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   Chapter 1
 
   Rise of the Ancient
 
    
 
    
 
   Far beneath the ocean floor, the ancient green dragon slowly began to emerge from his long slumber. There had been a shift in the world, even in his deep sleep far below the surface, Reshikk had felt it in his bones. The glowing orb surrounding him had been his prison for untold millennia, but now, it was slowly losing the power to contain him.
 
   For a long time Reshikk fought to remember who he was, and how he had gotten here. Days became weeks, and slowly, over the following months, as his prison lost power, he began to piece together what had happened. His memories were vast, stretching over tens of thousands of years, and a half a dozen continents. And beyond that was the collected knowledge and memories of his line.
 
   As his own memories returned, so too did the pain of loss.
 
   How long had he been trapped here, deep below the ocean near the heart of the earth? How had the world changed? He thought of the others, and the slaughter and near extinction of the dragons at the hands of the elves.
 
   His memories fueled his rage, and his anger gave him strength. When finally the orb surrounding him blinked out altogether, and he came out of his stasis, he blasted a streaming jet of green acid at the surrounding stone before him. The acid melted away layers, and he doused it again, burrowing himself a hole through the sedimentary rock. He continued on for hours, and finally broke through. Water poured in through the hole he had made in the ocean floor, sending him falling back through the tunnel. He gripped the walls with strong claws and fought against the onslaught of crushing weight. Growling, he met the challenge, determinately clawing his way up through the tunnel and finally emerging at the bottom of the dark ocean. The pressure was immense, but Reshikk was a powerful ancient. He spread his massive wings and began to swim toward the surface. When the first rays of light illuminated the darkness he redoubled his efforts, and surged upward with all his might. Finally he broke the surface, and shot out of the ocean like a glistening emerald, shining brightly in the midday sky.
 
   Reshikk immediately scanned his surroundings and, finding only water for miles in every direction, turned his attention to food. In the waters below a dark shadow caught his eye and he dove swiftly, catching the small whale in his giant maw and easily snapping it in half with his sharp teeth. He ate hungrily and soon found a school of large fish. When he had filled his vast belly he floated upon the waters and considered his location.
 
   The sun had set while he was below the surface, and now stars shone brightly in the heavens. The image was startling, for Reshikk did not recognize the night sky. He knew the stars, but they had changed. Anger welled in him once more, and in his rage he bathed the water with a plume of flame that left steam slowly rising into the air. When he had regained control of himself he called upon the memories of his line, and his own knowledge of the world. He soon determined where he was, and was surprised by the realization—it seemed that the elves had gone to great lengths to hide him far away from the homeland.
 
   Reshikk turned his attention eastward, toward the island that he had found in his ancestors memories.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 2
 
   A Kingdom in Chaos
 
    
 
    
 
   Whill sat listening to the council’s reports. The grain crops were not doing well and the corn had yet to take. Refugees poured into Del’ Oradon steadily, having had to flee from their towns and villages due to the empty food stores and the many small battles raging across the land.
 
   Many of the lords who had done well during Eadon’s reign had claimed themselves kings over their lands. Whill held the south and west, and had taken back much of central Uthen-Arden, but three lords still held firm to the north, and had made an alliance. The peoples of the east—descendants of those who had been forced off their lands when the elves were given Elladrindellia—had begun attacking the elves, who were now without the use of magic. The natives of Elladrindellia called the land Old Arden, and claimed it their birth right to take it back.
 
   With the victory over Eadon, Whill had thought there would finally be peace throughout Agora. But the kingdoms were in turmoil. His was the most secure, aside from Eldalon, which was now under the rule of his distant uncle, King Carlsborough. Shierdon remained in the control of the dark elf Ainamaf, who was said to be still impersonating the late king. Whill had not been able to address that issue. First he needed to stabilize his own kingdom.
 
   The Watcher—in the body of eleven-year-old Tarren—sat beside him scribbling the reports of a messenger from the north. “—and what’s more, Sire, lava flows from Eadon’s Fall have become steadier with every passing day,” said the messenger.
 
   Eadon’s Fall was the name of the large canyon left behind by the destruction of Eadon’s monolithic crystal tower, which had sprouted from the earth during the war. The scar stretched for nearly three hundred miles north to south across the Thendor Plains, and was nearly fifty miles wide in some areas. Many people—those who didn’t worship him—blamed Whill for all that had happened. Those farther north knew little of what really occurred, or how close they had come to being the dark elves’ slaves.
 
   “What of the strange reports near the Shierdon border?” Whill asked. He had been trying to locate his aunt Teera and her daughters since the end of the war. Scouts had been sent to Sherna, the village on the eastern coast where Whill had grown up, but they had reported that it appeared to have been destroyed, and no survivors were found. Teera knew that Whill had become king, and so he assumed that if she were able, she would make her way to Del’Oradon. The more time that passed, the more he worried for her and the girls.
 
   The messenger’s face blanched at the mention of Shierdon, and he fidgeted with his helm nervously. “I haven’t seen anything myself, or been given anything to report from the general, but…”
 
   “What are people saying?” Whill asked.
 
   “Well, Sire, they say that the dead rise at night—soldiers slain in battle, horses, and even children.”
 
   The council members shifted uneasily in their chairs and shared quick glances.
 
   Alrick, the Empyrean Magister, looked to be the most disturbed by the rumors. “It is as I have warned, King Whillhelm. The Lord of the Dead begins to stir.”
 
   Whill shook his head. “Dark elf necromancers had the power to raise the dead. Why are we to assume this is the work of some long forgotten human god?”
 
   “Not long forgotten, Sire. The Zodorian religion speaks of him still.”
 
   “All due respect, but religions speak of many things,” said Whill.
 
   Alrick nodded. “I would think that you of all people would give heed to prophecy.”
 
   “Well said, Magister. What else does the Zodorian scripture say of such things?”
 
   “The line I reference is found in the teachings of Hermidian of Locknar. I must admit it has always been held as one of his more obscure gospels, being that they were his last words, come at a time when he was fevered and wild-eyed. He said thus, ‘The reign of the Lord of Death shall follow the fall’.” Alrick sat back in his chair and crossed his arms beneath his thick robes as if to say “checkmate.”
 
   “Duly noted, Alrick. For now the council will focus on the problems at hand. Now, what does the Magister of Numbers have to report?”
 
   Hyrold Glean opened a thick log book and trailed his finger across the page. He regarded Whill over his spectacles. “Trade with the dwarves has increased by thirteen percent over the last month. However, the influx of five thousand Isladonian refugees into Del’Oradon has increased our need for foodstuffs. Until the crops come in, we will remain at a deficit in that regard.”
 
   “Do we have enough to see a substantial army to the north?” Whill asked.
 
   The council members shared glances.
 
   Hyrold looked to his books and mumbled to himself. Finally he took off his glasses and nodded. “It would be a stretch, Sire.”
 
   Whill turned to Fenious Brighton, Lord General of War. “What is your council?”
 
   “It is imperative that we take back the lands to the north. The false kings have a tentative hold on the lands surrounding the border to Shierdon. They have fewer resources than we, and unless they ally with Shierdon they will have no trade to speak of.”
 
   “Do you think it likely the traitors will make allies with Shierdon?” Whill asked.
 
   “They share a common goal,” said the general. “War between them at this point would be counterproductive. They are flanked by our allies on both sides. I believe an alliance is inevitable.”
 
   More war was the last thing that Whill wanted, but he knew the threat to his northern borders could not be ignored. Something strange was brewing in Shierdon, and the longer they waited, the stronger the dark elf impersonating King Travvikonis would become.
 
   “Tyrron, how many ships can be spared for this venture?”
 
   The Lord General of Fleets considered this, twirling his long mustache as he often did. “Fifty at the most.” He pointed at the large map built into the table. “We could land north of the Elgar Mountains and take Breggard from the west. Of course we will need to cross through southern Shierdon to get there.”
 
   “No,” said Whill. “We will land in Elgar Harbor. We can take the northern mountain pass across to Breggard. The Elgar dwarves have stock in a stable north as well.”
 
   “Excuse me, Sire,” said Larson Donarron, Magister of Secrets. “Word has come to me from associates with their ears to the mountains. They say that the dwarves, both Elgar and Ky’Dren, are secretly planning to take Shierdon. This is an important time for them. The elves have no magic, the human kingdoms are in turmoil. It is said that the descendants of Ky’Dren still retain the ability to control stone. For the first time in five hundred years, the dwarves are the strongest race in all of Agora. They have much to gain…if they would just take it.”
 
   Whill shook his head. “The dwarves are not conquerors.”
 
   Archemedes Krell, Magister of Reflection spoke up. “Might I remind the council how the dwarves gained control of the mountains in the first place? Not only did they drive out the barbarians for control of the Ky’Dren Mountains, but the dragons as well.”
 
   “If they wish to take Shierdon from the dark elf Ainamaf, then they have my blessing,” said Whill.
 
   “If they take Shierdon they would flank Uthen-Arden from the east, west, and north,” said Archemedes.
 
   “The dwarves would never attack us,” said Whill, waving him off.
 
   “I do not mean to speak ill of the dwarves—they have ever been our allies—but it is my job as Magister of Reflection to remind the council of the mistakes of the past. It is not uncommon for allies to betray one another.”
 
   “Your concerns have been noted. If the dwarves plan to take Shierdon, we will make it a joint effort. Together we can secure the north, and I will oversee the reinstatement of the late king’s line.” He addressed Lord General Brighton, “Send pigeons to the Ky’Dren and Elgar Mountain kings, and tell them of our plans to take back the north.”
 
   “Yes, Sire.”
 
   Whill stood and tapped his stack of papers smartly on the table. “Lord General Greyson, prepare the fleets. We set out by the end of the week.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 3
 
   The Ponderings of Dwarf Kings
 
    
 
    
 
   Roakore sat in his private chambers staring at the piece of wood burning in the stone fireplace. He had spent the last few months busying himself with preparations for winter and the rebuilding of the ancient chambers. The Draggard Wars had taken their toll on the Ro’Sar Mountains and its dwarves. Many had died in the final battle against Eadon, and many more against the dark elves and monstrosities who attacked the mountain while he was away—a guilt that weighed on him heavily.
 
   But they had been victorious, and now that the threat of Eadon’s hordes had been dealt with, and they had gotten through the winter, Roakore could no longer ignore what had happened. He had moved a piece of wood with his mind. The implications frightened him. His line—the descendants of the dwarf king Ky’Dren—had the ability to move stone with their minds, but nothing more. It was a power bestowed upon Ky’Dren’s line by the dwarven gods; so said their religion. He shouldn’t have the power to move anything else. Yet…
 
   He focused on the burning log and reached out a hand. With a growl, he pulled it back. “Well then, on with it, you’ve waited long enough,” he said to himself. He reached out once more, focusing on the burning log with his mind. “Ky’ Dren, help me.”
 
   For many minutes he tried without success. He even stopped, focused on a stone carving on the desk across the room and lifted it with a thought. Keeping the feeling fresh in his mind, he turned back to the log and tried again. When he still failed, a sudden laugh escaped him. Roakore—very happy with himself—raised a glass to the fire and tossed back another shot of rum.
 
   He rose from his chair and stretched his stiff joints. He was beginning to feel his hundred-plus years of age creep into his bones.
 
   A mood came over him, and he took the long stairs up to his mount’s perch. Dwarves stopped what they were doing as he strode by, slamming their chests and bowing respectfully as was custom. It drove Roakore crazy, but he couldn’t order them to stop. The tradition was as old as their civilization.
 
   As he approached the perch, he could smell the crisp mountain air howling through the stairwell. Silverwind’s anxious cooing echoed through the corridor, putting a smile on the old king’s face. He crested the stair and came out on the landing. Far across the wide chamber, his silverhawk gave a squawk and ruffled her brilliant feathers in anticipation.
 
   “There ye be, ye blasted bird!” Roakore sang with a wide smile.
 
   Silverwind responded with a trilling song.
 
   “Ye feel like flyin’?” he asked, grabbing the saddle from its place on the wall.
 
   The giant silverhawk opened her wide wings and flapped them fervently, causing a small windstorm in the roost. She leaped from her huge nest of vine, branches, and hay, and turned toward the mouth of the high chamber.
 
   Outside, silver moonlight and summer winds beckoned.
 
   Roakore attached the saddle and strapped himself in. “All right, girl, give it a gooo—”
 
   Silverwind took five quick steps and leapt out into the air with a triumphant cry. Roakore’s own manic laughter was drowned out by a furious wind that took his breath away. Tears welled in his eyes and he slipped his goggles on as Silverwind plummeted to the earth in a spiraling descent. She opened her wings and caught air right before they hit the rocky side of the mountain, and Roakore gave a howl as she glided down and abruptly arched up and soared out over the valley.
 
   Roakore hadn’t had a proper flight in a month, and had nearly forgotten how much he loved it. The demands of kinghood had been taking their toll as of late. The winter had been a hard one for all three races of Agora, and even he had been forced to tighten his belt to get through it.
 
