Raene had been watching him and pulled on his sleeve. “Well then, out with it. What the hells be moving that storm?”
 
   “Souls,” he said low. “Souls are churning that storm.”
 
   Something suddenly fell out of the sky and hit the battlements with a wet thud. Raene jumped back, brandishing her mace. An undead human stood on shaky legs and turned his green glowing eyes on the group.
 
   Dirk stabbed it through the chest before Raene could begin to react.
 
   Another thud came from the courtyard, followed by many more.
 
   Raene watched horrified as undead humans, elves, and draggard fell from the churning storm by the dozens.
 
   “By Ky’Dren’s bloody axe! It be raining undead!”
 
   They all stood there for a shocked moment, watching as the undead hit the ground in a chorus of crunching bones. The fiends glowed with unholy healing light and rose once again.
 
   “Defend the city!” Dirk finally cried.
 
   He leapt over the wall and charged into the center of the city as the warning bells tolled. The others followed close behind. Krentz let off a steady barrage of arrows at the closest ghoul, while Chief covered the group against attacks from above. More than once he shot over their heads and solidified, riding an undead beast to the ground.
 
   “Teera!” said Abram, and sprang across the courtyard and to the west.
 
   The others ran into the fortress at the center of town, and Dirk joined them, moving through the wall. He took form before General Walker, who was leaning over a map of Brinn. The man looked ashen but determined.
 
   “You must order a retreat,” Dirk told him.
 
   Walker jumped, and his advisers fell back, startled white by the appearance of Dirk.
 
   “Do not do that, man!” Walker yelled.
 
   “Brinn will be destroyed by morning,” said Dirk.
 
   “I will not abandon Brinn. We are the first defense against this…hell storm.”
 
   Krentz rushed over to the men, having left the others to defend the fortress. “Why are we still talking?” she asked them. “The heart of the storm draws near. The city will be destroyed. You must retreat.”
 
   “You two rogues do not command the army of Whillhelm Warcrown. Now if you would please—”
 
   “Then let us take Whill’s aunt and cousins away to safety. He would want it so,” said Krentz.
 
   General Walker glanced from Krentz to Dirk, considering it. “Agreed. You will bring Teera and her daughters south to Devandes.”
 
   “Wait a minute,” said Dirk. “We and our weapons are Brinn’s best defense against this onslaught.”
 
   “You said it yourself. Brinn is doomed,” said Krentz. “This city is full of soldiers who have sworn their lives to this cause. But those women have not. They have seen enough. If there is one thing we can do to redeem ourselves, it is to get them out of here.”
 
   Dirk blinked at her candor and stared for a moment. Krentz ignored him.
 
   “We shall take them safely away. Good luck to you, General,” she said and turned on her heel.
 
   Dirk caught up with her easily. “What the hells was that about?” he asked.
 
   “You know of what I spoke.”
 
   “Yes,” he said with an indignant laugh. “And your tongue has become loose of late.”
 
   “I’m tired of secrets. I’m tired of lies.”
 
   He grabbed her arm, forcing her to stop at the threshold. Just beyond the doorway, Raene and Chief were battling the undead, who now numbered in the hundreds.
 
   “You have to stop this. Your words shall see you hanged before this is through,” said Dirk.
 
   She pulled her arm away angrily. “Come, let’s get the women out of here.”
 
   Dirk shook his head and cursed under his breath when Krentz dashed down the stone steps and joined the fray, riddling the surrounding monsters with glowing arrows.
 
   Raene followed close behind, mentally blasting any undead monster who got too close. Dirk and Chief moved with blinding speed, cutting a path through the hordes and covering the rear.
 
   They reached the infirmary doors, and Dirk flew through the wall. He pushed back the startled guard and unlocked the big iron door. Krentz and Raene hurried inside, and Dirk closed the door to many clawing arms, severing one when he slammed it shut. The glowing hand began scurrying across the floor, and Raene frantically smashed it to pulp with her mace.
 
   Abram came streaking into the foyer and solidified before them. “You must summon the dragon. Get them out of here,” he said.
 
   “Agreed,” said Dirk. He turned to Krentz and gave her a nod.
 
   “Back to the spirit realm, Dirk Blackthorn,” she said, holding out the figurine.
 
   Krentz gave him time to summon the dragon and hurried to the back to gather up the three women. Raene hurried along after her.
 
   “Hurry. You are coming with us,” Krentz told Teera.
 
   The old healer and her youngest daughter were sitting beside the eldest, who still had not spoken or indicated that she was lucid, though her eyes remained wide opened.
 
   “Where is my brother?” Teera asked, rising.
 
   “He will be back shortly, and you must be ready,” said Krentz.
 
   A few minutes later she summoned the men back. Abram and Fyrfrost came with Dirk, though the dragon did not take form there in the cramped space.
 
   Abram lifted Elzabeth in his arms as Dirk, Chief, and the speck of light that was Fyrfrost flew back through the door to clear the way. Raene and Krentz, along with Abram, helped the women to the door.
 
   “Ready?” Abram asked them all.
 
   The women nodded.
 
   He burst through the door into a world of chaos. Fyrfrost had taken his physical form and was dousing the skies with flame. Undead still rained from the violent storm churning overhead, and though the Uthen-Arden soldiers fought valiantly, they were helpless against the attackers. Already the recently dead were rising from where they had fallen.
 
   Krentz unleashed her arrows as her dragon bow sang. “Hurry!” she yelled over her shoulder.
 
   Abram and Dirk needed no more prompting. They hurriedly helped the women up onto the dragon.
 
   Raene bashed the undead with her shield and crushed souls with her glowing mace. “Go on without me. Me place be here with me kin!” she yelled when Krentz motioned for her to get on too.
 
   “It’s suicide!” Krentz protested.
 
   “I’ll keep her safe,” said Dirk, suddenly beside her.
 
   Krentz searched his eyes, speechless.
 
   “We need to leave, NOW!” Abram yelled from the back of the dragon.
 
   “You cannot remain here. I hold the trinket,” said Krentz.
 
   “It will only pull me back to it. Go. You will know when I have returned to the trinket. Go!” he said, kissing her hard.
 
   Krentz watched him streak away from her and stab a draggard through the chest before vanishing once more and severing the head of a human undead soldier charging Raene.
 
   “Lady Krentz!” Abram yelled again. He was flying around the dragon, keeping the growing undead horde at bay where Fyrfrost’s sweeping tail could not.
 
   Krentz shook herself out of it and climbed up onto the dragon. Fyrfrost leapt into the sky and bore them away on shimmering wings. All the while, Abram and Chief streaked through the air, intercepting the undead borne by the souls churning the clouds. Lightning licked at them, barely missing as Fyrfrost fought against the incredible pull of the hurricane of howling souls.
 
   They broke away slowly, but finally got out from under the encroaching storm and sailed away to the south.
 
   Krentz stared behind them with the terrible feeling that she would never see Dirk again.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 48
 
   The Eye of the Storm
 
    
 
    
 
   Dirk and Raene fought their way to the city gates to meet the army of dwarves who had poured into the city to help defend. Kelgar led the group, who marched beneath dozens of spinning halberds controlled by the blessed ones. Those undead whom the storm spit out above them were soon chopped to pieces by the spinning blades, which rained down blood and green glowing gore.
 
   Kelgar fought his way through to his sister and greeted her with a big one-armed hug. “Oy! It be some downright dreadful weather they got here in Brinn. Aye?” he said, laughing as he fought.
 
   Raene laughed and pointed at the halberd spinning high above his head. “That your idea?”
 
   “Aye, godsdamned brilliant, ain’t it?”
 
   “It is brilliant, good king,” said Dirk. “And might come in quite handy.”
 
   “If them damned humans would get out o’ the way, we could clear the city. Me boys can’t keep this up forever.”
 
   “Leave me to it!” said Dirk over the tumult.
 
   He flew off to the fortress and found General Walker and Captain Marshall fighting back to back against an encroaching horde at the foot of the wide stairs.
 
   Dirk cut down the monsters before them, clearing a way back to the door.
 
   “General,” said Dirk. “You must order everyone inside. The dwarves have a plan.”
 
   “Everyone who isn’t inside is already dead. We tried to rally the men to us, but they could not get through.”
 
   Dirk nodded gravely, thinking as much, though he hadn’t wanted to be the one to say it.
 
   “Order them all to remain inside then. Gather your strength. The dwarves will do what they can to clear the city. Already the number of beasts falling from the sky has lessened. Soon this will be a ground battle.”
 
   “Did you get the women away safely?” Captain Marshall asked. His armor was covered in green blood, and his own red blood mixed with it. Still, none of the fire had left his fierce eyes.
 
   “They are safe,” Dirk assured them.
 
   He flew back out to Kelgar and relayed the general’s instructions. At Kelgar’s command, the blessed turned the halberds from the sky and sent them buzzing through the city streets.
 
   Dirk was tired. He could feel the trinket getting farther away from him with every passing moment. It was his anchor to the physical plane, and without its power, he would soon fade to the spirit realm. Dirk needed to move south before he faded. He had brought both Abram and Fyrfrost with him through the trinket, and when he went, so too would they, which would leave Krentz in midair without a dragon.
 
   The eye of the storm was fast approaching. At its center, a mile over the lake, a brilliant green light shone like a sun. Dirk could not see through the brightness, but somehow he knew it to be Zander.
 
   He looked to the battling dwarves, who howled and cheered and sang to the glory of their gods.
 
   They’re all going to die.
 
   Raene had taken up a halberd and now marched through the streets with her brother, chopping down every undead that stood before her. She looked tired, but Dirk knew that she wouldn’t quit until she dropped dead.
 
   “I must go now,” said Dirk.
 
   Raene turned to him, startled. He had flown through the ranks and materialized right beside her. He wanted her to come with him, though he knew that she would never abandon her kin, no matter the circumstances.
 
   “Aye, I be seein’ ye soon then,” she said. Her brow was furled in concentration and her hands waved back and forth as she guided the spinning blades.
 
   The city streets looked like a massacre.
 
   Dirk watched her, trying to gauge whether or not she understood the gravity of her situation. At length he sighed and offered her the dwarven solute. “I will see you soon, Raene of Ky’Dren.”
 
   With that he took his leave, shifting into a wisp and flying through the southern city gates.
 
   Overhead, the eye of the storm settled directly above Brinn.
 
    
 
   Raene released her halberd and stood panting, surveying the city streets. She saw no undead left standing. She and the other blessed dwarves had pulverized the hordes with their spinning halberds. The city gate had been secured for the time being, though thousands of the undead had begun to lumber toward it.
 
   She glanced up and saw Zander still hovering overhead, arms outstretched and hands bursting with power.
 
   “What is he waiting for?” Raene asked Kelgar.
 
   Her brother caught his spinning halberd and looked up at the necromancer hovering a mile above the city.
 
   “Must be thinkin’ o’ retreatin’.”
 
   Raene shook her head, knowing that Kelgar was drunk. He had always been a fearless dwarf, but under the effects of alcohol, he became a maniac.
 
   “We should strike before he does. I don’t know what he be conjurin’ up there, but it can’t be anything good.”
 
   “Aye. What ye got in mind?”
 
   Raene grinned wide. “Ye got any dragon’s breath bombs left?”
 