   Trade between the dwarves of Ro’Sar and shattered Isladon had ceased altogether, which left only Uthen-Arden from which to attain foodstuffs. And while Whill was now king of that land, it had suffered greatly from the Draggard War. Roakore had sent two thousand dwarves to help rebuild and protect many of the towns and villages near to the mountain, for they produced the vegetables and livestock the dwarves had come to rely on. Livestock was less of an issue, as Ro’Sar had its own goats, cows, pigs, chickens and the like. However, they were not farmers, and regardless, animals required fodder. Until the snows melted and the grassy valleys between the mountains opened up, they could not raise enough.
 
   Summer was finally upon them, and trade had begun to pick up. And though the wagons came with far less supplies than were needed, it was a start. Roakore didn’t like the idea of being so dependent on the human farmers—he never had. For that reason he had ordered more livestock to be raised this year, and more crops to be sown where the ground between and around the mountains would permit it.
 
   In spite of all that had happened, he was doing his best, and as much as he despised being stuck in the mountain tending to kingly matters, he did it, for it was his duty. He had begun to face the fact that his days of adventure were likely behind him. A king’s life was one of numbers, facts, figures, and other problems…always more problems: cave-ins, food shortages, trade negotiations, meetings with dignitaries, not to mention twenty-seven wives and over two hundred children. Roakore found himself longing for the open road, axe in hand, friends and ale aplenty, and Draggard to kill. As terrible and impossible as the war for Agora had seemed, it had been the best year of his life. He had killed hundreds of the beasts, and freed his father’s spirit from an eternity of wandering the halls of his fallen mountain. He had slain dark elves, and even a few dragons. More importantly, he had reclaimed the Ro’Sar Mountains.
 
   Surely, Roakore had earned a place in the mountain of the gods.
 
   The gods…
 
   Flying high over his mountain range—his kingdom—he was troubled once again by the nagging doubt. He felt ashamed for even harboring such thoughts, yet, he was unable to shake them from his mind. Ever since Whill read the Book of Ky’Dren to him, he had been helpless to consider the possibility that his powers were not gods-given, but a gift of the elves. His own manipulation of a flying piece of wood while fighting a dark elf was evidence of the deception. He had thought to quiet the idea when he was unable to move the wood in the fireplace, but still a flicker of doubt remained. When the dark elf had sent the battering-ram arm at him, Roakore had thought it to be a stone slab, he had believed it to be so, and so it was. With the same mental power he used to move stone, he had manipulated the beam. The action saved his life, but at the same time put a crack in his heretofore rock-solid system of belief.
 
   Perhaps that was the key—belief.
 
   Was that why he couldn’t repeat the feat, because he didn’t want to believe that he could do it? Roakore wondered. Somewhere deep inside his soul, he knew that he could do it again. He didn’t want to think of the ramifications, though. For if the words of Ky’Dren were in fact a lie, it meant that his people’s entire way of life was a lie, it meant that there was no mountain of the gods…there was nothing.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 4
 
   The Bearer of the Trinket
 
    
 
    
 
   “Dirk, Krentz, Chief, come to me!”
 
   Raene stood upon the riverbank holding the wolf figurine in her outstretched hand. The figurine began to glow a soft blue and suddenly burst to life. Sparkling mist erupted from her hand and swirled around her legs before settling on the ground. It disappeared like fog in the wind, leaving the three standing before her.
 
   “It’s about godsdamned time!” Krentz complained.
 
   Chief went about sniffing the riverside.
 
   “Only been two days,” said Raene, pocketing the figurine.
 
   Dirk glanced north toward a distant city. “Brinn, I presume.”
 
   “Yer reckonin’s correct. Arrived just before dawn.” Raene laid out her bedroll beneath a large tree and made herself comfortable. “I’m gonna get me some shuteye. Been a long haul. Wake me ‘round noon and we’ll head into town an’ see what the people be sayin’.” She yawned and patted down the pack she was using as a pillow. “With any luck we’ll pick up on the trail o’ Zander and the barbarian wench again.”
 
   Krentz crossed her arms and regarded Raene with a cocked brow. “Wake you up at noon? Would you like breakfast hot and ready for you, too?”
 
   The dwarf lifted her arm from her face. “That’ll do just fine,” she said with a smile before settling back once more.
 
   Dirk couldn’t help but chuckle. Krentz turned her scowl on him, but before she could say anything more he turned into mist and flew by her over the water. She changed as well and followed. They flew a wide perimeter around their sleeping master and solidified farther upstream where the land afforded a better view of the city.
 
   “I’m getting tired of taking orders from her, and remaining in the spirit world at her whim,” said Krentz.
 
   Dirk shrugged. “She is the bearer of the figurine.
 
   “You act as though you don’t care. Don’t you want to return to being human?”
 
   “Of course I care. But Raene wants to hunt down Zander and avenge her brother. What are we to do? We owe her our lives. If she hadn’t found the figurine and known how to use it, we would forever be trapped in the spirit world.”
 
   “But what of the words of Talon? If she is still alive—she who created the figurine—there might be a chance.”
 
   “I don’t know,” said Dirk. “She would be—what, over two hundred years old by now?”
 
   “You didn’t speak to him, he told me that she could help.”
 
   “How are we to trust spirits? He could have been anybody.”
 
   “No,” said Krentz. “Chief knew him well. He can be trusted.”
 
   Dirk shook his head, amazed by it all. He hadn’t met the spirit, but he didn’t doubt she had. He had yet to get used to being in the other realm, and was not as aware as Krentz was during their times trapped there. It had taken him a long time to even remember being in the spirit realm when summoned back to that of the living, and still he was never quite lucid while away in that shadowy place. It was all like a foggy dream.
 
   “I believe you, we just have to find a way to convince Raene to travel to the elven lands.”
 
   Krentz regarded him with a mischievous grin. “Or find a new bearer.”
 
   “What have you got against the dwarf, anyway?”
 
   “She’s getting carried away. She treats us like her servants, and she’s going to get us killed. Hunting Draggard is one thing, but being forced to fight a necromancer? Raene overestimates our power.”
 
   It was true, against any other foe Dirk, Krentz, and Chief were virtually unstoppable, but against a skilled necromancer like Zander, they might be helpless to resist his influence.
 
   “You know as well as I that we are subject to the will of the bearer. How can we defy her?” Dirk asked.
 
   Krentz shook her head. “You don’t know that. We have never tried.”
 
   “As I said, we owe her our lives, such as they are. Would you so quickly betray her?”
 
   “I will not be subjugated by her, debt or no. Do not forget, we saved her life as well.” She regarded him thoughtfully. “You don’t want to be free of the figurine, do you? You’ve become addicted to your powers.”
 
   Dirk thought about it for a moment. Being a spirit trapped between two worlds had its benefits. He could turn to mist or solidify at will, and he could fly. And in a world in which the elves’ power had been taken and their magic no longer worked, such abilities were no small thing. Aside from necromancers, none could stand before them. Dirk thought it foolish to toss aside such an advantage hastily.
 
   “I think that we should explore our options before we make a hasty judgment. Besides, we don’t even know if this old woman is still alive, and if so, there is no guarantee she can help us.”
 
   “She can help us,” said Krentz.
 
   Dirk gave a sigh. “I can see that your heart is set on this course, but don’t get your hopes up.” He put a hand on her shoulder and turned her to face him. “We died, Krentz. You have to accept that we might never be returned to our former selves.”
 
   She extended her arms and stood before him. “We died, yet, here we are.”
 
   “Yes, here we are, together. When Eadon struck me down and I knew that I would die, I had only one regret—that I had to leave you behind. Now, with the power of the figurine, we have nothing to fear.”
 
   “Nothing but necromancers, one of which Raene brings us closer to with every passing moment.”
 
   “I do not fear them.”
 
   She cocked a brow at him. “You should. If one gets ahold of the figurine we will never know freedom again.”
 
   Dirk conceded the point with a nod. “Let me talk to her again before you do anything rash.”
 
   She offered him a smile and became translucent. Her phantom hand stroked his face. “My love, when have you ever known me to do anything rash?” With that, she turned to mist and flew away along the riverbanks.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 5
 
   The Forsaken King
 
    
 
    
 
   Zerafin walked through the ruins of Cerushia as he often did at night. The once beautiful streets and buildings that had been built by magic had been reduced to a heap of broken crystal and stone. The thousand falls loomed to his right, their high perches no longer accessible to the elves without flight. As he also often did, Zerafin returned to the temple of Kellallea—she who had stripped all magic from the elves, in what had come to be known as the Second Taking. It had been the first building to be built in the wake of the war.
 
   “My Goddess, hear my words…” He dropped to his knees before the altar.
 
   “You said that those loyal to you might be blessed once again. I stand before you as the king of your people, ready to receive your command, yet you remain silent. Surely there is one among us who might receive your word?”
 
   He waited in silence for his goddess, but only the wind answered his call, blowing in through an open window and offering a mournful moan.
 
   Zerafin knew that Kellallea owed neither he nor the elves anything. The elves had nearly destroyed themselves with the magic of Orna Catorna during the first age, and Kellallea had stolen all power to save them in an event known as the Taking. Mallakell’s enlightenment and rediscovery of magic had ushered in the second age of magic for the elves, and once again they had nearly destroyed themselves fighting over it. The Second Taking had saved them, but it had doomed them to mortality once more.
 
   Without magic, the elves had found it hard to cope, and they realized just how much they depended on Orna Catorna on a daily basis. Many elves had fallen into a dark depression, some—an alarming number of them—had taken their own lives. Zerafin’s own mother had fallen ill, as had numerous other elders of many millennia. Without their healing powers, the elves were as susceptible to disease and sickness as humans.
 
   Zerafin sat there, unmoving, waiting for a voice that he knew would not come to him. What did he expect of her, anyway? What would he ask? He knew that his motives were not pure, for he too felt the pang of loss, and wished for a restoration of the glorious power he had once wielded.
 
   Shamed by his own hypocrisy, he rose from his meditative position and bowed his head toward the altar. The gods of old had ever been silent, and now, it seemed, so too was Kellallea.
 
    
 
   Avriel gently caressed her mother’s forehead with the cool cloth. Queen Araveal smiled upon her daughter, which only brought more tears.
 
   “Cry no more, my child. I have had a long, long life.”
 
   “Don’t talk like that. You’re going to beat this,” said Avriel, her voice cracking. Her mother had been getting worse every day. Watching her waste away like this was infuriating. The impulse to reach out and heal her with magic came to Avriel often, and with each remembrance of the lost gift the pain burned anew.
 
   “How can she do this to her own people? We were not the ones who started the war.”
 
   “There cannot be war without two sides, my dear. She does nothing…to us,” said Araveal, before being overcome by a coughing fit.
 
   Avriel helped her to drink from a cup. With shaking hands, her mother brought it to her parched lips and took what water she could. She nodded when she was done, and lay back with a soft moan.
 
   “The goddess has done what needed to be done. We destroyed our homeland. It was as much our fault as Eadon’s. I see that now. She is right, we are still not ready to wield the power of Orna Catorna, and we may never be.”
 
   “But she said that the gift would be returned to those who proved themselves worthy. Surely you, of all elves, are worthy of her blessing.”
 
   Araveal smiled upon her daughter and stroked her hair with a shaking hand. “This is true, but she did not say when, and what is time to a goddess?”
 
   “Then you have given up? There is no fight left in you?” Avriel asked.
 
   “I am over two thousand years old, my dear. I have been fighting my entire life. And…I find that it is quite tiring. Do not weep for me, for soon I will be with your father once more. It is something I have wanted for five hundred years. I am of another age…you see? And now that age has passed.”
 
   Avriel’s throat constricted and she cried despite her mother’s wishes. The queen closed her eyes, and for a terrified minute Avriel thought that she had died.
 
   “Mother? Mother!” She shook her.
 
   Araveal opened her eyes and smiled sleepily, patting her daughter’s hand. “It is not yet time. Soon…perhaps…for now let me sleep.”
 
   Avriel fought back her tears and kissed her mother’s forehead. Her skin was paper thin.
 
   She left her mother to the care of her hand maidens and walked out onto the balcony overlooking Cerushia and the thousand falls. The pyramids that were scattered throughout the city, whose lights had once mirrored the constellations they were named after, now lay broken and powerless. The elves had begun to rebuild, but it would never be the same. Before the Second Taking, Cerushia had hummed with power. The pyramids’ crystal capstones had kept the energy moving throughout, giving life to the vines that had formed into domes, bridges, and walls. Now those plants were long dead, and those that had grown in their stead could not be tamed by the Ralliad druids as they once had.
 
   Magic was gone.
 
   Whill of Agora had given the power of Adromida to Kellallea, and she had stripped the elves of theirs. Avriel still had no memory of the man, though Zerafin and others had told her all that she cared to know about him. Her memories of Whill had been taken by Eadon while she was held captive. Avriel knew that she had once loved him, and had nearly killed herself performing a death curse on Eadon to save Whill. She remembered some of it, but Whill was always a phantom in her memories. Try as she might, she could never recall a word spoken between them. Those times when she got close, the memories fled from her mind like shadows hiding in the corner of the eye.
 
   Something caught her eye in the distance, but without magic she was forced to wait until it got close enough to make out. When it did, she recognized the white dragon, Zorriaz. The female glided on warm winds down to the wide balcony. Quick wings buffeted Avriel, and she was forced to turn her face from random flying debris. Zorriaz settled down and perched on the stone ledge and greeted her with a rumbling croon.
 
   “Hello, beautiful.” Avriel stroked her scaled neck.
 
   Zorriaz the White bent her long neck to come eyelevel with the elf. Light blue eyes the size of Avriel’s head regarded her with affection. “Sisterr,” the dragon purred.
 
   Back when Avriel had tried to kill Eadon with her death curse, she had died, and upon its flight into the unknown, her soul had been captured. Her comatose body was brought back to Elladrindellia by Zerafin, and her soul had been transferred by Eadon to the body of a dragon—Zorriaz the White. For nearly a year she remained trapped inside the body of the dragon, and in that time a great bond was forged between them. Dragons retain the memories of their descendants, and so Avriel was able to access them as well. Likewise, Zorriaz knew everything that she had known, including memories of Whill that Avriel herself had lost.
 
   In a way, Zorriaz loved him still.
 
   Zerafin joined them on the balcony. He looked starved. His eyes were sunken and ringed by dark circles, and his once proud ears had a drooping curve to them. His mother’s illness affected him greatly as well.
 
   “Does she speak to you?” Avriel asked.
 
   Zerafin shook his head and patted Zorriaz’s snout. “Kellallea remains as silent as ever the gods have been.”
 
   Avriel wondered why she had asked, knowing what the answer would be.
 
   Zerafin leaned his elbows on the rail of the balcony and looked out over the once beautiful capital city of Cerushia. “We should leave,” he said.
 
   Avriel was confused. “Leave? Leave where, the city?”
 
   “Agora,” said Zerafin.
 
   She pondered her emotions, realizing that she was not as disturbed by the idea as she thought she should be.
 
   “I am king, and I should do what I think is best for my people. We no longer belong here…we never did. We have brought destruction and death to the humans, and the dwarves.”
 
   “Eadon would have found his way here regardless of our flight from Drindellia,” said Avriel.
 
   “Perhaps. But speculation about what might have been does not change what is. Eadon is dead, his army is scattered. There is nothing keeping us from returning to the homeland now.”
 
   “There is one thing keeping me…”
 
   Zerafin regarded Avriel, and though they could not communicate with their minds any longer, he had known her for hundreds of years. “Whill.” He smiled.
 
   “Yes…Whill. I have no memories of the man, but the question burns in me night and day. How could I have fallen in love with this…human boy?”
 
   Zerafin laughed. “He is very much a man.”
 
   “I am more than six hundred years old,” she said with all seriousness. “The notion is ridiculous. Could I have been under some sort of spell?”
 
   Her puzzlement only caused Zerafin to laugh further. “Indeed, you were under a spell. It has been called that by many.”
 
   It was good to see him laugh, even if it was at her expense. She slapped him on the arm playfully. “I’m being serious. Why do you tease me so?”
 
   He regarded her more seriously. “I was a witness to it, sister. What you had was real.”
 
   She joined him leaning on the balcony and rested her head on his shoulder. “I don’t know. A part of me wants to see him again, get to know him better, and discover the truth of it.”
 
   All levity left Zerafin’s face, and he regarded her with something like pity. “And if you find that you love him still, what will come of it? He is a human king, you are an elf princess. I love the man like a brother, but it was doomed from the beginning. I told you as much back then. No, we should return to the homeland.” He stood up straight and turned to leave, but stopped and regarded her over his shoulder. “All of us.”
 
   Zerafin left his sister to ponder his words. She knew him to be right. Even if there had been something to her and Whill’s love, it was merely a dream of yesterday. She needed to return with her people to the homeland, there they would build anew.
 
   The age of the elves in Agora had passed.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 6
 
   Father of Dragons
 
    
 
    
 
   For two weeks Reshikk traveled east, taking his time, and eating often to replenish his strength. When he arrived at the island he flew a wide circle around it, and to his surprise, he found many dragons about. The call went out when he was spotted, and his kin began to gather at the mouth of a cave. Three of them took to the skies, flying defensive crisscross patterns in the air, which led Reshikk to believe that there were eggs in the dens below the earth. The notion was heartening.
 
   He gave a great roar and hovered in the air, fully extending his wings, allowing the other dragons a glimpse of his grandeur. Their roars changed from threatening to inquisitive, and they flew wide circles around him, none daring to get too close. He reached out with his mind, calling to each of them to land and bow before him. He sensed a great confusion followed by fear and awe, and discovered from their thoughts that dragons no longer communicated in such a way.
 
   Have I been gone so long? Reshikk wondered.
 
   Slowly, he descended upon the island and landed at the foot of the volcano. The dragons followed suit and gathered before him, six in all. They were small compared to Reshikk, whose wingspan stretched nearly two-hundred feet, and whose tail was half as long. Each of his scales were as large as a warrior’s shield, his teeth were as long as lances, and hundreds of long spikes lined his back and tail.
 
   One by one the dragons bowed before him, and Reshikk was glad to see one who would not, presumably, the alpha male.
 
   “Who are you,” asked the large black.
 
   “I am Reshikk,” he said loudly, taking a step forward, “the last of the ancients!”
 
   After some hesitation, the black bravely stepped forward. “The ancients were killed by the elves of Drindellia more than ten thousand years ago.”
 
   Reshikk nodded. “You are mistaken, not all of the ancients were killed. I stand before you as proof.”
 
   “If you are an ancient, then you must possess the powers of old,” said the black, offering up a small challenge.
 
   “Behold!” Reshikk roared, and shot a streaming jet of green acid at the black’s feet. The acid melted through the rock easily, and Reshikk moved his head from side to side, creating a gaping fissure in the ground between them. When he had finished, toxic fumes rose up slowly from the crack, and the dragons backed away, awestruck.
 
   The black quickly bowed before Reshikk, laying his wings out on the ground at his sides. “Ancient One, forgive my ignorance.”
 
   Reshikk towered over them from across the gully. “I have waited millennia for freedom from my eternal prison. Now, I am free, and I will have my revenge on those who imprisoned me! Join me, and together we shall bathe the world in flame!”
 
   The dragons rose up and shot jets of flame into the sky, and roared victoriously before their Lord.
 
   “What is your name?” Reshikk asked the black dragon.
 
   “I am Ez’Rah, my Lord.”
 
   “Come with me, Ez’Rah, we have much to discuss.”
 
    
 
   Reshikk stood perched on the edge of the volcano away from the others, listening to Ez’Rah’s account of the last ten thousand years. He was shocked to learn of the destruction of Drindellia, and the defeat of the Agoran dragons at the hands of the humans and dwarves. He had lived for a time in the land that was now called Agora, but that had been long ago when the world was young, and neither humans, dwarves, nor elves lived there. The three races had been created by the gods long after the dragons came to being, and the lesser creatures had spread across the world like a plague.
 
   His anger welled with every passing minute as he listened to Ez’Rah’s account. Reshikk was shamed to hear of the dragons’ defeat, and that they had been reduced to dwindling clans living on remote islands far from the mainland.
 
   “How could this have happened?” Reshikk roared, turning on the lesser dragon with rage-filled eyes.
 
   Ez’Rah bowed low before him. “It shames me to speak these words, my lord.”
 
   “How have our kind been banished by these tiny creatures? Tell me!” Reshikk insisted.
 
   “The elves have ever had powerful magic, and the dwarves are ferocious beasts. Some have the power to move stone.”
 
   “And the humans? What is it that makes them so formidable?”
 
   “Their numbers, my lord. While our numbers have dwindled, theirs, all of them, have multiplied greatly.”
 
   “Father of Dragons!” Reshikk cursed. “But I have awoken to a nightmare.”
 
   The black bowed his head further, until his horns scraped the stone. “We have failed our ancestors. Forgive us, my lord.”
 
   The black’s weakness infuriated Reshikk, and he had the urge to tear the coward apart limb by limb. However, he settled himself, and turned to look out over the ocean once more.
 
   “Tell me of the disappearance of magic that you spoke of,” he said.
 
   Ez’Rah told him what the dragons knew, how the war of the dark elves had ended, and how one called Kellallea ascended to the heavens and became a goddess, taking with her all magic in the process.
 
   Kellallea, the name was all too familiar to Reshikk, for she had been one of the elves responsible for his imprisonment. When the gods decided to no longer interfere with the world they had created, Reshikk and the ancient dragons had set out to destroy the elves. The father of dragons secretly blessed them with powerful abilities, like the greens’ acid venom. And because of the dragon god’s interference, the elven gods granted great magic to the elves, so that they might have a chance to defend themselves against the ancients. A great war ensued, and the ancients were defeated. Once again the treaty of the gods was ratified, and Reshikk, the last survivor, was banished to his underground prison. Many eggs survived, but they were stripped of their God-given abilities, and became the lesser dragons that now roamed the world.
 
   Reshikk had been spared as part of the truce, but the father of dragons told him that he would one day be freed to exact his revenge.
 
   Now, that day had come.
 
   “Go now and tell the others to prepare the birthing chambers,” said Reshikk.
 
   “Yes, my lord.”
 
   When Ez’Rah had left, Reshikk raised his horned-head to the sky and gave a roar that could be heard for miles around. “Father of dragons! You have freed me from my eternal prison. I will avenge the ancients, I will bathe the world in fire. In your name I shall enslave the lesser races, and once again the glory of your destruction shall be known!”
 
   Reshikk, my son.
 
   “Father,” said Reshikk in reverence. “I cry to hear what has happened to our kind. How is it that I have finally been freed?”
 
   There is a new elven goddess, and she has broken the pact of old. Now, because of her folly, the gods are free to effect the mortal world once more. I name you my champion.
 
   “What would you have me do?”
 
   Gather my children to you, plant your ancient seed, and build an army the likes of which have not been seen in an age.
 
   Reshikk grinned to himself. “As you wish, Father, so shall it be done.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 7
 
   Tortured Souls
 
    
 
    
 
   Aurora Snowfell wanted nothing more than to die. She stood between Zander and Azzeal wishing that she could find the strength to draw her sword and attack the dark elf necromancer, but she could not move against her master. He turned to her, his dark tattoos swirling about his face in sharp-edged patterns. The dark lines flowed with his smirk, causing it to appear unnaturally long. He continued the speech to the lich commanders without skipping a beat.
 
   “—I want them all. Every last man, woman, and child, dead.”
 
   She ground her teeth and a pensive breath escaped her with a growling shudder. Try as she might she could not even speak out against him and his atrocities. He eyed her, and cocked his head as if listening to a whispered secret. Their eyes met, hers burning with impotent rage, and his silently laughing. “Right you are, Lady Snowfell.” He straightened. “The infants as well. Slay them all!”
 
   Aurora shook with pent-up emotion, the conflict causing a fire in her gut that burned like the sun. She reveled in the pain—she deserved it. Death should have come to her long ago on the snowy fields of Volnoss. Rather than lead her people with Azzeal and the elves into battle and certain death—honorable death—she had betrayed the elf. Now he stood beside her, doomed to the same fate, that of a lich under the control of a dark elf. She knew not the fate of her people, and she didn’t want to know. As Chieftain of the Seven Tribes, Aurora had ordered all able-bodied men and women into battle, leaving the old and the young to care for each other while she led her people to war alongside the dark elves and their monstrous creations.
 
   They had lost.
 
   Eadon had been defeated, and Aurora’s entire army destroyed by Whill and the armies of dwarves and men. She had died in that battle, and in those moments beyond the realm of the living she had stood in judgment, naked in mind and body, before the barbarian gods. And they had cast her to hell. Zander plucked her from the abyss, raising her body once more, and enslaving her with his dark power.
 
   Now her life was a living hell, and she was helpless to escape it.
 
   A surge of energy from Zander to all near to him jolted her from her tormented pondering. “—for tonight we shall have such a summoning of the spirits as has never been seen before! Flank them from all directions, and attack with the rising of the moon!”
 
    
 
   Aurora stood before her army on the hill overlooking the sleepy village. Everything had a greenish tint to it, due to her glowing eyes. She wore the same furs she had died in, the same armor as well. In her hand she held a seven-foot-long sword, its blade stained red with the blood of her victims. She had been forced to kill untold multitudes over the last months as Zander slowly made his way across Northern Uthen-Arden and around Shierdon, destroying all who stood before him, and then absorbing them into his legions. There was no elven magic left in the world, but the power at Zander’s disposal had never been of Orna Catorna; his was a dark, ancient power.
 