   Kelgar shared her devilish grin and reached into the folds of the long fur coat he wore over his armor. “I got one stick on me,” he said, holding it up to her. “But the wick be much too short to be makin’ it up that far.” He went to rummaging through his pockets and found a coiled up length of wick. Kelgar gauged the distance to Zander as best he could and cut the wick five feet long.
 
   There was a brilliant flash of light and a ground shaking boom of thunder. Raene looked up. Zander was gathering the churning souls to him.
 
   “Hurry,” she said as Kelgar reworked the bomb and wick.
 
   “Almost got it.”
 
   Zander could no longer be seen beyond the growing orb of power surrounding him.
 
   “There!” Kelgar quickly lit the end of the wick and threw the bomb into the air with all his might. He then shot his hands up over his head and pushed the bomb up through the air.
 
   Raene watched nervously as the bomb rose so high that it disappeared from sight. The orb surrounding Zander pulsed and crackled. A screaming chorus of tortured souls rose in pitch.
 
   “Almost there,” said Kelgar. His face was twisted in concentration, and his outstretched hands shook with effort.
 
   The explosion suddenly tore through the sky high above the city, and the surrounding dwarves gave a resounding cheer.
 
   Raene looked on hopefully as the flame and smoke slowly subsided.
 
   The churning wind swallowed up the black smoke to reveal Zander, still hovering high above. His booming voice shook the ground. Outside the walls of the city, the undead had stopped their attack.
 
   Kelgar growled and pumped his fist at the sky. “Come on, ye bloody coward!” he screamed at the heavens.
 
   As if in answer, Zander unleashed a thick beam of pulsing green light that ripped through the air and hit the center of the city. Raene instinctively dove for cover as the spell exploded, sending out glowing shockwaves that tore through the city and everyone in it.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 49
 
   Champions of Agora
 
    
 
    
 
   Zorriaz carried Whill and Gretzen south toward the growing storm. Whill watched the horizon, a sense of dread growing with every beat of the dragon’s wings. Now that Whill had gained the mystical powers of spirit walking, many new and terrifying senses plagued him. In the howling winds he heard cries of terror, longing, and sorrow. His eyes now showed him the glowing forms of ghosts and spirits moving toward the green glow of the horizon. These spirits, Gretzen explained, where being summoned by Zander.
 
   “What does he want with so many?” Whill asked over the howling wind.
 
   “He devours their souls and grows in power.”
 
   Whill glanced back at the army of barbarian spirits flying through the air behind them.
 
   “Will your souls be able to resist his pull?” Whill asked.
 
   “Yes. Their will is strong. They have bound themselves to me.”
 
   Just then a brilliant flash of light lit the southern horizon.
 
   “Fly swiftly, Zorriaz!” said Whill “That blast came from Brinn!”
 
   The dragon flew high above the clouds and caught a strong current. Soon they were flying over Lake Eardon and coming upon the outer rim of the churning storm. A glowing form floated within the eye of the storm moving south from Brinn. Whill struggled to see the city more clearly through the fog. When finally it lifted, he cursed with anger and fear.
 
   Brinn lay in ruin.
 
   A smoldering hole had been blasted out of what was once the city hall. Outward from the blast sight, everything had been blown backward, creating a ring of destruction that reached all the way to the city walls. On closer inspection, Whill saw the long line of lumbering undead filing out of the city, among them were soldiers wearing the colors of Uthen-Arden, and Ky’Dren dwarves as well.
 
   Whill thought of Raene, Kelgar, Marshall and Walker, of Dirk, Krentz, Abram, and Teera.
 
   “Could anyone have survived that?” Whill asked solemnly.
 
   Gretzen sighed. “I am sorry, Whill. It would be a miracle.”
 
   “You tarried too long,” Whill yelled furiously. “A few minutes sooner, and this could have been avoided.”
 
   “Yes,” said Gretzen. “But then we wouldn’t have had a large enough army of spirits.”
 
   “You let this happen?” Whill asked, horrified.
 
   “I did not have the power to stop it. Now I do.”
 
   Whill set his sights on Zander, riding the storm to the south. Rage built steadily within him as he pictured the victims. He thought of General Walker and Captain Marshall, both brave young men who had died defending their posts, men who now marched south into their homeland, eyes aglow with undead light, souls trapped within reanimated bodies.
 
   “How do we kill this bastard?” Whill asked Gretzen.
 
   “With a level head,” she said behind him. 
 
   Whill steered Zorriaz to glide over the smoldering city. His eyes burned with hot tears as he surveyed the damage, thinking that surely no one could have survived the attack.
 
   “Put me down outside the city. I will deal with Zander,” said Gretzen.
 
   “You cannot face him alone.”
 
   “You asked me here for this purpose. Do as I say!” said Gretzen.
 
   Frustrated and furious, Whill did as he was told.
 
   Zorriaz put down outside the southern gate. Whill leapt off and unsheathed his sword, when the undead filing out of the city saw them. They turned and charged, screaming like demons.
 
   “Stand aside!” said Gretzen as she stepped onto the blackened grass.
 
   She leaned on her staff and lifted a hand to the oncoming horde. A single phrase escaped her lips, and the recently turned soldiers stopped suddenly. They thrashed and convulsed, as though they were being held back by some unseen force. Gretzen extended her spell, adding energy and focus. Slowly, the green glowing eyes turned light blue.
 
   The undead stopped fighting and straightened, waiting for her command.
 
   Whill watched in amazement as the old woman walked bravely through the crowd of undead dwarves and men. He had felt the spell that she cast, had sensed the silent struggle with Zander.
 
   As if in answer, the storm dissipated, and the glowing form floated down from its heavenly perch.
 
   “Come with me,” said Gretzen over her shoulder.
 
   Whill hurried through the group and walked at her side.
 
   “This might be hard for you,” said Gretzen with a small laugh. “But I need you to NOT be a hero right now. What I need is for you to extend your consciousness to the soldiers at my command, and help me to sway the others that Zander controls. He is stretched too thin. So far he has held these souls captive because they had no choice. We will give them one. Steer them home, Whill of Agora. That is all I need you to do.”
 
   “Yes, ma’am.”
 
   In the distance, Zander touched down and called to his legions, gathering them to his sides. Gretzen did the same, summoning the barbarian spirits who had followed her south and those few hundred Uthen-Arden soldiers she had turned. She lifted her arms to the heavens and spoke an incantation.
 
   Whill was suddenly overwhelmed by a connection to Gretzen and her spirts that left him breathless. He felt incredible power hanging in the air like encroaching humidity. The energy pushed on him, pulsed through him.
 
   Stay with me, Whill. He will try to take your soul if he can. Only fear can make you vulnerable.
 
   Whill found strength in her words. He vanquished all fear and gave himself to her power, allowing her to channel more of it through him.
 
   The souls of the barbarians flew above the smoldering city in streaks of blue and disappeared into Gretzen’s chest. She cried out in pain and ecstasy and unleashed her power on the nearby undead. Whill found himself in her mind, or she in his. He echoed her call to the recently deceased allies, beckoning them to fight for their kin and king.
 
   The dwarves broke from Zander’s control first, slamming their fists to their chests and turning back with eyes of glowing blue. The Uthen-Arden soldiers followed soon after. Whill felt Zander struggling to maintain control. The necromancer lashed out through the bond forged by the minds of the undead. With every mental strike, Gretzen was there to block it, keeping Whill safe behind her wall of willpower.
 
   “Whillhelm Warcrown!” Zander stood two hundred yards away with his green-eyed minions at his back. 
 
   Whill could feel Zander’s incredible power. Much like Gretzen, who fed off the offered strength of her ancestors, so too did the necromancer have a hidden energy source. Azzeal had told him what it was—the trapped spirit of Whill’s mortal enemy, Eadon.
 
   “I was surprised when you allowed your kin to die. You show promise,” said Zander.
 
   “Do not let his words affect you,” said Gretzen. “Focus.”
 
   “You are too late, Zander,” said Whill. “Your words mean nothing to me. For I have realized my true power. You will not be able to possess me. I have attained the power of the dwarves, dragons, and spirit walkers of Volnoss. Your reign of terror ends now.”
 
   Zander stared furiously, and for a moment Whill felt the necromancer’s resolve waver.
 
   “Now!” cried Gretzen.
 
   Men of Shierdon, men of Uthen-Arden, men of Agora! I beckon you to my call! To arms! Whill’s mental command rode upon Gretzen’s stream of consciousness. Your murderer stands before you, he who trapped your soul and forced you to strike out against your kin.
 
   Many of the distant green eyes began to glow blue.
 
   Gretzen bent at the waist, and Whill bore the sudden pain with grim determination. Zander was lashing out with everything he had, desperately trying to control his turning army.
 
   “You are false!” Gretzen cried out. “You are a scourge upon the earth! You have no power here among the living!”
 
   More eyes turned blue.
 
   “Charge!” Zander cried out desperately.
 
   Thousands of undead humans turned on the necromancer with gleaming blue eyes of hatred. Zander frantically ordered his loyal beasts to create a wall around him, and there he cowered as the cursed men of Uthen-Arden, Shierdon, and the dwarves of Ky’Dren tore through the dark elf and draggard undead. Even the souls swirling overhead turned on their master, for once the tortured souls had been given a chance at revenge, they lashed out with terrible wrath.
 
   Whill stood beside Gretzen and watched as the freed spirits exacted their terrible vengeance on those who remained loyal to the Dark Lord. Zander was torn from limb to limb and devoured by the furious dwarves, elves, and men. When the battle died down, not a green eye was left in the crowd.
 
   Whill felt Zander’s power wane and disappear. He felt also the shadow that had been watching over the battlefield retreat into the darkness. Overhead, the storm clouds disappeared completely, and shimmering stars took their place.
 
   Whill shivered, for he had sensed in that mysterious storm a power akin to that of Kellallea’s.
 
   “We must set them free,” said Gretzen with a look of sorrow.
 
   Whill’s excitement and triumphant joy withered like the lands to the north. He looked out over the thousands of humans, dwarves, and elves, whose blue eyes shimmered.
 
   “But there must be another way. We’re talking about tens of thousands of souls.”
 
   “Yes,” said Gretzen. “Souls that need to be released.”
 
   “But I gained the power to heal from the golden dragon Zalenlia. These people are not yet dead. I can heal them—”
 
   “No. It is forbidden.”
 
   “I have to try.”
 
   “NO!” Gretzen turned on him furiously. “The dead cannot be brought back to life. That is the line that must never be crossed. Do you understand? This is the curse of our power. If you do it, you will be no different than Zander.”
 
   Whill shook his head as he searched the legions of faces. Out of the crowd walked General Walker and Captain Marshall. The men stopped before him and saluted their king. Behind them, twenty thousand others mimicked the gesture.
 
   “Sire, she is right,” said Marshall. “You must let us go.”
 
   “We have done our duty,” said Walker. “Our ancestors await.”
 
   Whill fought back burning tears. He looked out over the crowd of undead and saluted them all. Kelgar was among them, and he slammed his fist to his chest with a wide grin upon his bearded face.
 
   Reluctantly, Whill let them go. “Rest now, champions of Agora. We will never forget what you gave so that we might know peace.”
 
   Beside him, Gretzen spoke the words. One after another the blue eyes winked out, and the armies of men, elves, and dwarves dropped to the ground, dead.
 
   Whill bowed his head and wept.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 50
 
   Sole Survivor
 
    
 
    
 
   Whill returned to Brinn to look for survivors.
 
   He felt numb and detached, stumbling amidst the smoldering rubble like a drunken man. There were no bodies. Even the most hideously injured had been raised by Zander’s spell. He thought of Teera, Abram, Dirk, Krentz, Ardthor the healer, Walker, Marshal, Kelgar, and Raene.
 
   A coughing sound caught his attention, and he quickly silenced himself. The sound came from a pile of rubble to the right, near what had once been a fortress.
 
   Again the muffled sound came from the rubble.
 
   “Hello? Where are you?”
 
   “Ere! Get this shite off me!”
 
   Whill perked up. He recognized that sweet yet gruff voice.
 
   “Raene?”
 
   He ran to the pile of rubble and began mentally lifting the wood and stone. Dirty red hair was beneath a splintered beam. Raene peeked her squinting and dirty eyes over it. She looked to be barely clinging to life.
 
   Whill carefully raised the slab from her crushed legs and flung it to the side. He then knelt beside the dying dwarf.
 
   “Where be the others? Where be me brother Kelgar?” she asked through bloody teeth.
 
   “Relax, save your strength. I can heal you,” said Whill, placing his hand on her forehead.
 
   The power of creation surged from him and into Raene. The dwarf’s chest heaved, and her body became rigid. When the glowing blue light subsided, her legs and body had been healed completely.
 
   She jumped up wild-eyed and jerked her head this way and that, surveying the damage.
 
   “No…”
 
   “I’m afraid that you are the only survivor,” said Whill, bowing his head.
 
   “No…”
 
   Raene dropped to her knees and stared, stunned and speechless.
 
   Whill knelt beside her. “They died well,” he said. “In the end the dwarves of Ky’Dren and the men of Agora defeated Zander. They saved us all.”
 
   She cried into his shoulder, and Whill watched the burning embers float away with the morning breeze.
 
   The sun peeked out over the eastern horizon, bringing with it the promise of a better day.
 
   Raene sniffled and wiped her nose on her sleeve. “We got them away,” she said, looking to him and trying to muster a smile. “Teera, her daughters, Krentz, Dirk, and Abram. They all made it out. Last I knew, they was headed south to Devandes.”
 
   Whill let out a shuddering breath. He felt guilty to have such a joyous moment in front of Raene.
 
   “Come with Gretzen and me. There is nothing left for you here,” he said.
 
   “I cannot. I must carry the body o’ me brother back to Ky’Dren. Me brother Dwellan now be the rightful king. He need be told. The story o’ what happened here need be told.” She looked to the south beyond the city gate with tears streaming down her face. “So many dead.”
 
   “I will send word to your cousin, Roakore. He and his silver hawk riders can help to ferry the dead. Let me bring you to Ky’Dren with Zorriaz. It is the least I can do.”
 
   Raene gave a mirthless laugh and wiped her eyes. “Me brother the king ferried home by a dragon? Ye be out o’ yer mind? No. Send word to Roakore. I would have the silver wings of the great hawk ferry me brother home.”
 
   “Very well,” said Whill. “I shall travel to the nearest town on my way to Devandes and have the message delivered. But won’t you come with us? You should not be alone, here, in this place of death.”
 
   “I will not be alone. The spirits o’ me kin be watchin’ over me. Go south as ye must, King Warcrown. Do not fret over a dwarf lass. For we be just as strong as the men folk.”
 
   “I do not doubt that, Raene o’ Ky’Dren,” said Whill with a smile. “But tell me, how is it that you survived?”
 
   “Must o’ been Gretzen’s blessing she gave me in Volnoss. Said that it would repel Zander’s attacks.”
 
   “I am glad it worked,” he said. “I will send word to your cousin. Look for him in the southern sky.”
 
   He rose and offered her the dwarven solute. She returned the gesture.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 51
 
   Lingering Spirits
 
    
 
    
 
   Whill did as he had promised. In the first village he came across, he found the local pigeon post and had one sent with the message to Roakore about the battle for Brinn. He stopped at two more villages on the way south to Devandes and sent other birds just in case. Whill didn’t want something to happen that left Raene alone among the decaying bodies of her kin for days on end. He felt bad enough leaving her there like he did.
 
   Gretzen went with him, for she needed to be present when Whill repaid Dirk for helping to free Teera. He had promised the rogue that he would heal him when Gretzen restored him to his body, and Dirk Blackthorn had succeeded.
 
   They arrived in Devandes that night just before sundown. Whill immediately told the rushing guards to send out yet another message to Roakore, and allowed himself to be led to his friends.
 
   Krentz and Teera along with Ella and Elzabeth had been given quarters in the residing lord’s castle. The man of the house greeted Whill when he arrived at the door, shaking his hand repeatedly and stumbling over his words.
 
   “Sire, I hear that you stopped the necromancer just south of Brinn.”
 
   Whill nodded to the man, whose mustache curled out ridiculously wide and whose gleaming eyes never seemed to sit still for long.
 
   “It is true, Lord Berkshire,” said Whill. “The necromancer has been defeated. There is nothing to fear from the north. But it came at a great cost. Lower the flags throughout the city. Later I will tell you the names and their deeds, for they must live on in song. They gave everything to protect cities like yours. They must be remembered.”
 
   “Of course, sire, I will have scribes report to you immediately.”
 
   “Soon,” said Whill. “For now, lead me to my kin.”
 
   Lord Berkshire led him to the quarters where the women were being kept and bowed beside the door. Whill opened it and first laid eyes on Ella. She saw him and froze. Tears grew quickly upon her lids, and she ran across the room with open arms.
 
   Whill took up his adopted sister and held her tight. “I’m so sorry I didn’t find you all sooner,” said Whill.
 
   “It is really you?” she asked through tears of joy.
 
   “It’s me, Ella. It’s all over now. Zander has been dealt with.”
 
   “Oh, Whill, tell me that this is not a dream. For we have traveled through the hells to be with you.”
 
   “This is not a dream,” said Whill, glancing over her shoulder and seeing Teera gingerly making her way across the room with Krentz’s help.
 
   “My boy,” she said and hugged him.
 
   Whill couldn’t help but notice her bandaged wrist and remembered the disembodied hand.
 
   “Aunt Teera, I…”
 
   “No need for apologies. This here is a happy time. Let it be.”
 
   Whill hugged Teera and Ella and glanced to the bed of Elzabeth. He was gladdened to see Abram standing beside it.
 
   “Is she sleeping?” he asked, leaving them to go to the bedside.
 
   “She is catatonic. Has been for weeks now. She was violated…by the necromancer. She spoke in tongues before she turned inward,” said Abram.
 
   Whill caressed Elzabeth’s forehead with a shaking hand, wishing he could heal her, but knowing that such trauma to the mind was beyond his skills.
 
   He noticed Krentz looking on. “Where is Dirk?”
 
   “He is resting. The battle of Brinn nearly killed him. Chief is yet too weak to cross over for more than a few minutes. Dirk remained with me yesterday for an hour, but I could tell that it taxed him.”
 
   “You can summon him soon. I must repay my debt to you both.”
 
   Krentz began to speak but stopped herself abruptly. She bowed her head and hurried out of the room. “We shall await you in our quarters,” she said as she went.
 
   Whill turned to Teera and hugged her and Ella once more.
 
   “I think that my friend might be able to help Elzabeth. And if you will let me, Teera, I believe that I can help you too.”
 
   Teera looked to him, mystified. She knew the reputation of her adopted son and had seen his miracles firsthand. “But…but I thought that elven magic was no more.”
 
   Whill smiled and led her to sit on one of the cots. “There is a magic all our own. And I have been blessed with it.” He gently unwrapped the bandages around her wrist and gingerly held the stitched and swollen stump. The injury was painful to look at, but he did so, pouring his power into her, the power of Zalenlia, the golden dragon of creation. The wound glowed brightly, and living fibers snaked out of the tearing stitch work. The fibers became veins, ligaments, and bone. A skeletal hand flexed as Teera looked on in awe. Ella clutched her chest and sat on the cot, staring wide-eyed at the miracle.
 
   Abram stood off to the side, his smile swelling with pride.
 
   The pulsing light subsided, and Teera stared teary-eyed at her newly grown hand. “My boy,” she said, crying with joy.
 
   Whill hugged her.
 
   “Everything is going to be alright from now on,” he said over her sobbing.
 
   Gretzen joined them shortly. She looked over Elzabeth with a pensive, furled brow of concentration. 
 
   “Her mind has been violated as well as her body. Zander was preparing her to be a vessel for denizens of darkness.”
 
   “Can you help her?” Teera asked hopefully.
 
   “I believe that I can,” said Gretzen. “I must warn you that it will be violent.”
 
   “You don’t have to watch this,” Whill told Teera. “Let us wait outside while Gretzen does her work.”
 
   “No, she is my daughter. Can’t I help?”
 
   “You and Ella would help to calm her mind and welcome her back to reality more easily,” said Gretzen.
 
   “Then we will bear witness to your miracles.”
 
   “Very well,” said Gretzen. She turned to Abram. “Find her in the world of dreams. Help her to hear my words.”
 
   “I will do what I can,” said Abram before disappearing.
 
   “Whill,” said Gretzen. “Be prepared to aid me if Elzabeth becomes violent.”
 
   Whill nodded and watched as Gretzen moved to the head of the bed and began to whisper to Elzabeth. She glanced at Teera and Ella and motioned them over.
 
   “You should kneel beside her. It is alright if you hold her hands.”
 
   The two women did so, taking Elzabeth’s hands in theirs.
 
   Gretzen placed her hands on either side of the woman’s head and began whispering a blessing in her native tongue. She then switched to the common tongue and addressed Elzabeth directly.
 
   “Child of light, come, take my hand through the darkness. Turn from the shadows, see the light behind you,” said Gretzen.
 
   Elzabeth continued to stare unblinking at the ceiling.
 
   “Her soul has fled from her body in fear. It cannot depart because her body yet lives. Now she lingers between worlds. I will summon her soul back to her body if I can.” Gretzen eyed the two women. “But you must understand, I will not force her. If she chooses to move on to the next world, you must let her go.”
 
   Teera nodded grimly. Ella shuddered but agreed as well.
 
   “Whill,” said Gretzen. “Give her a gentle blessing of creation if you can. It will help her to not be afraid, and may help to heal her mind.”
 
   Whill walked around the bed to stand beside Teera. He placed his hand over Elzabeth’s chest and focused his energy on her.
 
   Gretzen placed her hands on either side of Elzabeth’s head once more and began to chant. The four remained huddled around the bed for an hour before anything happened. Then suddenly Gretzen opened her eyes.
 
   “Her soul approaches. Let her know that it is alright, invite her back to the land of the living.”
 
   Teera, Ella, and Whill began to speak softly to Elzabeth.
 
   “The necromancer is dead,” said Whill. “You are safe now.”
 
   “We love you, Elzabeth. Come back to us,” said Teera.
 
   Whill saw the speck of shimmering light enter the room through the wall. It glided across the room and stopped at the foot of the bed.
 
   “I see her,” said Whill. He sent a surge of life-giving power through Elzabeth’s body.
 
   “Easy,” said Gretzen.
 
   “Elza, my sweet girl. Come back to us,” said Teera.
 