   The horizon glowed with the light of the coming moon, and as the first sliver of light broke over the treetops, the undead hordes charged forth silently through the foggy valley. Aurora raised her sword and began across the recently sown fields of barley. As she gained momentum, she felt the ground beneath her begin to rumble—thousands charged behind her.
 
   The warning cry went up at the wall. Power surged through Aurora as Zander’s commands echoed in her mind. She screamed against the pressure and charged the wall. A command rang out from the wall, and the twang of bows joined in the chorus of shouting voices. An arrow hit Aurora in the shoulder. She shuddered. Another one hit her in the leg and she cried out in ecstasy. The archers frantically tried to reload as the army closed in with inhuman speed. Aurora’s long legs propelled her seven-foot frame faster than any of the others, and she was the first to reach the wall.
 
   A wagon had been abandoned outside the gate when the charge began. Aurora leaped off the wheel and cleared the ten-foot wall easily. She landed on the wooden battlements and came down hard with her sword on the first man she saw.
 
   The soldiers stared in awe at the dark, giant beauty with glowing eyes standing before them. One of the men sprang forth with a spear and stabbed her through the gut. Aurora cried out as she reveled in the cold, sweet, burning pain. Another guard charged and she impaled him with a lightning fast strike. With another swing she chopped the shaft protruding from her gut in half and batted two men off the battlements with a swift blow. She was ordered not to maim the soldiers but kill them clean.
 
   Aurora obliged.
 
   By the time her forces had scaled the wall, a dozen men lay dead at her feet. She leaped from the wall and landed on the cobblestone. Alarm bells, shouts, and screams were ringing out all over the village. Aurora roared against the nightmarish sounds, unable to stop herself from exacting Zander’s will upon the people. She found herself charging through the streets and cutting down men and women alike.
 
   Two soldiers blocked the way into a two-story cottage. Inside, she could hear the pathetic mewling of the frightened civilians. Her sword cut through the body of the guard to her left from neck to torso. The other stabbed forward, and Aurora grabbed him by the throat and snapped his neck with a quick jerk. Her wound glowed bright green and closed, and with it went the beautiful pain.
 
   Furious, she chopped at the big wooden door with her mighty sword. Three swings had it hanging from its hinges. A young man stood before her bravely, holding a fire poker in his right hand and an iron pan in the other.
 
   RUN! Her mind screamed to him, though she could not.
 
   Three crossbow bolts slammed into her armor from the side. Relieved, she turned from the young man in the doorway and charged the shooters. They reloaded their darts quickly, but not quick enough. Aurora closed the distance between them in two heartbeats. Her sword found the chest of one, a boot to the head laid out another. One of the remaining men raised his crossbow and fired. The bolt grazed her cheek as she twirled and slashed his throat. The final crossbowman quickly fled but found the blade of an undead soldier.
 
   Aurora turned back toward the cottage and found that the hordes had already finished them off.
 
   In only half an hour Zander’s hordes killed everyone in the village. Aurora stood on the hill as she had before the carnage began. Azzeal watched beside her, silent as usual. She knew there was something left of the elf she had betrayed, but only rarely did his consciousness emerge.
 
   She noted that his blade was also stained with the blood of humans.
 
   The village below began to glow, and Zander’s necromantic spell echoed across the fields and up the hill. The green glow converged on the square, and soon many lights began to sprout up, illuminating the churning clouds overhead.
 
   When he had finished, the undead villagers began to file out of their now burning village. Aurora caught sight of a group of undead children. The wounds that had killed them were still fresh, and their eyes glowed with the same green light as all the others. A baby scurried after them like an insect. Aurora turned her head in horror, wishing once again to be free from her living nightmare.
 
    
 
   Through eyes of glowing green, Azzeal watched Aurora silently weeping. He smiled to himself—something still remained of the woman she had been. Behind her, the village burned brightly, and the silhouettes of the newest members of the undead army joined the ranks. Through his link to Zander, he felt pride, satisfaction.
 
   Azzeal hid back in the depths of his mind, lest he be discovered and devoured. He needed to be patient; the time would come for him to exert his will. Until then he would store his strength. There would be only one chance, and there was no room for mistakes.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 8
 
   Hope and Despair
 
    
 
    
 
   Tarren stared at his old, weathered hands. The knuckles were knotted and swollen, the lines on the long boney fingers running like wood grain, yet the nails were thick and strong. He sat in wonder at all the things those hands had done, the things that they had created, the magic they had once wielded. He often stared at those hands—hands that were not his own.
 
   “Are you paying attention?” Lunara asked.
 
   Tarren glanced at her. “Sorry,” he said in the Watcher’s voice.
 
   Lunara stared. There was compassion in her eyes, but also a steely resolve. “Am I bothering you? I know that geography isn’t your favorite, but—”
 
   “What’s the point?” Tarren asked, head bowed. He couldn’t look at her.
 
   She sighed deeply and sat back from the table. The wind curled the edges of the map of Agora he was supposed to be studying. It was a warm breeze, a soft whisper on the skin. Below their veranda the tulips swayed. The castle grounds were brightly lit by the warm sun sitting high in a cloudless sky.
 
   “What’s the point of what?” she asked.
 
   “My learning all of this…learning anything…what is the point?”
 
   “Your sulking can wait until the lesson is complete.”
 
   “I’m trapped in the body of a thousand-year-old elf!”
 
   “Actually, the Watcher is much older than—”
 
   “I think I’m dying.”
 
   For a moment she was speechless.
 
   “Don’t be foolish. If you’re feeling unwell, perhaps you should speak with the Watcher, he will know how best to treat…himself.”
 
   Tarren turned back to gaze upon the garden and its many vine-covered arches. “I don’t want to talk to him. It’s…weird, seeing myself like that.” He glanced at her, and saw her searching eyes.
 
   She had no answers, no one did. There was no elven magic left in the world, there was nothing anyone could do. When Eadon had come for Tarren, the Watcher had somehow switched consciousness with him. The act had saved his life, but now he was condemned to a slow death in an ancient elf’s body.
 
   “Hope,” Lunara said softly.
 
   “What?”
 
   “You asked me, what is the point of it all, and my answer is…hope. Whill shall find a way. He always does.”
 
   “No,” said Tarren. He silently cursed his swelling throat and burning eyes. “Whill has no magic now, either. He’s just like everybody else.”
 
   Her eyes lit with a fire that Tarren had seldom seen as of late. Tears fell, yet a smile found her face. “He is so much more than that. He saved us all when he gave up the power to the goddess Kellallea. With her blessing, you will be restored to your body, and the Watcher to his.” She gently took his face in her hands and rested her forehead against his. “As Kellallea is my witness, you will be saved. I promise you that.”
 
   Tarren could hold it in no longer. He suddenly burst into tears and let himself be comforted by her soft embrace and soothing words.
 
    
 
   Whill watched from the balcony as Lunara comforted Tarren. The boy was Whill’s ward. He had sworn to protect him…and he had failed. Now, without the magic of the elves, he was unable to do anything.
 
   “I can help to restore Tarren to his body.”
 
   He jumped. Kellallea was suddenly standing right beside him.
 
   “I wish that you would learn to use the door,” he said casually, not bothering to look at her. From the corner of his eye he could see her faint glow, and her long silver hair blowing in the breeze.
 
   She touched his shoulder.
 
   A shiver passed through him as power filled his body momentarily, but then was gone. It was the power he had given up moments before Eadon tried to possess him. He often dreamed of wielding that energy once more. With it, he would be able to quell the would-be usurpers vying for power in Uthen-Arden, he would be able to restore Tarren and Avriel.
 
    “Swear fealty to me, and I will give you everything your heart desires,” Kellallea purred.
 
   “I am the one who helped you ascend to godhood. It would seem that you are in my debt.”
 
   She laughed melodically and caressed his cheek. “You did not do it for me.”
 
   “No,” he said, moving away from her. “I did it for Agora.”
 
   “And now that threat is gone. But your kingdom is in shambles, your armies are stretched too thin. The three kings of the north have forged an alliance. Soon, they will march south, and your city will fall.”
 
   “You have seen this?” Whill asked, unable to keep concern from his voice.
 
   She nodded solemnly. He studied her for a moment but was forced to look away. Gazing upon the goddess was like staring at the sun.
 
   Whill didn’t trust her, he never had. She could have stopped Eadon long ago, yet she had allowed him to wage war on her own people and drive them from Drindellia. She may have helped to defeat him in the end, but only so that she might gain the power of a god.
 
   “You do not trust me,” she noted.
 
   “Why should I?”
 
   “Because I am the only one who can help you.”
 
   “You stole all knowledge of Orna Catorna from the elves—from me. With it, we could bring peace to the land.”
 
   “It is not enough to bring peace to the land. People must find peace in their hearts. Humans, dwarves, elves… you are all the same. You know as well as I that magic would have destroyed the elves in the end.”
 
   He couldn’t disagree. As useful as magic was, its misuse had nearly destroyed Agora. “Then why do you offer it to me now?”
 
   “You are different from other people. You held the power of a god in your hands, yet you gave it up for the good of others. I said that I would reward those who proved themselves, and you, Whill, have proven yourself beyond worthy.”
 
   “And still, I must swear fealty to you.”
 
   She nodded.
 
   “Why? What do you want from me?”
 
   Kellallea offered no answer, but stroked his face once more. Her hands were electric, and Whill caught a hint of his lost power once again. It was all he could do to not drop to his knees immediately and swear himself to her.
 
   “King Whillhelm Warcrown, Savior of Agora, why do you resist me?” Kellallea asked. “Take what is offered, become my champion, and together we shall bring peace to the world.”
 
   Whill shrugged away from her, and staggered from the balcony. He turned to speak, but found that she was gone.
 
   A shuddering breath escaped him and he steadied himself against one of the carved columns. When he had calmed his pounding heart, he returned to his chambers and sat back at his large desk. He considered the collection of old tomes spread out before him, some dating back to a time before the elves came to Agora. Whill had been poring over the ancient religions of the world, trying to find something…anything. The books spoke of the gods of men, elves, dwarves, and even dragons, yet none of them mentioned Kellallea’s ascension. He found it odd that neither scripture nor prophecy spoke of her. Surely such an event would be foretold?
 
   The tomes told of many things, and he even found his own prophecy in one of the elven books given to him by Zerafin when last they met—more than three months ago. It said only that he would defeat Eadon, but nothing of what might come after.
 
   Whill had never been a holy man, but now that Kellallea had attained her empyrean throne, he had begun to wonder about the gods again. If they existed, why had they remained silent for so long? 
 
   The elves had an extensive religion, volumes upon volumes had lined the walls in the libraries of Cerushia. But many of those ancient tomes had been destroyed when the capital city of the elves fell. If Whill was to learn anything from them he would have to wait until he visited them again.
 
   The human religions were many, with numerous subdivisions. But he found that human religions, like many, were obscure in their claims. The events spoken of by the old texts had taken place thousands of years before. If the gods ever spoke, it had been a long time ago. Even so, Whill doubted he would hear them, for nearly all the religions told that one must have faith to hear the voices of the gods—something that he did not possess.
 
   A knock came at the door, and a guard peeked in his head when told to enter.
 
   “Sire, the Watcher is here to speak with you.”
 
   “Let him in,” said Whill, rising from his seat.
 
   The Watcher strode into the room and waved off the curious guard. The old elf might have been in the body of an eleven year old boy, but his gait was still that of an ancient elf.
 
   “I hope that I did not interrupt anything important,” said the Watcher.
 
   “No,” said Whill. “I was just reading over some old religious tomes.
 
   The Watcher cocked an eyebrow. “That sounds important to me. What is on your mind?”
 
   Whill offered him a seat and took his own once more. “It is Kellallea. I was trying to find some mention of her in the old texts.”
 
   The Watcher nodded understanding. “She has appeared to you again.”
 
   “Yes, just recently.”
 
   “What did she say?”
 
   “She claims that if I swear fealty to her, she can restore you and Tarren,” said Whill.
 
   “What is stopping you?” The Watcher asked.
 
   Whill wondered if this was one of the eccentric old elf’s tests. “I…I don’t trust her.”
 
   “I see.”
 
   The Watcher’s eyes were smiling.
 
   “You seem to find this quite amusing,” Whill noted.
 
   The Watcher gave a small laugh. “You misread me. I find it all quite fascinating. You never cease to amaze me, Whill. To give up godlike power is one thing, but to refuse it a second time…that is impressive.”
 
   Whill hadn’t thought of it that way. To him, he seemed like a fool to refuse the goddess’s gifts. He could not deny that he was tempted by her offer, but he could not ignore the part of his mind screaming a warning.
 
   “Why is she so adamant that I swear fealty to her? What could I possibly offer her that she could not attain herself?”
 
   “Perhaps she is simply being stubborn, said the Watcher. “Even with all of her great power, you are the one thing that continues to elude her.”
 