   Whill steadied the energy flowing into Elzabeth.
 
   Her soul hovered a few feet away. It twinkled like a winter star and began to expand. The form of a woman in a flowing dress appeared.
 
   “Elzabeth,” said Whill.
 
   She glanced at him, looking confused. Then her gaze moved over her body, and she looked upon herself with pity.
 
   “You are in a safe place. It is over,” said Whill.
 
   Elzabeth looked to her mother and sister lovingly. She took a step forward but then stopped and turned back, as though remembering something that she had forgotten.
 
   Through the door came the ghosts of four children—they had their mother’s eyes.
 
   “Children,” said Gretzen. “Tell your mother that she can return now. You do not need her any longer. You can move on now as well. Light and love and peace await you.”
 
   Teera looked from Gretzen to Whill with hopeful eyes. “The children are here with us?”
 
   Whill offered her a warm smile and nodded.
 
   “I cannot leave the children,” said Elzabeth’s spirit, turning away from her own body.
 
   “They are free,” said Gretzen. “Your soul keeps them tethered to this plain. You left your body so that you could protect them, and you have done well. Zander is no longer a threat. If you would only let them go, they will move on.”
 
   Elzabeth looked solemnly to her children. The youngest clung to her leg suddenly and the others hugged her as well. She kissed them on the cheeks and cried.
 
   “Children,” said Teera, looking to the place that Whill stared at. “Tell your mother that it is alright. Grampa and Abram will welcome you on the other side. We will all be together soon. But now is not your mother’s time. Let her go.”
 
   Just then Abram appeared beside the children, and they brightened at the sight of their uncle. He gestured for them to come to him, and they ran joyfully to his side.
 
   “Momma, it is alright,” said the tallest girl, glancing back at her mother.
 
   “We will wait for you,” said a young boy.
 
   Elzabeth burst with tears of joy at the sight of Abram standing with the children. She bent to hug her children and wept, dotting their cheeks with more kisses. Behind Abram, a sliver of light split the room. She clung to them, turning her children away from it.
 
   “It is the portal into the next world. Let them go,” said Gretzen.
 
   “They will be safe with me,” said Abram. He turned to Whill and offered a deep nod. “Goodbye, Whill. I will see you again one day.”
 
   Whill walked into the light and hugged Abram. He held firm, never wanting to let go.
 
   “I will miss you, lad,” said Abram.
 
   Whill could hardly talk, but forced himself to say goodbye and let go.
 
   “Goodbye, Mommy,” said Elzabeth’s youngest daughter.
 
   “Goodbye, my sweet baby girl. I will be with you soon.” Elzabeth kissed the child and let go of her children.
 
   They took each other’s and Abram’s hands and turned toward the light. Through the portal they went. The little girl waved behind her happily as they faded into the light. Just as suddenly as it had appeared, the sliver of light was gone.
 
   Elzabeth turned to her own body and hesitated.
 
   “Come back to us,” said Teera.
 
   She strode bravely toward the bed and became a wisp that flew up toward the ceiling and then dove into Elzabeth’s chest.
 
   Her body heaved, and she cried out.
 
   “Elzabeth!” Teera cried.
 
   The woman blinked her eyes and glanced around wildly.
 
   “Sister,” Ella gasped, crying with joy.
 
   Slowly a confused Elzabeth settled and looked to each of them. Then she glanced longingly toward the center of the room where her children had moved on. “Will they be alright?”
 
   “Nothing in this world can harm them now,” said Gretzen.
 
   Whill stared after it as well, smiling and feeling gratitude that he had been given one last chance to see Abram.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 52
 
   Confessions of a Killer
 
    
 
    
 
   Whill knocked on the door and was greeted by a slightly distressed-looking Krentz.
 
   “Please, come in,” she said to Whill and Gretzen. 
 
   Krentz paced the room as they walked in. Whill noticed that her eyes appeared red and puffy—she had been crying.
 
   “Where is Dirk?” he asked.
 
   “I have not summoned him. First, I have something to say,” she said, glancing at Gretzen. “I wish to speak to Whill alone.”
 
   Gretzen offered a respectful nod and shuffled out of the room.
 
   Whill closed the door behind them and turned to the dark elf.
 
   “What is it?” he asked with concern.
 
   Krentz continued pacing. She was shaking and busying her hands by wringing them together. “Please, have a seat,” she said.
 
   “Given your mannerisms, I feel like I may not be seated for long. What is it?” he asked, remaining standing.
 
   Tears welled in her eyes, but she held them back, knowing that she deserved no sympathy.
 
   “To free Dirk I swore fealty to my father, Eadon. I escaped him many years ago, and though I was subsequently captured, I never gave in. But then Eadon ordered Dirk to assassinate your entire family. I knew that the guilt would tear him apart. You see? I couldn’t let him do it.”
 
   Whill’s eyes had become hard. He stared at her, waiting for the words he knew would come.
 
   “So I swore fealty to my father to spare Dirk the horrible task. And…and instead, I did it,” said Krentz, unable to look him in the eye. She forced herself to face him. “I killed King Mathus and the rest of the royal family. Before that, I traveled across Eldalon, killing anyone with an ounce of your blood in their veins.”
 
   Whill’s face was unreadable. He stood before her, but his eyes had fallen across her body and now lingered on the floor. Krentz thought that he looked tired. She was surprised to see no anger in him.
 
   The silence was worse than his anger could have been. She didn’t know much of the enigmatic young man, though he had a reputation for being rash, quick to anger, and extremely violent.
 
   “Won’t you say something?” she blurted out, unable to stand it any longer.
 
   His head jerked up and his eyes flashed. He stared at her with a mix of anger and sorrow, but visibly pushed it back. “There are many things I could say. I could call you a murderer, have you hung in the town square…But what would be the point? You are not guilty of the murder of my family any more than the sword is guilty. You were but a tool of Eadon’s. We all were. I too was forced to do horrible things by that tyrant.”
 
   Whill reached out and wiped the tears from Krentz’s cheek with his thumb. “I will forgive you, as I have forgiven myself, Lady Krentz. You must now do the same.”
 
   Krentz hugged him, crying into his shoulder. “I am so sorry,” she sobbed.
 
   “I know, that is what makes you unlike your people. You may have thought that you could bear the guilt of the murders because of your lineage, you may have tried to embrace that side of yourself. But that is not who you are.”
 
   “Thank you,” said Krentz, finally letting him go.
 
   “You should summon Dirk. It is time for him to rejoin the living. But not here. Gretzen says that the spell must be performed outside. Come.”
 
   Krentz followed Whill out to the hall where Gretzen stood waiting. She led them into the city and past the gates of Devandes. To the right was an apple orchard, beside it, on a hill overlooking the fruit trees, was a cemetery with a single weeping willow at its center.
 
   Gretzen stopped below the tree and began to build the makings of a fire. She went about her work slowly, purposefully. She had laid out many small boxes on a flat stone from the walkway, which had been twisted and turned jagged by the stretching roots of the old tree.
 
   Whill and Krentz sat nearby, watching silently as she worked. The sun went down and the moon rose as her fire grew. She tossed in handfuls of powder that caused the fires to flare blue, green, yellow, and even silver. All the while she conversed with the spirits and spoke to the gods, asking for their blessing in her work.
 
   When she was prepared, she turned to Krentz and nodded.
 
   Krentz summoned Dirk for what she hoped was the last time. He appeared before the three and looked quickly from one to the other.
 
   “She has confessed her crimes,” said Whill. “And she has been forgiven. Do not let it trouble your mind. I still owe you for helping to free my kin, and I intend to repay my debt.”
 
   “Thank you,” said Dirk with a bow.
 
   “Are you ready?” Gretzen asked.
 
   “I believe so,” said Dirk. He turned to Krentz. “I told Fyrfrost goodbye for you.”
 
   “Thank you.”
 
   Gretzen looked to Whill with one wide eye. “When I have freed him from the figurine, I suspect that he will retain the injuries that he received just before he was pulled into it,” said Gretzen. “You must be quick, Whill.”
 
   “How bad where your injuries?” Whill asked Dirk.
 
   “Eadon hit me with a spell that took a chunk out of my side. I would have died in minutes.”
 
   “I will do my best,” said Whill.
 
   Dirk gave a small, nervous laugh and looked to Gretzen. “Let’s get this over with.”
 
   The old woman threw a handful of sparkling dust into the fire, and it leapt high to lick the bottoms of the hanging willow branches. She spoke in the ancient language of the Vald, speaking not to the spirits, but to the figurine she had made from Chief’s bone long ago.
 
   The figurine began to glow softly, its light reaching out like wispy tendrils and surrounding Dirk. He became translucent then and was lifted a foot off the ground.
 
   Krentz watched on nervously, knowing the pain that he would soon have to endure. She glanced at Whill, wondering if he had lied to her; wondering if he would get his revenge by letting Dirk die of his past wounds once he was whole.
 
   Gretzen chanted louder now. She shook bones and tossed them into the fire. Blood went in as well, along with earth, water, and stone. The wind picked up and poured itself into the fire, which glowed bright blue and rose high, though it did not burn the low-hanging branches.
 
   Dirk began to flicker in and out of existence. His face turned to a grimace. He shone as brightly as the figurine one moment and became solid another. Blood began to fall to the grass below his feet.
 
   Krentz held the figurine in her shaking hand, feeling the power coursing through it.
 
   Whill stood still, focused, ready.
 
   A flash of light met the crescendo of Gretzen’s primal chanting. Dirk cried out and fell to the ground, holding his side and bleeding profusely. With his other hand he reached for Whill, who hesitated and looked to Krentz.
 
   She held her breath in anticipation as the pool of blood widened beneath Dirk.
 
   Whill finally took Dirk’s hand in a firm grip and sent a pulse of healing light through the connection. The two men began to glow, and a hum of energy vibrated through the ground. The power of creation washed through Dirk and made him anew.
 
   Whill pulled him up when the light subsided, and Dirk stared at his body. There was still a large hole in his clothes, but the flesh beneath was new.
 
   Still gripping Whill’s hand, Dirk shook it, clasping his left over both their hands as well. “Thank you, Whill.”
 
   “We are even,” said Whill, releasing him.
 
   Dirk gave him a deep nod and addressed Gretzen.
 
   “Thank you, Gretzen. Together with the king you have saved my life. I am forever in your debt.”
 
   Whill turned away from the fire, and Krentz put a hand on his shoulder. “My king, thank you. I do not know how I can ever repay you for all you have done, for all you have forgiven.”
 
   Whill regarded both she and Dirk for a silent moment. “What will you do, now that you have your lives back?”
 
   Dirk and Krentz shared a glance, and he looked down to the sword at his side. He pulled it from its sheath and spoke the phrase. To his delight, it glowed brightly, becoming a spirit blade. He grinned at Gretzen, whom he suspected intentionally kept the blade as it was. “There are still undead to hunt down, are there not?”
 
   Whill looked to Gretzen.
 
   “There are many who were outside of my influence, this is true,” she said.
 
   “There you have it,” said Dirk, putting his sword away. “We’ll be ridding Agora of undead. It is high time this country knew peace once more.”
 
   “I agree,” said Whill. “And I am glad to have you two on the right side once more.”
 
   “So are we,” said Krentz with a smile.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 53
 
   Me Brother’s Keeper
 
    
 
    
 
   Raene laid out yet another body and looked down the long line of fifty—there were twenty more such rows stretching across the field. She was becoming increasingly furious with the crows, who tried to peck the eyes out of her fallen kin. She used her power against them, blasting the birds with stone and dirt every time they got too near. Soon the crows became weary of her and resorted to feeding off the fallen humans and beasts instead.
 
   On the second morning after Whill left, Raene saw the first silhouettes of hawks flying toward Brinn. She knelt in the mud, exhausted from her toiling. She had slept not at all and eaten little. The stench of the battlefield kept her feeling sick the entire time. Twenty thousand bodies had sat out in the sun and rain for two days and were quickly expiring.
 
   Roakore landed with Silverwind and quickly leapt off the beast. He ran to Raene and took her up in a big hug.
 
   “Me cousin, I came as soon as I heard.”
 
   Raene broke down despite herself. She had seen so much violence and death in the past year that she finally cracked. Her father was dead, her eldest brother as well. Thousands of dwarves had died. The weight of loss was more than she could bear.
 
   Kelgar was gathered, along with others of the Ky’Dren line. Thirty hawk riders in all had come with Roakore, along with Helzendar. That afternoon the great birds set out with sixty dwarves. The riders remained behind to guard and gather the dead. Only Roakore, Raene, and Helzendar flew with the birds.
 
   The flight from Brinn to Northern Ky’Dren took them more than half a day. They came upon a regimen of five hundred dwarves before sundown and landed to instruct them to continue on toward Brinn. The grave news was relayed as well.
 
   Raene directed Roakore and Helzendar to the highest peak of the northern mountains, which loomed above the city in which she knew her brother would be.
 
   The dead were taken up by many dwarves as news of their arrival spread throughout the city. Roakore told Silverwind to bring the flock to Brinn and carry others back until the task was complete.
 
   Dwellan reached them an hour after they arrived as they ventured with the procession down the many stairs and lifts. His face turned ashen when he looked upon his brother, who was shrouded in a fine cloth and carried by four grim dwarves. Dwellan greeted Raene, Roakore, and Helzendar in turn and joined the procession down to the city circle.
 
   They were offered quarters, along with food and drink. The bodies still had to be prepared for burial deep in the heart of the mountain, and more would be coming behind them.
 
   When she was alone in her quarters, Raene collapsed on the bed and cried until there was nothing left. She then picked herself up and vowed to cry no more. This was a dark time for the dwarves of Ky’Dren—two kings had died in less than a week. Her people needed her to be strong.
 
   And by the gods, she was going to be.
 
   After bathing in the nearby hot springs, she met Roakore and her brother for an early dinner. Helzendar was there as well, along with a few of the royal advisors who had served King Ky’Ell, and much more briefly, King Kelgar.
 
   Dwellan was unofficially the king of Ky’Dren now, as the ceremony had yet to take place. Still everyone treated him as such.
 
   “To me brother and me father, brave and righteous dwarves they were. Ky’Dren give me the strength to be half as strong and blessed as they,” said Dwellan, raising his glass before the meal began.
 
   “Here, here!” said Roakore, clanging his glass against his cousin’s.
 
   They feasted on head cheese and pit-fired potatoes, carrots, onions, radishes and the dwarven favored heavy wheat bread. Ale accompanied the feast, of course, along with twenty-year-aged whiskey.
 
   Raene told the story of the battle of Brinn as they dined. The dwarves cheered when she spoke of the invasion of Belldon Island and scowled at the news of the retreat. They rejoiced again when she told them how the blessed had created a wall of spinning blades to keep the falling undead at bay, but again commiserated when she spoke of the spell that had killed them all. Their scowls deepened as Raene told them how her kin had been raised from death by Zander. Finally, however, came the news that Whill and Gretzen had helped turn the undead dwarves and humans against the necromancer. In the end they had vanquished the hated foe and moved on to the Mountain of the Gods.
 
   And how the dwarves at the table cheered.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 54
 
   Ferry Me Brother Home
 
    
 
    
 
   The following day, Kelgar was laid to rest in the chambers of the kings beside his father. The funeral was a solemn affair. Many of Kelgar’s children spoke of their father, a dwarf who had been known to be a master craftsman and warrior.
 
   Roakore spoke for his cousin as well, saying how he had welcomed the refugees from Ro’Sar those decades before when the draggard invaded the mountains.
 
   Lastly, Raene stood before the gathering and looked out over the thousands of dwarves. She made no grand speech that day; instead she sang a song, one that had come to her while she spent the two days gathering her slain kin. The song became known by every dwarf in Agora in the years that followed.
 
    
 
   O’er mountains high and valleys low
 
   I’ll ferry me brother home, ferry me brother home
 
   O’er darkened lakes and oceans blue
 
   I’ll ferry me brother home, ferry me brother home
 
   Ky’Dren give me strength, help me bear me loss
 
   And ferry me brother home, ferry me brother home
 
   For the day be short, and the road be long
 
   I’ll ferry me brother home, ferry me brother home
 
    
 
   Dwellan was sworn in as king beneath the shadow of Mount Ky’Reck. The hot summer day was clear and bright, with not a sign of the dense fog that had for weeks been creeping south from Shierdon. The holy dwarf Fior performed the ceremony along with Roakore, who was the highest-ranking dwarf in the mountain that day.
 
   After Dwellan had been crowned, he stood high above the dwarves in the morning sun and offered a prayer to Ky’Dren.
 
   “Me king o’ kings, bless them who’ve fallen before us, and open yer doors to ‘em. For they was the best o’ us, and they should ever dine in the Mountain o’ the Gods. Glory be to Ky’Dren.”
 
   “Glory be to Ky’Dren,” the crowd repeated.
 
   “Me dwarves, these be dark times we be livin’ in. We’ve faced draggard invasions, dark elf magic, and a necromancer with unholy power. Yet here we stand, victorious.”
 
   The crowd cheered and slammed their fists to their chests repeatedly.
 
   “Heroes have risen up among us. Dwarves who exemplify what it means to be a dwarf, and what it means to be a warrior. One stands out above all others in me mind, and to this dwarf I shall bestow the medal o’ honor, and the golden heart o’ Ky’Dren.”
 
   The dwarves stirred, excited by the declaration. The golden heart of Ky’Dren was the dwarves’ highest honor, given only to those who had risen far beyond the calling of the gods. Recipients of the golden heart were the most respected and revered dwarves in all the kingdoms, aside from the kings themselves.
 
   “This dwarf has fought not only against the enemy, but also an oppressive belief system that would have seen her kept from her true calling.”
 
   A gasp swept through the crowd. Females began to chatter excitedly, and the males eyed the king suspiciously. For Dwellan had said her.
 
   Standing back behind the king, Roakore glanced sidelong at Raene, whose face had gone pale. Roakore winked.
 
   “This dwarf be one o’ the fiercest dwarves to ever come out o’ the Ky’Dren Mountains,” said Dwellan. “She has killed dragons, draggard, dark elves, and legions of other hellish beasts bent on destruction. She be a blessed of the gods, and surely one of their most righteous champions. I speak now o’ me sister, Raene o’ Ky’Dren!”
 
   The crowd stared in shocked disbelief.
 
   Roakore nudged Raene and offered her a firm nod. This was the moment that she had been waiting for her entire life—recognition as an equal. Now that the time had come, however, she froze.
 
   Thousands of eyes stared at her, waiting to see what she would say, what she would do.
 
   Then she forgot herself and stepped forward, remembering that this wasn’t about her. This was about all female dwarves of Agora. The point was not that Raene could do the same things as dwarf males, but that every dwarf female could as well.
 
   Dwellan stepped aside for his sister, and she took the few steps up to the wide podium. She looked out over the crowd and saw the beaming faces of the females, and her heart leapt. Fior walked to the steps and took them slowly, carrying with him a large heart of pure gold set on a thick gold chain. He reached the top of the stairs, bowed to Raene, and handed Dwellan the golden heart of Ky’Dren.
 
   “Raene,” said Dwellan, raising the chain above her head. “Our father and our culture tried to keep ye from yer path. Had they been successful, Ky’Dren would’ve been robbed o’ one o’ its greatest heroes. I present to ye the golden heart o’ Ky’Dren.”
 
   Raene bowed her head, and Dwellan slipped the golden chain over her fiery hair.
 
   “I name thee, Raene the Goldenheart,” said Dwellan.
 
   He stood back and slammed his fist to his chest and gave her a deep bow. A thousand female fists hit their bosoms and they bowed low, smiling one and all. The male dwarves had no choice but to follow their king’s lead and solute Raene properly.
 
   Dwellan straightened and smiled on his beaming sister. “Long ago the kings saw the wisdom in listening to the advice o’ the Goldenhearted, for they be the most righteous o’ us all. Therefore, as is custom, Raene Goldenheart, ye’ve the power to draft a law.”
 
   Raene almost cried. Lips quivering, she set her jaw and lifted her chin.
 
   The crowd seemed to have forgotten about that part, for many gasps erupted from the gathering. All eyes were glued to her.
 
   “Have ye anything in mind, or do you wish for a stay, until such time as ye be prepared?” Dwellan asked.
 
   “No,” said Raene. Her voice echoed through the cavern, silencing it completely. “I have a proclamation to make. As is my right as a Goldenheart.”
 
   “Very well,” said Dwellan, turning back to the crowd and raising his arms wide. “The Goldenheart wishes to speak!”
 
   He motioned for her to take to the center of the podium and stepped back.
 
   Raene stepped up to the pulpit and gripped the silver mallet sitting there. The dwarves waited for her words with held breaths.
 
   “We have been blessed by the gods,” she said, eyeing the crowd, trying to look at all of them as she spoke. “When once we could only move stone, now we can move wood, water, wind, fire. When once only a direct descendent o’ Ky’Dren had the power to move stone, now, many others have been chosen by the gods. They’ve given us a great gift, the gift o’ change. I would follow their lead. In their great wisdom they’ve chosen to bestow great power and responsibility upon those who in the past were deemed unworthy. I wish to do the same.”
 
   The females gripped their husband’s arms or hugged each other, waiting on needles for Raene to speak the words. The brows of the males steadily furrowed.
 
   “Therefore, in the spirit o’ the great wisdom o’ the gods, I decree that females should be havin’ all the same rights and privileges as males.”
 
   The silence in the cavern was thick with tension. Suddenly the place erupted with the cheers of the females and outrage of the males. A few fights even broke out as dwarves tried to rein in their women.
 
   “Silence!” Dwellan bellowed over the tumult.
 
   The room quieted, but a few blustery men spoke out against the decree.
 
   “This be an outrage, we treat our female folk like goddesses!” said one.
 
   “What do they be needin’ claims to land and titles o’ state?” asked another.
 
   “They be needed to raise the youngins and keep house!” one added.
 
   “Females be worth more than the milk in their bosom!” Raene screamed, silencing all malcontents. “They got more to contribute to the clans than the warmth o’ their wombs. We ain’t cattle to be kept for breeding. Let there be no mistake about me meanin’. Child bearin’ and rearin’ be a noble and honorable thing, perhaps the most, but it ain’t the be-all and end-all o’ the female spirit. If a female wants to have a dozen children, more power to her. But what if it ain’t what she was meant for? How much have the clans lost because females weren’t allowed to discover their gifts?”
 