   Whill considered that. The reasoning seemed petty for a deity, but then, many of the gods told of by the religions were just that. Quite often the gods spoke and acted in ways similar to mortals. Most religions said that the races had been created in their god’s image, but went on to claim that one could not possibly understand their motives or grand plans.
 
    “There must be more to it than that,” said Whill.
 
   “I have pondered this for many days,” said the Watcher. “Yet her motives still elude my mind. I was quite surprised to learn that she had appeared to you.”
 
   “Because I am not an elf?”
 
   “No, it is not that. I would be surprised to hear that she had appeared before anyone,” said the Watcher. “The gods are said to have come to a truce tens of thousands of years ago. They no longer meddle in the affairs of mortals. It is said that if one of the gods breaks the truce, it will bring about the end of the world.”
 
   “You believe this?” Whill asked.
 
   “I acknowledge that it is possible, as are all things.”
 
   Whill gave a small sigh, frustrated by the old elf’s riddles.
 
   “If the gods do indeed exist, then Kellallea has broken their rules by speaking to me. But she must know this. Why would she risk such a thing?”
 
   “I do not know,” said the Watcher, with uncharacteristic bluntness. “It could be that the gods do not exist, and she is the most powerful being in all of creation. If so, she is free to do as she pleases.”
 
   “Yes, but even that does not explain her continued interest in me. From what Zerafin has told me, she continues to ignore the prayers of her own people.”
 
   “To my knowledge this is true.”
 
   “Doesn’t that bother you?” Whill asked. When the Watcher only grinned, Whill laughed. “Of course not, nothing bothers you.”
 
   “Do not fret, all things are as they should be.”
 
   “How can you say that?” said Whill. “Tarren remains trapped in your body, Avriel still has no memory of me, and Agora is in shambles. Not to mention, there is no magic left in the world.”
 
   “Whill, my friend, you have come a long way since first we met. But you still have much to learn. There will always be reasons to worry, why do you continue to focus energy on your fears and suspicions? Instead, try to focus on what you want to happen.”
 
   “What do you want to happen?” Whill asked.
 
   “I want the world to know peace, therefore, I am at peace. We have the power to change many things, but we must begin with ourselves. What do you want, Whill?”
 
   I want the power that I once possessed.
 
   Whill was surprised by his inner voice. He had thought to answer that he wanted Avriel to remember him, and for Tarren to be healed.
 
   The Watcher looked on knowingly. “It is easiest to deceive ourselves. We must be ever diligent in that regard. For without clarity of mind we cannot see the path before us.” He got up and offered a small bow. “I will leave you now. I imagine that you have much to consider.”
 
   “Wait,” said Whill, standing as well. “Why did you originally come here to speak with me?”
 
   The Watcher turned at the door and offered Whill a smile. “I thought that you might need to talk.”
 
   When he was alone again, Whill refilled his wine glass and moved to the window. Night had fallen over Del’ Oradon. Lanterns lit the streets beyond the castle, and people could still be seen about. He envied them and their simple lives.
 
   He was tired of the warring, tired of the mysteries that seemed ever to occupy his life. The old days traveling Agora with Abram had been a blessing, and he now understood why the old man kept his secrets all those years—he wanted to give Whill some semblance of simplicity in his life, if only for a short time. Whill wished that Abram were with him now more than ever.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 9
 
   Whispers in the Dark
 
    
 
    
 
   Roakore.
 
   The voice woke him from a deep sleep. He shot upright in bed and looked around the dark chamber. His wife, Rubella—whose night it was to share his bed—stirred, and ran a hand across his chest, murmuring something unintelligible.
 
   “What? Who’s that?” he asked the darkness.
 
   No one answered.
 
   He searched the shadows, unable to shake the feeling that he was being watched. Something was in the stone chamber with them, he just knew it.
 
   “Show yourself!” Roakore screamed, leaping out of bed. He lit a lantern and whirled around quickly.
 
   The chamber was empty.
 
   “Roakore?” His wife sat up and wiped her sleepy eyes.
 
   “Sshh!” He held up a silencing hand and began stalking through the room, checking in dark corners and under furniture.
 
   When he had searched the entire room, he stood there puzzling.
 
   “Come back to bed. Yer havin’ yer dreams again,” his wife called to him.
 
   “I ain’t dreamin’. I heard a voice, I tell ye.”
 
   “Just the wind through the flue,” Rubella said with a yawn.
 
   He ignored her and checked the room a second time. When still he found nothing, he got dressed and left his sleeping wife.
 
   Retiring to his den, he poured himself a beer from the barrel in his extensive bar. After lighting a lantern and a half dozen candles, he sat down at his desk and stared out the window beside him. The wind howled along the side of the mountain, and it looked to have been raining recently, for the wide sill was slick with wet.
 
   He drank his beer and considered the voice that he had heard—again. It was deep and rumbling. When first he heard it he thought that it had been an earthquake, or possibly an avalanche. His chamber was built into the eastern side of the mountain, and the ice and snow often shifted. The voice was distant and muffled, as if obscured by a thick stone wall. It was commanding, calling to him as a father might.
 
   The Book of Ky’ Dren sat on the desk before him…beckoning. It spoke of a great migration of dragons who attacked and destroyed the dwarves of Drindellia. The tome also spoke of the origin of dwarven powers, saying that they came not from the gods, but the elves.
 
   The contradictions insinuated by the story had caused Roakore to begin questioning his faith. How could he be a king to his people if he questioned the very religion they worshipped? Roakore dropped to his knees beside his desk and offered up a prayer to Ky’Dren.
 
   He had hoped that the voice would return, but it did not. Only the howling wind spoke to him, and its voice gave a mournful warning.
 
   A knock came at the door shortly after, and Nah’Zed peeked in her head.
 
   “Ah, me royal brain, come in, come in. What’s on the agenda today?” Roakore asked as he closed The Book of Ky’Dren.
 
   “Good mornin’, me king,” she said.
 
   As usual, Nah’Zed carried a pile of scrolls with her. She placed them on the table and unfolded one. “Ye got a meetin’ with the elders in half an hour. After that, you got a meetin’ with the ambassador o’ Eldalon. Then yer scheduled for lunch with, Ak’Ren, the lad who be courtin’ yer eldest daughter from yer fourteenth wife. He be seekin’ yer blessin’ in marriage. After that, ye be unveilin’ the statue o’ Haldagozz.”
 
   She offered him a kind smile at the mention of the loyal dwarf, who had saved Roakore’s life by taking the brunt of a spell meant for him.
 
   “Aye, Haldagozz’s statue. It be a beauty,” said Roakore.
 
   He had moved the slab himself, and handpicked the best stone workers in the kingdom to create the homage to his fallen friend.
 
   “Sire, is something bothering you?” Nah’Zed asked.
 
   Roakore realized that he had been staring off into space. “O’ course not,” he said, waving her off. “I’ll be out in a moment.”
 
   He watched her leave, and pondered whether or not he should bring her in on his dilemma. Nah’Zed was a smart one, to be sure, and the most read dwarf he had ever met. But he finally decided it was best to keep quiet about it. She would likely be unable to deal with the implications of the book’s teachings.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 10
 
   Crossing the Line
 
    
 
    
 
   Dirk walked through the dark streets of Brinn. With a thought, he turned to mist and flew through an alley. He solidified in front of a tower built into the battlements on the southern wall. The building at the base of the tower had many windows aglow. Voices—those of soldiers—spilled out into the summer night. Dirk floated along the barrack’s windows, listening. He was looking for hushed conversations, those with fear in their voice. Two guards turned the far corner and Dirk turned to mist once more. He flew past the oblivious guards and soon found what he sought. Three men sitting at a small table in the center of their sleeping quarters were hunched toward each other as if imparting secrets. Dirk flew into the room and listened.
 
   “…or I’m a liar,” a bearded man was saying.
 
   The youngest of the three looked petrified. “Dragonshyte,” he said with a nervous laugh, and then sat back on his stool with a dismissive wave.
 
   The bearded guard leaned in closer, his animated expressions urgent. “Peterson seen it with his own damn eyes!” He kept his voice to a whisper, though a harsh one.
 
   The oldest of the three gave a chuckle, drank from his mug and wiped his wide mustache. “A lot of strange things happened afore the winter, but the dark elf is dead. Don’t be helping spread these fables.”
 
   “I tell you, there be undead been seen in the woods, and Peterson ain’t the only one who saw them,” said the bearded guard insistently.
 
   Dirk withdrew. He had already heard as much from another pair of guards. He needed to get to the commanders. He made his way to the southern keep and wisped his way up the stairs to the chambers of the residing general of Brinn, under the new ruler, King McKinnon, one of three now controlling northern Uthen-Arden.
 
   The general sat at a thick desk reading over scrolls by candlelight. Dirk moved to the window behind him and watched over his shoulder as the man settled his business for the day. The first few scrolls were inconsequential: refugee numbers, reports on grain and corn reserves, promotion recommendations, enlistee information, and finally, troop movements.
 
   Dirk gathered what information he needed and flew back through the city to the hillside that Raene waited upon. Krentz was already back, and Chief wagged a translucent tail upon his arrival.
 
   “What you got?” Raene asked between chews. The pheasant drumstick in her hand reminded him how much he missed having to eat.
 
   “They’re fortifying northern positions around Lake Eardon rather than concentrating their efforts on the southern front. Soon they will attempt to take Belldon Island and the seat of Shierdon’s power.”
 
   Krentz nodded. “I’ve learned as much, but they are also fortifying borders running east and west. They fear attack from the north. There is word of armies of roaming undead.
 
   “Armies?” said Dirk. “I only heard rumors of isolated sightings.
 
   “Undead Armies marching across the north…” said Raene. “Which direction they be headin’?”
 
   “West,” said Krentz.
 
   Raene tore off another greasy bite, dribbling the juice down her chin. “Zander be convertin’ the entire countryside to join his undead legions.”
 
   “He has grown considerably more powerful since the fall of Eadon,” said Dirk. “And without the magic of the elves, he may prove to be a grave threat to all of Agora.”
 
   “Bah!” Raene spat. “Ain’t no elf magic needed. We four are goin’ to take him out. They’re all under his control, right? Ye cut the head off the dragon, you needn’t worry ‘bout the tail.”
 
   “This isn’t a game,” said Krentz with a mirthless laugh. She indicated Dirk and Chief. “We cannot stand up to his power.”
 
   “You ain’t gotta stand up to it for long, just gimme enough time to get me blade into him.”
 
   “Krentz is right,” Dirk put in before Krentz had a chance to erupt. “We cannot defeat him. We should enlist the help of the one spoken of in the spirit world.”
 
   “I ain’t followin’ the lead o’ no damned spirit less it be o’ me own kin, and I see it with me own eyes.”
 
   “So that’s it? You hold the figurine, so you decide the road, against our vote?” Krentz glided toward her slowly.
 
   Raene tossed the pheasant bone and Chief flew to catch it. “You look tired, you should get some rest.”
 
   Krentz’s face dropped. “DO, NOT. Dare. Dismiss. Me.”
 
   “You two need to stop,” Dirk warned, trying to keep the peace.
 
   Raene and Krentz stood mere inches from one another. The dwarf stared up at her with a smug grin. She took the wolf figurine from her pocket and held it to the side. “Back to the spirit world, Krentz.”
 
   A furious scream escaped Krentz as she turned to mist and swirled into the figurine.
 
   “You shouldn’t have done that,” said Dirk. Raene had never dismissed either of them without their expressing a desire to rest.
 
   “She’s bein’ unreasonable. And she ain’t never liked me from the beginnin’.”
 
   Dirk noted that she didn’t put the figurine away. He trod lightly. “She likes you just fine, but she’s worried that you’re leading us to our doom.”
 
   “And what be your mind?”
 
   He eyed the figurine. “You are the bearer. You have the power to summon us between realms, but you are not our master.”
 
   She looked disappointed. “This ain’t about masters and slaves. It’s about stoppin’ a dark elf wreakin’ havoc across Agora.”
 
   “To you this is about revenge. We have expressed our concerns, our vote has been cast. We would see Zander fall as well, but we should enlist allies in this endeavor. We should travel southeast to—”
 
   “I ain’t bein’ led to Elladrindellia by a damned dark elf.” She pointed a shaking finger. “Ye two be searchin’ out this old sorcerer ‘cause she done created the figurine, and ye be wantin’ to be free o’ it.”
 
   “Of course we want to be free…it seems you feel otherwise.”
 
   Raene took a deep breath and regarded him thoughtfully. Finally, she raised the figurine. “I need to be alone.”
 
   “Raene…”
 
   She sniffed nonchalantly, yet was unable to meet his eyes. “Back to the spirit realm, Dirk Blackthorn.”
 
   “Raene!”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 11
 
   The Old Ardenians
 
    
 
    
 
   Zerafin sat beside his sleeping mother’s bed on the balcony overlooking the thousand falls. The morning mists covered the city, and crystal shards and stone columns jutted out across the smoky landscape. A rainbow was growing in the air just above the falls, but he found no beauty in it. He looked upon his mother, she who had been so strong her entire life, now thin and frail, lips chapped and cracked, and skin like dry paper wrapped around bone. Her eyes were sunken, and once proud ears bent beneath their own weight.
 