   Raene pointed at the dwarf who had first spoken out. “Ye said that dwarves treat their females like goddesses. I agree with you. Like a prize we are kept locked away from the sun, deep in our mountain homes. We be coveted and greedily kept like a prized diamond that never sees the light o’ day. Good dwarves, this ain’t the way to be treatin’ yer mothers, yer sisters, or yer daughters. Do ye think that we don’t want to travel the wider world, work the mines and pull from the earth its treasures? Look to the females beside ye, look into their eyes. What be the truth that ye see in there?”
 
   The dwarfs regarded their wives, mothers, and daughters. In recognition of their hypocrisy, many of the males bowed their heads shamefully.
 
   “Never have truer words been spoken in this chamber!” said Dwellan. “I hereby second Raene Goldenheart’s decree. Let it be known that from now until the end o’ time, women o’ Ky’Dren be havin’ the same rights and privileges as men. So says I, King Dwellan, son o’ Ky’Ell o’ the Ky’Dren Mountains.”
 
   Raene turned from the podium with a wide smile and the giant golden heart pressing against her bosom. Fior, Roakore, Helzendar, and the many elders saluted her as she passed.
 
   In the room behind the stage she let out a long pent-up breath and clutched her chest, panting. She felt as though she had slain a fire-breathing dragon.
 
   Raene could hardly believe what she had done. It almost didn’t seem real.
 
   Dwellan walked into the large room then, and she flung herself at him, hugging him tight.
 
   “Thank ye, thank ye. A million times I thank ye!” said Raene, kissing his cheeks in turn.
 
   “It was nothin’ I did,” said Dwellan with a laugh. “Ye deserve the goldenheart, and ye had a right to make the law.”
 
   “I’ve misjudged ye, brother. I never thought that ye shared me sentiments in this regard.”
 
   “To tell ye the truth, I’m not sure that I did, not until ye spoke and convinced me. Ye spoke the truth tonight. It will no doubt be a slow and rocky transition. I believe that in the end the mountains shall be better for it.”
 
   “I must admit that I agree,” said Roakore as he walked in with Helzendar.
 
   “Me cousin,” said Raene, facing him. “Does this mean that ye will pass the same law in Ro’Sar?”
 
   “Hey now,” said Roakore defensively. “Don’t be gettin’ ahead o’ yerself. Let’s we be seein’ how things go here first.”
 
   “There be no denying how things are goin’ to go,” said Raene. “Ye saw the looks on the faces o’ those lasses. This idea is goin’ to spread like creepers up the side o’ the mountain. If ye stood up for it now, it would help the process along greatly.”
 
   “Perhaps that be true,” said Roakore. “But enough o’ this speculation. Too much after such excitement I say. Let us have a proper celebration. It be long overdue, I be sayin’.”
 
   “I second that decree,” said Dwellan. “Tap the kegs and let the spirits flow. For this be a time for celebration!”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 55
 
   The Treaty of Northern Agora
 
    
 
    
 
   The following morning, a guard informed Roakore that Whill had arrived in Northern Ky’Dren. Roakore leapt out of bed and hurriedly dressed, telling the guard to rouse Helzendar.
 
   They found Whill in the dining room off the king’s chambers with an elderly barbarian woman, Dirk Blackthorn, and his dark elf companion, Krentz. Raene was in attendance as well, as was King Dwellan and the high priest Fior.
 
   “Ah,” said Dwellan. “We all be here. Come in, come in, Roakore, Helzendar.”
 
   Roakore offered Dirk a suspicious glare as he walked into the large stone room.
 
   “I thought ye was dead,” said Roakore.
 
   “It is good to see you as well, Roakore, or should I say, King Roakore?” said Dirk.
 
   “Ye be damn straight ye can call me king.” Roakore looked to Whill. “What be the meaning o’ this?”
 
   “Dirk and Krentz are my guests. It is alright, Roakore. They have fought against Eadon and Zander as much as any of us. They are not our enemies.”
 
   “Be that so?”
 
   “It be,” said Whill.
 
   “And the tall one?” Roakore asked, eyeing Gretzen.
 
   “Good king, I am Gretzen Spiritbone, chieftain of Volnoss and Shierdon.” Gretzen offered him a small bow.
 
   “Chieftain o’ Shierdon? What’s this ye be talkin’ about?”
 
   “Please, join us. All will be explained,” said Whill, extending his hand toward a seat at the long table.
 
   Roakore shook his head in disbelief of the company, but nonetheless sat at the table and accepted a tall tankard of ale. Helzendar sat beside him, knowing that he was not to speak unless spoken to in the midst of such esteemed company.
 
   “First and foremost,” said Dwellan, “Zander be defeated, but there be tens o’ thousands o’ undead still roamin’ the land in Shierdon. We need to hit ‘em swift-like, wipe ‘em out afore another damned necromancer decides to take over the lot o’ ‘em.”
 
   “It is likely that they already have,” said Gretzen.
 
   “Aye,” said Dwellan. “I be sending an army o’ ten thousand into western Shierdon to help the cause. I’ve sent word to Du’Krell, askin’ for as many to push through eastern Shierdon. I expect an answer back soon, and I expect it to be yay.”
 
   “It’ll take a few weeks to get ‘em there, but I can provide five thousand from Ro’Sar,” said Roakore.
 
   “Good,” said Dwellan. “Now, Whill, I be knowin’ ye lost most o’ yer army at Brinn. How many do ye estimate ye got left in the north?”
 
   “I can send a force of at least five thousand within the week. There are nearly that many in Devandes, and the lords will respond to my summons. Chieftain Spiritbone assures us that the barbarians can take the north. The elf Azzeal has also been sent from Northern Shierdon to Elladrindellia to ask for help from the elves.”
 
   “Aye,” said Roakore, eyeing Gretzen. “What’s this about she bein’ the ‘chieftain o’ Shierdon’?”
 
   “King Whillhelm and I came to an agreement, and I held up my end,” said Gretzen. “I was to help defeat Zander. In return, Whill has recognized my people’s claim on Shierdon.”
 
   “Yer people’s…Bah!” said Roakore. “Leave it to a barbarian to withhold help to good folks unless there be somethin’ in it for ‘em!”
 
   “Roakore, please,” Whill began.
 
   “I be sorry, Whill. But ye give her too much. What about the people o’ Shierdon?”
 
   “There are few living Shierdonians,” said Whill solemnly. “Zander and his undead swept across the land, killing and turning everyone they encountered. We have been too slow to react to this threat, much to the detriment of the Shierdonian people. They will of course retain some lands, but the kingdom now belongs to the barbarians of Volnoss.”
 
   “Because ye be sayin’ so?” asked Roakore, becoming increasingly agitated.
 
   “Yes,” said Whill. “You know your history as well as I do. What our ancestors did to the barbarians was wrong. Thousands of years have passed since the barbarian wars. I say that we let the grudges of our forefathers die with them. They had their wars, and we have ours. Right now Agora and her people need unified leadership. I don’t know about you all, but I’ve seen enough warring for a lifetime. I would see Agora at peace and thriving once more.”
 
   Roakore glanced at his cousin Dwellan. “You be agreein’ with this?” he asked.
 
   “I be,” said Dwellan. “Like it or not, we owe Chieftain Spiritbone. She killed the dark elf whose minions done in me father and two o’ me brothers.”
 
   Roakore considered the argument and looked to his son, Helzendar. The young dwarf wasn’t yet eighteen and already he had seen more warring than most dwarves did in a lifetime. Roakore imagined an Agora without war, one in which the races, including the barbarians, lived in peace. He laughed to himself, wondering, is peace even an option with this lot o’ arseholes?
 
   “I agree,” he said finally. “But I’ll tell ye right now, it ain’t goin’ to be an easy sell, not to me dwarves, and not to those o’ Elgar.”
 
   “Then you recognize Shierdon as barbarian territory?” asked Gretzen.
 
   Roakore scratched at his chin, annoyed, wanting to tell her where to shove her haughty attitude. “Shierdon be a wasteland. Ye can have it if ye be wantin’ it,” he told her.
 
   “Then it is agreed by all in attendance. The barbarians shall have the land once known as Shierdon,” said Whill.
 
   “It is agreed,” said Roakore, his eyes suddenly alight with an idea. “Shierdon be barbarian territory. And as such, the problem o’ the undead be their problem as well. I ain’t offerin’ me soldiers’ help for nothin’. What do ye offer in return?” he asked Gretzen.
 
   “Didn’t you just say that it was selfish of me to ask for something in return for helping good people?” Gretzen asked.
 
   “Aye,” said Roakore with a laugh. “But that ain’t neither here nor there. What ye offerin’ Ro’Sar for our help?”
 
   “What would you like in return?” Gretzen asked.
 
   “Trade, for one thing, and a treaty. Shierdon, or Volnoss, or whatever you plan on calling it, ain’t to act against any kingdom o’ this country unless they be attacked first. If ye do, the treaty and agreements mentioned heretofore be null and void.”
 
   “Agreed,” said Gretzen.
 
   Roakore was taken aback by her instant acceptance of his terms.
 
   “Well then, let the treaty be drafted, and let everyone in attendance sign it. Then we move on the Shierdon undead.”
 
   Dwellan nodded to Fior, and the dwarf called in the scribes. The drafting of treaties was never easy and sometimes went on for days, even weeks. Breakfast was called for as well, along with a keg of beer and spirits. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 56
 
   The Mantle of Darkness
 
    
 
    
 
   The Treaty of Northern Agora, as it came to be called, took a full day and a half to complete. When the last signature had been placed on the document, Whill stood from the table and stretched his tired muscles.
 
   “I must be going now,” he said to the gathering. “There are pressing issues that I must attend to in the south. I have named Dirk Blackthorn my commander in general for this mission. He will see the armies north. I will join back when I can.”
 
   “Thank you for all that you have done,” said Gretzen.
 
   “And you as well,” said Whill.
 
   “Until our roads cross once more,” said Dwellan, offering the dwarven solute.
 
   Whill returned the gesture and shook the dwarf’s hand. He shook Roakore’s as well, though the dwarf followed him out to the hallway.
 
   “What be happenin’ with Avriel?” said Roakore, never one to miss anything.
 
   “Word has come to me that Avriel has sworn fealty to Kellallea. I do not know what drove her to such an action, but it can’t be good. The goddess wishes to control me. Though I have yet to figure out why.”
 
   Roakore thought on that for a moment, stroking his beard absently as they walked down the hall towards Whill’s quarters.
 
   “If ye be needin’ me, I’ll go with ye,” said Roakore.
 
   “I know you will, but I’m afraid that I must face this alone. There is enough work to be done in the north, and I appreciate your help in the matter. Kellallea is my own cross to bear. I made a mistake when I gave her the power of Adromida. I must make it right myself.”
 
   Roakore nodded with respect. “Well, if ye be needin’ me, ye need but send word,” he said and surprised Whill with a hug.
 
   “Thank you, Roakore. You’re a good friend.”
 
   “Go on and take care o’ yer lass. When all this shite is settled, we be havin’ the biggest damn celebration that Agora has ever seen.”
 
   “Deal,” said Whill with a laugh.
 
   “Go well, friend.”
 
   “Go well, Roakore.”
 
    
 
   The flight south took longer than Whill would have liked. Every mile seemed to drag as the landscape crept by infuriatingly slow. He had held back his emotions while dealing with Zander, trying to keep a level head. Running blindly into danger had gotten him in enough trouble in the past. He had been patient; he had attended to his duties in the north. Now was the time to deal with Kellallea.
 
   Avriel had sworn featly to the goddess—Whill still couldn’t believe it. The Avriel he knew would have only done that if her own life, or her unborn baby’s life, was threatened. Kellallea had orchestrated it all, Whill knew it.
 
   But why?
 
   By making Avriel swear fealty to her, Kellallea was once again trying to force Whill’s hand, trying to control him.
 
   He tried to clear his mind and set his sights on the southeast as the Elgar Mountains began to creep up from beyond the horizon. South of those peaks was Elladrindellia.
 
    
 
   An hour after sunrise, Whill had crossed the Gulf of Arden and was flying over elven soil. He was surprised by the sight of it. The grass was bright green, the crops were tall and full of life. Coming to the city, he discovered that many of the structures had been mended, including the crystal pyramids through which light now flowed.
 
   It was as if Cerushia had been remade.
 
   A shiver passed down his spine, for he knew that only the power of a god could have done so much in so little time. Not only had Avriel sworn fealty to Kellallea, but she had channeled her power as well.
 
   Zorriaz flew to Avriel’s balcony, perched upon a towering spire of the now glimmering palace. Upon landing, Whill leapt off and rushed into the room. He found Avriel waiting for him just inside the lavish chambers.
 
   “Avriel…”
 
   “Whill,” she said, rushing to him with open arms. “You have been healed?”
 
   As soon as he wrapped his arms around her, he felt an incredible jolt, as though he had grabbed ahold of a lightning bolt.
 
   Just as quickly as it happened, it was over, and Whill was left staring at Avriel, his mind racing. All his lost knowledge had come back to him in an instant.
 
   “Why did you do it?” he asked Avriel, trying to ignore the incredible sensation. “Why did you swear fealty to her?”
 
   “She was attacked by the avengers of the Taking,” came Kellallea’s voice behind him. “She would have died had I not—”
 
   “LIAR!” Whill screamed, turning on her and unsheathing his sword. “Stay away from me, and stay away from my family.”
 
   “Whill…” Avriel began.
 
   He ignored her and stalked toward Kellallea with murder in his eyes.
 
   She disappeared when he got close and reappeared at the other end of the room. Whill whirled around. When he found her, he lifted his hand and shot a blast of energy at her. She disappeared once more, and the spell hit the wall.
 
   “Why have you done this?” Whill bellowed.
 
   Kellallea appeared on the balcony beside Zorriaz. The white dragon offered a low growl deep in her throat.
 
   “To ensure that you do as I wish,” said Kellallea. “This could have all been avoided had you simply given yourself to me. You have forced my hand.”
 
   “I have forced nothing! I gave you the power that you now possess, and this is how you repay me?”
 
   “You would have done the same as I,” said Kellallea. She walked across the balcony into the room and stood before Whill, unafraid. “Imagine if you will that Avriel bravely defeated the God of Darkness and Death…only to become him. Imagine that you had to seal Avriel in a prison for all of eternity. How long could you bear to leave her there in that horrible place? I dare say not as long as I have. You would tear the world apart in an attempt to free her. I have waited tens of thousands of years for this opportunity, and I will do whatever it takes.”
 
   Whill watched her and looked to Avriel, trying to determine the truth. “You are a liar,” he said finally.
 
   “It is no lie. I have waited all these years for you, Whill of Agora, the first human to be blessed with the ancient powers since the end of the first age. Everything that has occurred has been of my design. For Eldorian and I have held back the shadows long enough. It is time for someone else to wear the mantle.”
 
   “You wish…for me to become the Dark Lord?” Whill asked.
 
   Kellallea only nodded.
 
   “I have been chosen by the god of man,” said Whill, mentally grasping at straws. “He will not allow this to happen.”
 
   “You do not understand. He has given you this power for this very reason. In the moments after you assume the mantle of the Dark Lord, you must return the power to the prison, and the gods will sleep once more. You must do this. It is the only way.”
 
   Avriel tried to cry out, tried to curse the goddess, but her voice was lost, and she could not move her own body.
 
   Whill saw her struggle and shook with controlled rage.
 
   “Why does he not speak for himself? If the god of man has given me this power, why does he not show himself?”
 
   “He, like the others, does not yet walk the earth. When the dark god is finally freed from his prison, you will hear the voice of the god of man. But then it will be too late. For if the gods fight the dark one here in our realm, they will tear the world asunder.”
 
   “But was it not your meddling that caused all of this?” said Whill. “You let all of this happen so that you might free your beloved Eldorian. The more you affect this world, the weaker the prison becomes.” Whill had slowly made his way to stand between Kellallea and Avriel. He now faced the goddess. “Without you, the prison will hold.”
 
   Whill lashed out with a spell that he had used before, long ago. It was a spell that was shunned by the elves of the sun, but one that the dark elves favored—a spell of taking. Black tendrils snaked their way across the room in a flash and would have found Kellallea, had she not countered with a spell of her own. The two powers collided and exploded violently. Whill was forced to bring up an energy shield to protect himself and Avriel.
 
   “You are a fool, Whillhelm Warcrown. Try as you might, you cannot absorb my power.”
 
   Kellallea disappeared, and Whill ran to Avriel, holding her back behind him and searching the room.
 
   “Do what I have asked, or I will tear your child from its mother’s womb!”
 
   Avriel suddenly dropped to her knees, clutching her stomach. Her face was twisted in sorrow, and her worried eyes broke his heart as he bent beside her. 
 
   “Leave them alone!” he cried out, voice tormented with fear and anger.
 
   “Swear fealty to me or they will die,” came Kellallea’s echoed voice.
 
   Avriel cried out in pain and shuddered, hunched on the floor and clawing at the tiles.
 
   “NO!” she cried.
 
   Whill saw the blood on her hand.
 
   And the blood on the floor beneath her dress.
 
   He instinctively moved to touch Avriel, to heal her and the child. His hand hit a buzzing wall of energy which shocked him. He stared at Avriel, horrified—he could no longer hear her cries. Kellallea had somehow encased her in some sort of energy shield.
 
   “You wretched beast! If they die I’ll—”
 
   “Enough!” Kellallea’s voice boomed. “Kneel before me now or watch them die.”
 
   Whill glanced helplessly at Avriel, who through her agony managed to shake her head before submitting to torment once more.
 
   “No,” said Whill. Tears blurred his vision, though he had stopped searching for Kellallea. “I will help you to defeat the god of death, but I do so of my own free will.”
 
   “Kneel before me,” came her voice once more.
 
   “You would be wise to take this offer,” said Whill, staring at his beloved with shimmering eyes. “I give you my word that I will help you. But if you kill them, you will get nothing from me.”
 
   Silence filled the chamber. For a moment Whill thought that perhaps he had made a terrible mistake. Kellallea would indeed let them both die.
 
   “Very well,” came the voice of the goddess.
 
   The energy shield holding Avriel disappeared, and Whill hurried to her side. There was still blood, but it no longer flowed freely.
 
   “Are you all right?” Whill asked. He remembered his mind sight and looked at her stomach even as she answered. 
 
   “Yes.”
 
   He gasped when he saw the tiny shimmering lifeform within Avriel—their child. Both mother and child now appeared unharmed.
 
   Whill rose slowly and glanced around the room. He could not see Kellallea, neither with his eyes nor mind sight, but he knew she was still watching. “Release Avriel from her pact,” he said.
 
   “Not until you have assumed the mantle.”
 
   “I have given you my word, yet you give me nothing.”
 
   “Fool,” said Kellallea. “I have given you everything. You will do as you have promised, else your child will be mine.”
 
   Whill struggled to control himself, knowing now that there was no winning against her…not now.
 
   “How long do we have before the prison fails?” he asked.
 
   “The prison will not hold beyond the winter solstice. The defeat of both Reshikk and Zander have weakened Eldorian considerably. He was using what power he had to force the others gods’ hands, knowing that the more they interfered with this realm, the weaker his prison would become. Now that he has withdrawn, the gods have become quiet. I will no longer interfere, for fear of weakening the prison further. You must travel to Drindellia, to the place where king Aramonis fell. There you will find Zerafin waiting for you. He will guide you to the mountain that holds the dark one’s prison.”
 
   “Zerafin?” said Avriel. “You are in contact with him?”
 
   “He has been given his instructions.”
 
   “I will do as you wish,” said Whill grudgingly. “But I must put things in order here before I go.”
 
   “Very well,” said Kellallea. “Do what you must. When you have found the mountain I shall join you once more.”
 
   “Agreed,” said Whill.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 57
 
   Lingering Lovers
 
    
 
    
 
   “Why would you agree to such a thing?” said Avriel when she thought they were alone.
 
   Whill shook his head slowly, and an unspoken acknowledgment passed between them—Kellallea could be listening at any moment.
 
   “I love you,” said Whill. “And therefore I shall fight the Lord of Darkness and Death. It may be true what she says. Perhaps I am the only one who can stop him. Perhaps it is my true destiny.”
 
   She kissed him softly. “My memory returned along with my power. I’m so sorry I treated you the way I did after—”
 
   “Worry of that no more,” said Whill. “It is enough that I finally have you back with me. I have missed you so.”
 
   “And I you. That is why I’m going with you.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “She said the winter solstice. That is over five months from now. I will have had our child by then. I’m going with you to Drindellia.”
 
   “Avriel…”
 
   “I’m not asking, my love.”
 
   “No,” said Whill sternly, moving away from her, but then he turned back suddenly, shaking his head. “You must remain with our child. Avriel, I shall not return from this quest.”
 
   She began to protest, but he held her firmly by the arms. “There is no other way! I have given her my word, and it is that word which protects you.”
 
   “How can you accept this so easily?” she asked, on the verge of breaking down.
 
   “I have had to accept many things. If I can ensure your safety and the safety of our child, and indeed, the entire world, then I will do it gladly. Let us enjoy what time we have. And speak no more of such fantasies.”
 
   Avriel looked into Whill’s eyes, trying to determine his sincerity.
 
   He dared not give her anything. Though it pained him to do so, he remained firm, resolute. He had no intentions of taking up the Dark Lord’s mantle, though he knew not how it might be avoided. He had spoken the truth. If it came to it, he would give himself for Agora, for Avriel and his child, gladly. Still, his mind was already churning, trying to work out the problem at hand. He had nearly six months to do it, and so he took his own advice and sought to enjoy what time he had.
 
    
 
   Whill awoke with Avriel in his arms. They lay tangled in a mess of silk sheets on a bed beside the balcony, overlooking the gardens and city beyond. In the east the sun had just peeked out over the sleepy horizon, hazy and scarlet. The remnants of night slowly yielded to the heavenly beacon as it ushered in a new day. Their slow and silent battle played out in streaking hues of pink and gold that pierced the ink-blue night and sent it chasing black shadows to the west. Birds sang and chirruped their gossip, darting past the open way to the balcony, where swaying curtains told of an unsure wind.
 
   The two lovers lingered long in the bed beside the balcony. Whill wanted nothing more than to remain in Avriel’s arms forever. He had been so lost without her the last seven months. Now that she had regained her memory, now that she was truly herself, he never wanted to let her go.
 