   Most of the elders were sick or dying, and even the younger and stronger of the elves knew that they, too, were now mortal. The second age of the elves had ended with the Taking, and now, the once fierce and powerful people cowed to the thought of death. The human natives of Old Arden had been pressing their attacks across the gulf of Arden. Once, not long ago, the elves would have defeated them easily. Now, however, without magic and with the knowledge that they could so easily die, the elves had become quite timid.
 
   Zerafin left his mother sleeping. They had talked over his plans, and, before falling once more into slumber, the queen mother had agreed. They needed to leave Agora. But the move would leave them vulnerable to attack. Luckily, Zerafin had ordered the building of ships after the fall of Eadon, thinking to strengthen the armada. The fleet was near completion, but still, such a journey required a great amount of supplies if they were to reach Drindellia—supplies they didn’t have.
 
   He had sent out scout ships three months after the fall of Eadon. The journey from Drindellia had taken more than three months for the refugees five hundred years ago, so he expected no less from his scouts. When first the elves traveled across the sea, they sailed without a destination. Now that the way had been mapped, a straight course had been made that would save time. The first of the scouts were expected any day. If they brought back word that western Drindellia was free of the Draggard, he would begin the exodus.
 
   “Sire!” A guard rushed into the chambers and bowed quickly. “The Old Ardenians, they are attacking.”
 
   “Secure the palace,” he said to the soldier, then instructed his mother’s handmaidens to retire her to the inner sanctum.
 
    
 
   A regiment of five hundred elven horsemen followed their king north from the city toward the coast. The day was overcast and mild, and fog pooled in the lowlands, making phantoms of the trees and shrubbery in and around the dell. Only a light wind blew in from the coast, moving the patches of fog inland—a perfect time to strike. Zerafin cursed himself for not fortifying the coast at such times. His oversight might cost many lives.
 
   They arrived at the coast and found a regiment of two hundred already there waiting. The elven warriors carried long spears pointed at each end, with gleaming armor of gold with a beaming sun upon the chest plate.
 
   Zerafin reined in his horse and looked to the ocean where the thick mists blocked the view of the harbor. “Report!”
 
   “Sire, our lookouts have reported dozens of ships heading this way from across the gulf. But there has been no sign of them.”
 
   “We have the high ground,” said Zerafin, seeing the fear in the elves’ eyes. “Cerushia will not be taken by humans with wooden spears and rusty blades! To arms! To arms!”
 
   In the five hundred years since the exodus from Drindellia, the elves had feared—and prepared for—a dark elf attack from the east. Great walls had been built to slow an attack coming from the coast north of Cerushia, as it was the only lowland for miles. The rest of the northern tip of Elladrindellia was lined with steep cliffs.
 
   The elves waited atop the wall, watching the fog for any sign of the enemy. Zerafin had fought alongside many of these elves before, yet never had he seen such fear in their eyes. When once they wielded fire and ice, changed into animals and had the power to subdue an opponent with a mental attack, now they had only their own strength, and their own steel. If they fell today they would not be revived by the healing magic they had once possessed.
 
   A sound came to them suddenly, the grating noise of a ship hitting the beach. Zerafin raised a hand for the elves to hold. Hands wet with sweat gripped steel shafts, and squinted eyes stared into the fog…waiting.
 
   War cries ripped through the maddening silence, followed by the roar of a beast and a thrashing of chains.
 
   “Archers at the ready!” Zerafin cried.
 
   A pounding of heavy feet shook the ground and again the roar came, not from one monster, but two.
 
   “Hold…”
 
   The pounding shook the ground, growing louder with every passing heartbeat. Out of the fog came a pair of fifteen-foot abominations—dwargon, the dwarf and dragon crossbreeds created by Eadon.
 
   “Fire!”
 
   Arrows ripped through the mist and rained down on the charging beasts. A few of the arrows stuck in the rough hide; however, they only seemed to infuriate the monsters more.
 
   “Fire!” Zerafin cried, watching from his horse as the two dwargon sped toward the wall with incredible speed.
 
   “Spearmen, stop them at the wall!”
 
   The dwargon charged through the arrows and leaped high into the air, one after the other, and cleared the wall. Spearmen were there waiting, and one of the beasts came down on a brave elf who had planted his spear in a crook in the stone. The beast landed, crushing the elf beneath it, but also impaling itself through the gut and out the back. It roared and batted away the attacks of the frantically stabbing spearmen. The other dwargon tore through the ranks with ease. To their credit, the elves stood their ground, but they paid for it with their lives.
 
   Zerafin watched, horrified, as the two monsters rampaged through the elven army. The roar of many men sounded in the fog—the second wave was coming. The dwargon had been a distraction; they did not fight for the men of Old Arden, likely they had been trapped somehow and chained to a barge that was then run aground upon the beach. The humans did not control the beasts…they didn’t have to.
 
   “Charge!” Zerafin cried, and the horsemen complied.
 
   The dwargon were meant to disorient the elves and cause chaos. Rather than flee, Zerafin led his horsemen through the gates of the wall and onto the beach, leaving behind the two beasts to be dealt with by the others.
 
   His horse carried him across the sand as others sped up to protect their king, yet he would not be overtaken. A rage had been building inside of Zerafin since the Taking. His mother’s illness—and his own impotence to help her only fueled the flames.
 
   Through the fog the army came like ghosts in a dream. Zerafin impaled one with his spear and tossed it to the side. A sword swung for him and he was forced to raise a shield to it. His horse trampled through the men, and Zerafin took up his sword, wetting the beaches with the blood of his enemies. When they reached the water—and a clear patch in the fog—he saw a small fleet had landed, more than a dozen in all. Still more ships came from the north and east, flying banners of Old Arden.
 
   “Protect the king!” an elf cried, and many came to his aid.
 
   He wanted none of it. The frustration of the last few months fueled his strikes. He slew a half a dozen men in the fog. The battleground was a whiteout, which gave him and his elves the advantage over the charging men. Without magic, however, they soon began to tire. Zerafin fought through the fatigue, turning away strikes with his long shield and coloring the ocean red with blood. He ducked for a flying spear and leaped from his horse, coming down hard on a man with a wooden spear and no armor to speak of. Twirling, Zerafin slashed the throat of another, and dodged the sword strike of one coming at his back.
 
   The sound of more boats landing gave him pause. Slain elves lay dead in the water alongside the humans.
 
   “Fall back!” he called out as he and his soldiers ran from the ocean.
 
    
 
   Avriel heard the warning cries and called to Zorriaz. She put on her armor while she waited, and took her most trusted bow from its place on the wall. Shouldering a quiver of arrows and sheathing her sword, she ran out to the balcony. Zorriaz had come to her call, and glided in from the south. She landed on the balcony and Avriel quickly spurred her to the north.
 
   When she reached the beach, she found that many ships had made landfall, and many more were coming from the northwest. “Protect the elves!” Avriel cried.
 
   Zorriaz flew through the fog and bathed the boats in a swath of flame two hundred feet long. Another pass lit those that had already made landfall. The people hadn’t anticipated a dragon, and even those who could get off a shot found their arrows could not penetrate Zorriaz’s hide. Avriel used her bow to devastating effect, and their appearance on the beach spurred the elves into a second charge.
 
    
 
   The battle for the beach lasted nearly an hour, and when the fogs finally lifted and parted for the sun, many elves bloodied the ground—too many. The human forces had only numbered a few hundred, yet the strike had been a small victory for them. They had gained no ground; however, twenty-five elves had been killed, some who Zerafin knew to be many hundreds of years old. If Avriel hadn’t shown up with Zorriaz, many more would have fallen.
 
   He left the beach in the command of one of his generals and mounted a horse to take him quickly back to the city. His fear and apprehension grew as he followed the trail of carnage and destruction that the two beasts had wrought. He arrived at the city gates and gave a small sigh of relief when he saw one of the dwargon dead against the wall. The other was nowhere to be found. Inside, he found not bodies, but blood-stained ground where many had fallen. The other dwargon lay face down in the street just inside the city gate, dozens of spears, swords, and arrows riddling its body like a pincushion.
 
   Zerafin wept as he looked upon his scared people. The pain of injuries that could not be quickly healed twisted their faces.
 
   Kellallea, why have you forsaken us?
 
    
 
   Avriel helped to tend to the injured, but without her magic, she was forced to watch many elves die in her arms. The infirmary was overrun. She sat clutching an elf who had just taken her final breath—an elf more than four hundred years of age. With shaking hands she laid the woman down on the bed and closed her eyes with two fingers.
 
   It all seemed so unfair.
 
   She soon found herself unable to breathe and stumbled to the door, hungry for fresh air and a reprieve from the begging voices and smell of death.
 
   Outside, many elves had gathered to sing together the songs of old—ones used alongside Orna Catorna to help soothe and heal the sick. Without the magic that had once accompanied the melodies, the music sounded hollow and sad, a lamenting of loved ones unable to help their kin.
 
   This is what it is like to be a human, or a dwarf.
 
   Avriel had never truly understood, and the realization caused her to respect them all the more. The humans especially, who were not as long-lived as the elves or dwarves. Now, with lifespans reaching four hundred years, dwarves were the longest-lived of the three races.
 
   How do they find the strength to go on?
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 12
 
   Homeland on the Horizon
 
    
 
    
 
   An overwhelming sense of dread washed through Aurora as the undead army reached the northern shore of Shierdon. She had come through this way more than six months ago when she led her people across the ice from Volnoss. They were meant to reclaim the lands of old and restore glory to their people. Instead they had all died.
 
   The village had been burned to the ground. Skeletons of humans and buildings alike remained where they had fallen. No one had returned to rebuild or bury the dead.
 
   “Why have we stopped?” Aurora asked Azzeal. The lich stood next to her staring off toward the north.
 
   “You know why.”
 
   She didn’t want to believe it. Hadn’t her people already suffered enough? “I’ll kill him…”
 
   “In time. Now you must be patient,” said Azzeal. He continued to stare off to the north.
 
   She was surprised by his words. He hadn’t shown much of an opinion in the last six months since she took his life upon the fields of Volnoss. When he was first raised from the dead she hadn’t wanted anything to do with him. Her guilt had been great, and he stared at her endlessly, and often spoke to her in a familiar manner. Since becoming a lich herself she didn’t mind his company, on the contrary, he was the only thing that reminded her who she was.
 
   Zander rode up to them upon his undead horse. Its wild eyes glowed green, and bones could be seen in places where the skin had rotted in the time between death and reanimation. The dark elf necromancer grinned at her. He pulled off his gloves one finger at a time and looked to the north as well.
 
   “You must be excited to share our glory with your people.”
 
   Aurora ignored his goading, not wanting to give him the satisfaction. He laughed nonetheless. If she thought that it would have an effect, she would have dropped to her knees and begged him to spare her people. She would give her life—her very soul—to save them. But she had no life to give.
 
   “How many do you suppose are left on the island?” Zander asked.
 
   “Perhaps ten thousand children, and elders. There are no warriors left among them,” said Aurora, hoping to dissuade the dark elf.
 
   He saw through her feeble ruse. “I need not warriors. Children, elders—they will all do just fine. I find that undead children work quite well in psychological warfare.”
 
   Tremors of rage betrayed her calm facade. She wanted nothing more than to strike him down. Yet she was unable to move against him, just as she was unable to deny his will.
 
   “I believe it would be fitting if you led the liberation.”
 
   Aurora turned to him, disgusted. “Liberation?”
 
   A sneer found his face quickly. “Yes, from this mortal coil, this ‘hell on earth’, as the humans are fond of saying. In death they will know a peace that is only fleeting in dreams.”
 
   “Perhaps you should liberate yourself.” Aurora gasped, unbelieving of the words that had come out of her mouth. Zander’s eyes widened with shock for a heartbeat. So quickly did the moment pass that she thought maybe it hadn’t occurred. Had she really just spoken out against him? Azzeal had noticed the slight as well, and while he didn’t turn to regard them, his head cocked to the side. She could just imagine him smirking on the other side of the raven-feathered hood.
 
   Zander’s same condescending smile returned. If his confidence had faltered, he had found it again. “I cannot punish you with pain, for you seek it out, and now find it a pleasure. What, then, should I do to help you remember your place?” He regarded her, feigning deep thought, and tapped his pointed chin with a long metal-tipped finger. “Perhaps I could let you know love once more. But…who is left in the world who loves Aurora Snowfell?”
 
   A wave of depression washed through Aurora’s dark soul. This was nothing new. She had accepted who she was and what she had done. It was true; no one loved her, not even herself.
 
   Zander was seemingly satisfied with the effect he had on her, and urged his undead horse back to oversee the progress of the ship building.
 