   He let go of the thoughts of the terrors that he would surely face in Drindellia, and spent the morning making love and making memories. They laughed together, reminiscing on their previous adventures together. Like a new couple who has just confessed their love, they recited the experience of their first meeting, and how each had been enamored with the other. Long into the afternoon they lay there, foregoing food and drink for the warmth of their naked bodies and the lull of the warm summer breeze.
 
   The afternoon crept by and made way for the night, and still they did not leave the sanctuary of Avriel’s quarters. Maidens in waiting inquired every few hours of their needs, but each time Avriel sent them away with no instructions. Whill and Avriel spent another night together, wanting for nothing more than the present moment.
 
   Whill slept lightly, if at all. His mind brought him back often to that dark place that was his fated future. Every time he thought of it, he held Avriel a little tighter and rubbed her stomach with slow caresses, wondering of the child that she carried. He knew that he would at least see it born. But would he see it grow? Would he leave behind a fatherless child, left to bear the legacy of his father?
 
   It was all too familiar to Whill.
 
   “Let your mind be at ease, my love,” said Avriel, turning in the embrace to kiss his lips.
 
   In her arms, his fears and apprehension melted away to give way for hope and light and love.
 
    
 
   Another morning greeted them with brilliant light and birdsong. This time when the maidens inquired, Avriel asked for a large breakfast of quale eggs and rich golden bread, elderberry juice and tea as well.
 
   The maidens brought not only that, but also the first fruits of the season, which had grown fat and ripened since her blessing of the fields.
 
   They ate to their heart’s content and remained in bed until noon, when the bright sun turned the air thick and duty gnawed through Whill’s resolve to hide away from the world.
 
   “There is much work to be done in the north,” he said, finally rising from the comfort of the silk sheets.
 
   Avriel remained in bed, draped with fabric that left enticing gaps and hints of warm flesh beneath. “Must we? So soon? Let the world care for its own problems for a few more hours.”
 
   “Would that I could,” said Whill. “But our allies need us. Agora needs us. Come with me north. There is still much work to do, and I would not see another drop of mortal blood fall to the wretched undead who still roam the land.”
 
   “Very well,” said Avriel. “But when it is through, you are mine.”
 
   “You’ve got a deal, m’lady,” said Whill, smiling.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 58
 
   Reclamation
 
    
 
   Whill and Avriel flew north and led the Uthen-Arden and Elladrindellian forces into Shierdon. For three weeks the combined forces of Eldalon, Uthen-Arden, Ky’Dren, Ro’Sar, Elgar, Volnoss, and Elladrindellia fought to take back Shierdon. The Eldalonian army had had some time to regroup during the seven months since the fall of Eadon, and along with the Ky’Dren dwarves they took western Shierdon. The Uthen-Arden forces, along with the Ro’Sar dwarves and the elves of Elladrindellia, sacked Belldon Island and continued northeast to the center of the kingdom. There they were met by Gretzen and her barbarians. The Elgar dwarves made short work of the undead remaining in eastern Shierdon, and the many armies converged on the last remaining city, Bearadon.
 
   Mist no longer hung thick about the kingdom. Whill and Avriel had used their power to clean the lake and its many tributaries, and now the Eardon River ran clear and clean once more. With Zander went the creeping death that had plagued the land and withered the crops. The land was recovering, helped along by Whill and Avriel where they could. But Shierdon was a large kingdom, and much more work needed to be done. The land would not be the same for years.
 
   The celebration in Bearadon went on for more than a week. In that time, the Treaty of Northern Agora was ratified, and the signatures of King Carlsborough of Eldalon and King Du’Krell of Elgar were added with the others.
 
   Whill watched the merrymaking from the window of a high tower in his temporary chambers at the center of the city. Soon the many armies would part ways, leaving the barbarians to tend to the land. Gretzen had admitted that with the summer already waning, the barbarians would likely return to Volnoss, where they had the necessary provisions to survive the winter. Come spring, however, they would travel south and begin to settle Northern Shierdon.
 
   King Du’Krell of Elgar had been stubborn about signing the treaty and acknowledging the barbarians. Two entire days had been spent negotiating his demands, one being that any barbarian found within ten miles of Elgar could be killed on the spot. Through all of it, Whill remained patient—indeed, he was surprised that Du’Krell had even considered signing the treaty at all.
 
   “Sire, King Roakore wishes to see you—”
 
   “Ye decent, lad?” Roakore yelled as he pushed past the guard.
 
   The man looked angrily at Roakore, but Whill waved him off not unkindly.
 
   “We be settin’ out in the mornin’,” said Roakore, raising a bottle of whiskey. “Thought we’d have a few drinks. Ain’t no tellin’ when we be seein’ each other next.”
 
   “There is still much to do,” said Whill. He found two glasses at the former lord’s bar and laid them down on a small table on the balcony, where Roakore joined him.
 
   “Aye,” said Roakore. “Now the real rebuildin’ can begin. Finally, the threat be over.”
 
   He poured them each a glass and clanged his against Whill’s.
 
   “To peace in Agora…at long last.”
 
   “To peace in Agora,” said Whill.
 
   Roakore sat back and watched the celebration at the center of town. Shierdon had little to offer in the form of food, but that mattered not. The armies were followed by long wagon trains of supplies. Kegs had been tapped in the city square, and long tables had been set out. Recently the weather had been quite agreeable. It had not rained in more than a week, and the nights were warm. Still, a large fire blazed down in the square. Dwarves, humans, elves, and barbarians dined and drank together, sharing songs and tales of glory.
 
   “Even the barbarians be takin’ part,” said Roakore with a snicker.
 
   “Yes. It is good to see. I hope that it lasts.”
 
   “Aye,” said Roakore. “It’ll last ‘till it doesn’t. What you got planned now that it’s all over?”
 
   Whill didn’t want to spoil the mood with the news of his promise to Kellallea and what he had yet to face. He hadn’t told Roakore yet; he hadn’t told anyone for that matter.
 
   “What is it?” Roakore asked, never one to miss a trick.
 
   “I intend to marry Avriel,” said Whill.
 
   Roakore slapped his knee and sat up straight. “Did ye ask her yet?” he asked, wringing his hands.
 
   “Not yet,” Whill admitted. “But I think that she will agree.”
 
   “Ye ain’t worried no more ‘bout what people be sayin’? Ye know that Uthen-Arden ain’t goin’ to be allowin’ a half-elf heir.”
 
   “I do not intend to remain king.”
 
   “Aye? What’s this ye be sayin’? Ain’t gonna be king?”
 
   “No offense, Roakore, and this has nothing to do with your culture, but I think it is time to give the people a choice in the matter. It works well with dwarven culture, but I think the time has come for Uthen-Arden rulers to be chosen by the people.”
 
   “They have chosen ye, and they would again,” said Roakore.
 
   “You may be right, but if I am the only option, what choice do they really have? Human kingdoms are ruled by kings and lords. The common man has no chance to become something more. They are drowned in taxes. They break their backs so that a few families can live like kings. I would see the people liberated. I’m going to change everything, Roakore.”
 
   Roakore shook his head and tipped back his whiskey. “Good luck to ye, lad. I can’t imagine what kind o’ system ye got in mind or how it might work, but if anyone can figure it out, I think it be ye.”
 
   “Thank you.”
 
   “I can see where yer mind might be. It ain’t easy bein’ king. I often find meself wishin’ I didn’t have these responsibilities, and I ain’t been king much longer than ye.”
 
   “It isn’t that, well, not all of it. The people have been through enough. I cannot risk someone like Addakon coming to power in the future simply because he is the heir.”
 
    
 
   In the morning the dwarves and elves left Bearadon and began the long trek home. Whill’s army would be departing as well, along with the soldiers of Eldalon. After saying many farewells, he set out with Avriel upon Zorriaz.
 
   The march home would take nearly two weeks, but they were in no hurry. It had been a month since the fall of Zander and Reshikk, and with only four months left before he had to set out, Whill intended on enjoying his time with Avriel.
 
   They stopped at many of the towns and villages along the way to Del’Oradon, healing those who needed healing and helping the crops to grow.
 
   A week from Del’Oradon, Whill finally asked Avriel for her hand in marriage. He had intended on waiting until they had reached the city, but Whill found himself impatient.
 
   Whill sat on a cliff beside the rushing Eardon River a few miles south of Locknar. He and Avriel had bathed together in a shallow pool formed eons ago, which sat in a shadowy edge of the gorge among creeping vines and the reaching roots of tall trees. She stood naked in the sun, her growing belly now beginning to show clearly.
 
   “I love you, Avriel.”
 
   She turned to glance at him mischievously, with mock skepticism. “You love me when I’m naked.”
 
   “This is true,” he said with a laugh and pulled her gently to lie beside him on the quilt spread across the soft moss. “I love you clothed as well…just not as much.”
 
   She laughed and gave him a playful slap.
 
   They made love beside the rushing river as the day slowly waned. When night came, they cooked over fire and enjoyed a meal of fish that had been easily caught from the river with magic. Avriel sang him a song of love as he drank wine and stared at the stars shimmering in the clear night sky. Whill tried to take it all in, tried to be present for every fleeting moment, knowing that soon such memories might be all that he had left.
 
   He thought of the child that she carried, wanting nothing more than to announce it to the world—climb to the rooftops and confess his love to all who would hear. He took her hands and held her in his gaze.
 
   “What is it, Whill?” Avriel asked, meeting his gaze with one that melted his heart.
 
   “Marry me,” he suddenly blurted out. “Marry me in Del’Oradon, the home of my father.”
 
   “Whill…” she began to shake her head.
 
   “Avriel, I might not return from Drindellia. I would spend my last months as your husband.”
 
   “You do not have to face Eldorian alone.”
 
   “Marry me,” he said, clutching her hands. “I do not know what the future brings. All I know is that I love you and our child like I have loved no others. We are meant to be together.”
 
   Avriel smiled as her tears broke. She nodded agreement.
 
   “Yes?” Whill’s heart leapt.
 
   “Yes!” she said, laughing and crying at the same time. “Yes, I will marry you. A thousand times yes!”
 
   He pulled her close and kissed her long. Together they fell back on the warm quilt wrapped in each other’s arms.
 
   Overhead, the moon flirted with the passing clouds.
 
   Soon it would mark the winter solstice.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Letter to the Reader
 
    
 
   Dear Reader,
 
    
 
   Thank you for purchasing Champions of the Gods. I hope you enjoyed this book. Whill of Agora 7 will soon follow, and will wrap up the plot line begun in book 5. After that, I intend to write another trilogy following the lives of our heroes after the events of book 7, and I hope you come along for the ride.
 
    
 
   I would love to hear what you thought of the story, good or bad, so please feel free to leave a review. I also invite you to join the Legends of Agora mailing list for updates on upcoming book releases, contests, giveaways, and my author blog.
 
    
 
   I want to thank everyone who has helped make my far-fetched dream a reality. I am a self-published author and do not have the luxury of a team of promoters at my disposal. YOU are my team, and it is fans like you that make all of this possible.
 
    
 
   To everyone who has left a review, shared my books on Goodreads, posted on Twitter or Facebook, or simply just enjoyed one of my books and told their friends—thank you very much.
 
    
 
    
 
   With humble appreciation,
 
    
 
   Michael James Ploof
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