   Aurora felt a small victory. She had somehow spoken her mind against her master, so perhaps she would soon be able to act against him as well.
 
   “He is wrong, you know.”
 
   Aurora stared at the raven hood. “What did you just say?”
 
   Azzeal turned to face her. His eyes shimmered with emotion and understanding. “He was wrong when he said that no one yet lives who loves you. I love you.”
 
   She stared at him, her own tears suddenly teetering upon the cusp. Emotion burst in her throat, cutting like a glowing blade. Her chest burned deep inside, a place she had thought dead. “These are Zander’s words. He taunts me.”
 
   “My words are my own, Lady of the North. I learned of you many hundred years ago. Indeed, I set in motion events that led to your birth. For all those long decades I pondered who you might be—she who would one day take my life. I hated you for many years, but then I realized that it was not your fault. It was my punishment. The first time I met you I knew who you were, and what you would do. I accepted my fate long ago. And over the years, waiting for you to come into my life, I realized that I loved you. You are the balancer. My actions led to your birth, and many others, but they also snuffed thousands from the timeline of this reality. I acted as a savior and executioner, and my punishment was two hundred years of knowing of my death. Now I have been cursed with undeath and the memories of what I have been forced to do by Zander’s will.”
 
   His glowing eyes had faded, and now looked almost elven. Like Aurora, he hadn’t been dead for long before he was raised and he was still beautiful. Azzeal had a feral quality to him, etched facial lines, a sharp jaw, a strong brow, and chiseled chin. He had been a Ralliad for so many centuries that his bestial attributes remained though there was no magic left in the elves.
 
   “I made a choice,” said Aurora. “I killed you.” She bowed her head, unable to meet his eyes.
 
   “Was it your choice? Then how did I know you would make it two hundred years ago?”
 
   She turned from him then, overcome with torturous emotion. Was this Zander’s true punishment? She fought to get a hold of her churning feelings and realized that Azzeal had never been so lucid in his current state. She whirled on him. “How have you suddenly gained your mind?”
 
   He grinned mischievously. “Zander spreads himself too thin. I knew that it would happen eventually, though I did not think it would take this long. He is quite powerful. I have yet to determine where his strength comes from. But I will. Just as you were able to speak out against him, so too can I. But we must bide our time. We are not yet strong enough to act.”
 
   “He must be stopped before we attack Volnoss!”
 
   “Shh…” Azzeal glanced around at the undead along the shore. “For us to grow stronger, so too must he. The bigger his army grows, the more spread his attention and influence will be. We have one chance at this, and timing means everything.”
 
   “I will not stand by and watch him kill them all—”
 
   “We may be able to slow him down.”
 
   A spark of hope lit in Aurora, brightening the dark caverns of her mind for the first time. “How?”
 
   “Kill his generals. Cause chaos.”
 
   Aurora hadn’t thought of that. Her sense of vengeance had made her mind obsessive. All she had thought of these last long months was killing Zander…and herself.
 
   Azzeal pointed at her bosom. “The green gem inside of you where your heart used to be, we call it a Kressrok. They are objects of ancient, dark magic. The practice of what you humans call necromancy was, of course, shunned long ago by the sun elves. The dark elves, however, have no such scruples. Even Eadon saw the danger in the great power of the lich lords, for he only allowed those to live who offered him their souls.”
 
   “If the gem is removed, what happens?” Aurora asked with growing excitement.
 
   “What happens if a heart is removed?” he said with a smirk.
 
   She glanced around quickly and leaned in. “Can he hear our thoughts?”
 
   “No, he can speak to your mind, and he is fond of acting as though he can read minds, but he cannot. The magic of the gems reanimated us, and gives him control when he wishes, but that is all it does.”
 
   “And if he dies? Do we finally die as well?”
 
   He frowned at her hopeful eyes. “Not as long as the gem remains.”
 
   “Why? Why are we different? Why do I still know who I am? Why do you?”
 
   “If you remember, I was raised by Eadon, and he saw to it that I retained my self. It was my punishment for meddling in his affairs.”
 
   A realization hit her then and a trembling breath escaped her. “But…it was you who raised me from death. How…why would you make me remember?”
 
   “So that you might have a chance to do what is right.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 13
 
   A King’s Work is never Done
 
    
 
    
 
   Whill awoke early on the day the fleet was to set out. The land forces had already begun the long journey north. The trek would take them nearly three weeks, in which time the fleets would have landed in Elgar and journeyed through the northern mountains to the city of Breggard. Whill had sent word to King Ky’Ell of the Ky’Dren Mountains requesting assistance with the campaign to hold the northern border.
 
   The Magister of Secrets, Larson Donarron, had verified through his spy network that indeed, the dwarves were planning an invasion on Isladon. When Whill sent pigeons to relay his query into their plans, they had not denied the allegations, but neither had they offered any reason for their secrecy. He thought the behavior strange for the dwarves. Whill had never met the king of Elgar, but he and King Ky’Ell of Ky’Dren had gotten along well when Abram took him to the mountain city.
 
   The secrecy of the dwarves didn’t bother him as much as the war he was being forced to wage. He had sworn to his people that his would be a reign of peace. Now he realized just how naïve he had been.
 
   Perhaps I can talk to the three lords. Surely they would rather retain their lands and titles over a war they cannot win.
 
   “Sire, are you awake?” Lunara called from the doorway to his chambers.
 
   “Come in, I was just about to get up,” he said, sitting up in bed.
 
   She strode into the room with a grace he had seldom seen in humans. Her footfalls were undiscernible beneath her flowing gown. She smiled brightly, holding something behind her back.
 
   “A surprise?” he asked.
 
   “Strawberries!” she said with a laugh, and produced a small basket. “They have ripened. Here, try one.”
 
   Whill reached for one but she slapped his hand playfully and proceeded to feed him herself. He bit off half of the plump berry and gave a small groan of pleasure.
 
   “They are delicious. This is a good sign.”
 
   She popped the other half in her mouth and gave an exaggerated groan. Whill laughed to himself—she was often an insufferable tease. He was well aware of her feelings for him, and he had been careful to not give off the wrong impression. There was no future for them; he was a king of men, and she, an elf. He was expected to marry the daughter of one lord or another. Neither the council nor the people would condone the marriage of their king to an elf.
 
   He wondered if he would care for their opinion if Avriel was still his.
 
   “Do strawberries make you think of her?” Lunara asked.
 
   Whill realized that he had been staring off into space. “What? Who?”
 
   Lunara gave a small laugh and a fleeting smile dimpled one cheek. She left her basket on the bed and hurriedly moved toward the door.
 
   “Wait!” Whill blurted.
 
   She stopped at the threshold and turned to him.
 
   “Thank you. For the berries,” he said.
 
   She offered only a nod and small bow and left.
 
   Whill sighed. What did she expect from him? He popped another strawberry into his mouth and got up to prepare for his day.
 
    
 
   Shortly after breakfast Whill and the council met with the city’s guild leaders. For five hours he sat listening to their many complaints. The tallow chandlers complained that due to the livestock shortage, the butchers had less and less animal fat to provide for their candle and soap making. The Wax Chandlers, on the other hand, were thriving, due to the abundance of beeswax. The guild leader of the Tallow Chandlers had been pushing for months for Whill to sign his charter, one that would merge both the Tallow and Wax Chandler guilds into one. Whill listened to their arguments for a half hour before finally agreeing to temporarily ratify the charter for a term of six months.
 
   Next came the Brewers, whose businesses were struggling due to the shortage of hops, barley, and grain.
 
   “If we are to meet the demands of the growing population we will need more than a ten percent allocation of grain,” said the Brewer’s Guild Leader as he stood before the court.
 
   The Magister of Numbers, Hyrold Glean studied his scrolls for a time and finally addressed the man. “What do you propose?”
 
   “Twenty percent, at least.”
 
   The leader of the Baker’s Guild shot to his feet and began to protest.
 
   Whill looked to Hyrold, who shook his head faintly.
 
   “We cannot justify such an increase,” said Whill.
 
   “Fifteen, then,” begged the Brewer’s Guild leader. “Sire, we are being undercut by moonshiners. If not the increase in grain, would the court then consider stricter punishments for those making liquor without a charter? While we are bound by the laws of fair trade, these scoundrels sell their concoctions for ungodly prices.”
 
   “I cannot take bread from children so that their fathers might have beer,” said Whill. “Weaken your recipes if you must, but for now your allocation will remain at ten percent. As for the moonshiners, I would suggest that you bring them into your guild, as they are helping to meet the demand. To this end, I hereby proclaim that anyone caught brewing spirits for the purpose of sale without a charter shall receive the maximum fine, half of which shall be paid to the Brewers Guild from this day forth.”
 
   The scriveners of both the Magisters of Laws and Numbers took note of the declaration, and the leader of the Brewers Guild, while not completely satisfied, returned to his seat nonetheless.
 
   Many more complaints and arguments were heard, and Whill did his best to placate the agitated men. But there was only so much that he could do, and he reminded each of them that sacrifices needed to be made.
 
   By the time court was called to a close, Whill felt mentally exhausted, however, there was still much to discuss with the council.
 
   Once everything was put in order, Whill went to say his goodbyes to Tarren, who was in the middle of his daily tutoring lessons in the castle’s garden with Lunara. It was still strange for Whill to see Tarren in the Watcher’s body. His inflections and mannerisms were still the same, but that was as far as the resemblance went.
 
   “May I speak to your student for a moment?” Whill asked.
 
   Lunara nodded, and without a word left them to speak. He watched her go, having meant to tell her goodbye as well.
 
   “She’ll be over by the swan bridge. That’s her favorite spot,” Tarren said absently.
 
   “How are you holding up, kid?”
 
   Tarren shrugged and began pulling petals off the flower he had been learning about. The book before him boasted an impressive drawing of the plant.
 
   Whill found that he could think of nothing to say. He had always promised the boy that everything would be all right, that somehow, things would work out. No such words could be spoken now. The body of the Watcher was dying, and so too was Tarren. There was nothing he could do.
 
   “You’re going to war, aren’t you?” asked Tarren.
 
   “I’m going to try and avert a war.”
 
   Tarren had plucked all the petals off the flower and now held the stem in his hand. It began to quiver, and Whill realized that the boy was crying. The old elven face twisted with sorrow, and the stem fell to the grass below. Tarren hunched over and put his face in his hands.
 
   “I’m scared I’ll never see you again. Lunara says that you’ll find a way to switch us back…that maybe Kellallea will give you the power. But what if I don’t last until you return?”
 
   Whill felt his guilt swell, and choked down the growing lump in his throat. There was a way. If he swore fealty to Kellallea she had promised to not only restore Avriel’s memory, but also Tarren to his body. Would he let Tarren die because of his suspicions of the goddess’s motives?
 
   “Don’t worry yourself, I’ll find a way,” he found himself saying.
 
    
 
   He found Lunara by the swan bridge as Tarren said he would. She was sitting at its peak, legs dangling over the side and arms resting on the lower rail. Whill sat beside her and put a hand on hers. “Thank you for caring for Tarren these last few months. I don’t know what I would do without you.”
 
   Lunara regarded him with shimmering eyes and attempted a smile, but her lips quivered and she took in a shuddering breath. Suddenly, she took his face in her hands and kissed him. He was surprised by the kiss, though he didn’t pull away. Her lips were soft, warm. She pulled him to herself, pressing against him urgently. Passion stirred inside of him. He wanted to let himself go, to take her right there above the slowly flowing stream. But the closeness, the passion, reminded him of Avriel and he quickly pulled away, panting.
 
   Lunara stared wide-eyed for a moment and quickly got up. “I should never have done that…I…” She turned from him as he got up.
 
   “Wait!” he said, reaching for her. He took her by the shoulder and turned her around to give her a hug. She melted in his arms and sobbed softly.
 
   “I will return to you. I swear it,” he said.
 
    
 
   Whill left the garden and found his personal guard waiting for him. They escorted him to the castle wall where he was to address the people of the city before heading out to sea. Whill hated giving such speeches, or any at all for that matter. His grandfather, the late king Mathus of Uthen-Arden had been a great orator, but Whill didn’t think that he had inherited much of the skill. He could have had one of the council members speak for him, but Whill wanted to be seen as a strong leader.
 
   The council was there to stand beside him at the podium, and the Watcher offered a placid smile when he saw that Whill had arrived.
 
   “They are eager to hear from you.”
 
   Whill couldn’t help but notice the way some of his personal guards looked to the old elf. It had taken many people a long time to accept that the eleven year old boy was actually an ancient elf of Elladrindellia. Many didn’t trust the Watcher, and never would.
 
   “Let’s get this over with then,” said Whill.
 
   The thundering of the crowd was overwhelming at first, but as he ascended to the battlements and looked out over the cheering people he found his courage. They called out his name with reverence. Here in the city they knew him well, for they had seen his great power before the Taking, they had witnessed his miracles. Unlike the country outside of the city, where rumors and misinformation were common, here, in Del’Oradon, the people knew the truth.
 
   “My good people of Del’Oradon, it is with great humility and respect that I stand before you today. You have all made great sacrifices these last six months, and though the winter was a hard one, you have survived. Our city was ravished by the dark elves, yet, we have begun to rebuild. There is nary enough food to fill your bowls, yet you welcome starving refugees into your homes. Even after two decades of tyrannical rule by my late uncle Addakon, your hearts have remained virtuous and true. In a country nearly torn asunder by the Draggard Wars, Del’Oradon is a shimmering beacon of hope to those who have lost so much.”
 
   The crowd cheered their king, and he took a moment to let their enthusiasm build.
 
   “But alas,” he said finally. “There are those who would take advantage of such situations for their own gain. There are those who would replace the tyrants that we have deposed.”
 
   Cheers turned to resounding boos, and Whill let the people’s anger fester for a moment before continuing.
 
   “To those people I offer a warning. We who serve the light will never relent, we will never surrender. For too long we have been oppressed by the servants of darkness. Never again, I say! Never again!”
 
   The crowd broke into cheers once more, repeating their king’s proclamation.
 
   “We have come a long way, but there is still much work to be done. I go now to the north, to spread our message to the rest of Agora. For it seems that there are ever wolves howling at the door.”
 
   Whill offered one final wave to his subjects, “Be well, good people of Del’Oradon. I shall return to you shortly, and I shall return victorious!”
 
   As Whill turned from the battlements he did so with newfound strength. His own guards and soldiers were cheering as well.
 
   “For one who dreads public speaking, you seem to do quite well,” said the Watcher over the commotion.
 
   “Thank you,” said Whill. “An old friend once told me that the truth rolls off the tongue easier than a well laid lie.”
 
   “He was a wise man,” said the Watcher.
 
   “That he was,” said Whill, and extended a hand. “Goodbye, old friend. I will see you soon.”
 
   The Watcher shook his hand, and regarded him with a serene smile. “Go well, my friend. Remember that inner peace is but a thought away.”
 
   There was a finality in the Watcher’s voice that was unsettling, but he didn’t press the subject.
 
   He mounted his horse and gave the order, and the soldiers began through the gates. The crowd cheered their king as he emerged from the wall, leading the thousands of soldiers to the southern harbor.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 14
 
   The Age of Dragons
 
    
 
    
 
   Reshikk was perched on the mouth of the volcano when he spotted another Terror of Dragons coming from the south. He had called all dragons to him, and now a great migration was underway. Dozens had already come to his call, and more were arriving every hour. 
 
   He flew down along the slope and landed on the tip of a large stone column that was jutting out from the side of the volcano. With a great roar, he called the others to him and spewed forth an arc of fire thirty feet long.
 
   The dragons descended on the gray lava flows that had cooled and solidified long ago. Nearly every color was represented here—even a rare Gold had found its way from the western islands. 
 
   “I am Reshikk, the last of the ancients. By the glory of the Father of Dragons I have been released from my prison.”
 
   Reshikk waited, eyeing the gathered newcomers. Dragons did not often lie to one another, and so to question the word of another was to directly challenge them.
 
   Soon, one such dragon stepped forth—a lean, well-muscled red with a large crown of horns. “The father of dragons, you say?”
 
   “Do you doubt my words?” Reshikk asked, staring down at the red.
 
   The other dragons watched the Red, waiting for the accusation. He eyed those around him and gave a disgusted snort of black smoke at their cowardice. He stood tall, spreading his smooth wings wide, and let out a blast of flame that licked at the stone beneath Reshikk’s clawed feet. Reshikk answered the challenge with a roar, and those surrounding the brave Red backed away to safety. The Red leaped into the air as Reshikk dove down to meet him, and the two came together in a great firestorm. They locked horns in the air and twirled in flight, both frantically beating their wings to keep them aloft. Claws locked in combat, and spiked tails wrapped around scaled necks.
 
   The aerial battle ensued as they tried to overpower one another and steer their opponent into the rocks below. Reshikk used his superior weight and shifted their tangle of horns to the side, before spraying the Red’s shoulder with green venom. The dragon shrieked and tried to get away, giving Reshikk the opportunity he needed. With a sudden flurry of beating wings, he gained the upper hand on the Red and tilted forward, pulling his tail free and wrapping it around the other dragon’s wing.
 
   They spiraled down to the ground a hundred feet below, with Reshikk riding the Red and bathing him in flame and acid. He landed on top of the accuser, and covered his horns in acid that ate through to the ground below.
 
   “I withdraw my challenge!” the Red cried. “You have been blessed by the father of dragons. I call you my KING!”
 
   Reshikk stood atop his defeated opponent and growled low, eyeing all nearby.
 
   The females gave terrible shrieking cries. The males roared for the victor and bowed before him until their horns touched the ground. Reshikk strode forth from the carnage that was the challenger’s smoldering body. Female greens dared a glance at him, and turned their long necks to look shyly to the side, shifting their hips and raising their tails skyward. Many of the other clans’ females offered themselves in this way. None of the males offered objection, remaining obediently cowed.
 
   Behind him the Red bitterly endured the acid as it burned through his once proud crown of horns. He stood on shaky legs so that he might bow before his king as well, and in doing so offered himself up wholly.
 
   Reshikk eyed him with a grin from over his shoulder, then leaped into the air and flew to the monolithic perch once more. “I have come to you with the power of your forebears, and a message from our father.”
 
   The dragons finally lifted their heads to regard their king. He stared down on them with gleaming emerald eyes. “The humans are weak, their kingdoms in disarray. The elves have lost their power, and the dwarves have been weakened as well. Now is the time for us to strike. Our fires shall spread across the land. The shadow of our wings will turn day into night. Humans, dwarves, and elves shall fear us once again. For the age of the dragons has come to Agora!”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 15
 
   The Curse of Power
 
    
 
    
 
   Roakore shot back a glass of whiskey and poured himself another. He slammed the book closed and got up from his wide desk, focusing on the stacked wood beside the low burning fire. He was tired of wrestling with this problem. Deep down he knew that he still retained the power to move trees, loath as he was to admit it.
 
   He considered pouring another glass and drowning his dilemma in spirits. Instead, he turned to the cut logs and focused on them as if they were stone. He raised a shaking hand and imagined himself grabbing hold of the lumber with his mind. His other hand wiped away the sweat from his brow. A part of him still hoped it wouldn’t work. Roakore silenced the thought. If he was going to really attempt the feat again, he had to accept that it was possible, he had to believe. He let out a deep sigh and left it all up to the gods.
 
   Roakore PULLED.
 
   The entire pile of wood shot toward him and he howled and ducked to the floor. The pieces flew over his head and slammed into the far wall. Hung weapons and shields and a long bookshelf crashed to the floor, creating a terrible ruckus.
 
   “By Ky’Dren’s bloody beard…” Roakore gasped.
 
   “What in the hells happened?” One of his wives had come to the door that connected to his sleeping chamber. She glanced from Roakore to the mess of wood and metal, and curiously back at him.
 
   Roakore got up in a huff, stammering to explain. “Well, the damn shields and weapons weren’t hung right at all!” He walked over to the pile and kicked a piece of wood. “Was testing the integrity o’ the hangin’…ye know, tossing lumber around like I do.”
 
   His wife looked utterly confused. “You lost yer fool head? What you talkin’ ‘bout? How all that firewood get all the way over there at once?”
 
   “Well…I was pilin’ it o’course. Didn’t like it where it is. It be an eyesore.”
 
   “You was pilin’ it all hackneyed like that?” She regarded the mess skeptically.
 
   “Bah.” He threw up his arms. “What ye be knowin’ ‘bout wood pilin’ anyway? Go on, get back to sleep and leave a dwarf to his work.”
 
   She appeared to have more to say, but instead rolled her eyes and left, closing the door heavily behind her.
 
   Roakore let out a pent-up sigh and returned to his desk for another drink. He considered the implications of what he had done. The pile of armor and wood sat scattered about the floor. He put down his glass and reached out a hand, focusing only on one piece. The small log floated into the air and came to his hand where he snatched it out of the air.
 
   From his place beside the desk, he maneuvered the weapons and shields back to their hangings on the wall. The wood he floated back beside the fire and stacked neatly. When his work was done, he sat back in his big stone chair looking out the window. For many troubled hours he remained, pondering his new abilities.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 16
 
   The Crossroads
 
    
 
    
 
   The cold rain let up when the sun rose, leaving the dead apple orchard bathed in a thick cloud of fog. Raene picked up an apple and sniffed its brown flesh. Rotten. She tossed it in the air and gave it a kick and continued on through the rows of withered trees. Whatever kind of evil blight was on the land, it seemed to be taking the entire countryside. She had traveled a week north by pony since dismissing Dirk and Krentz south of Brinn. Now she was in Shierdon, nearing Bearadon. To her left a few miles was Lake Eardon, and at its center, the capital island city of Belldon. Raene had considered traveling there and killing the false king, Ainamaf, who was said to still be alive and impersonating the king, but she continued on course, determined to find Zander. After she took out the necromancer she could return and deal with Ainamaf.
 
   Raene considered summoning Chief and having him hunt for her, though she doubted anything edible would be found anywhere in the dying land. She found that she did want company, however, and pulled the figurine from her pocket and spoke the words. Chief’s blue glow illuminated the dense fog around her momentarily, and soon he was sitting on his hind legs, tongue hanging to the side, tail wagging slowly. He wanted to play.
 
   “How ye doin’ there, boy? Dirk and Krentz still angry?”
 
   He barked.
 
   She snorted. “Figures. Here, Chief, go get it!” She picked up a stick and gave it a toss. The wolf turned to mist and flew through the orchard in a streak of blue light. “That there’s cheatin’!” said Raene, seeing how he caught the stick before it could hit the ground. When he returned to her, only his snout was in solid form, the rest of him trailing behind in wispy tendrils.
 
   “C’mon, let’s see if we can’t find some trouble.”
 
   Raene continued on to the north with Chief in tow. The orchard gave way to what should have been a golden field of wheat. Instead, they found more death. The plants had taken but had been stunted, and were now brown and drooping. She came across many abandoned farmhouses as she traveled up the eastern ridge overlooking the lake. She searched the dark haunts but found no food.
 
   The land was eerily quiet. Swirling mists blowing across the choppy waters licked at the shore and foamed up against rock faces. No boats traveled the waters, and no chimney smoke came from the clusters of cottages. Raene felt exposed traveling along the high bluff and took the first road she came across leading east.
 
   They followed the wagon trail for a few hours before coming to a crossroads. The sign said Bearadon was five leagues north. She was about to call to Chief, who she had sent to scout ahead to the east, when she heard a creaking sound. The crossroads was bathed in thick mist, and Raene peered toward the southern road from where the sound had come.
 
   “Who goes there?” she called out.
 
   A jingling of chains answered.
 
   Slowly, she took her shield from her back and readied her spiked mace. She called to Chief, but the wolf didn’t answer. The jingle came again, followed by a rasping breath. The fog was too thick to make out much detail, but as she carefully strode forward she began to make out something up high. As she got closer she realized it to be a crow’s nest hanging from a tall post. Skeletal legs dangled over the edge, one with its foot missing. Raene gave a sigh; it was just the wind rattling the poor wretch’s chains. She was about to continue on when the chains rattled again, and a boney hand gripped the iron rods of the cage. An ear-piercing wailing erupted from the high perch, and the sunken face of an undead human slammed against the bars. The hand emerged and a boney finger pointed at her. Raene covered her ears, her instincts telling her to run, but she had to silence the creature before others heard its call.
 
   Raene glanced around frantically. The roadside was littered with rocks and boulders. She took one up with her mind and pulled it from the ditch, sending it whirling toward the cage. The stone snapped the chain in two and sent the cage crashing to the ground. It broke open on impact and the screaming lich leaped from its prison and flew through the air toward her. She brought up her shield and met the attack with force, slamming the flying lich with all her might. It bounced off and rebounded quickly, but Raene was already on the attack. She swung her mace and caved in the side of its skull. It hit the ground and began convulsing, one clawed hand reaching for her. Still it screamed. With a cry she came down on the neck with her shield and severed its head.
 
   Raene’s ears rang in the sudden silence. The hateful green eyes still had life in them, for they watched the shield as she raised it and brought it down on the head over and over again. She didn’t stop until nothing was left but a mass of bloody pulp. The body of the undead twitched and began to get up.
 
   “You’ve got to be kiddin’ me,” said Raene. She slammed her shield into its back, severing the spine; still, the headless corpse thrashed about. Another screeching voice rang out in the mist.
 
   “Chief!” Raene cried.
 
   Tortured cries rose up in the distance to answer her. She cursed the blinding fog, unable to tell where the sound was coming from. There was nowhere to hide in the open crossroads, so she prepared herself for the imminent attack. She put her mace away and called upon her abilities. Dozens of rocks floated into the air and began to swirl around her. A snarl caught her ear, followed by the shriek of one of the undead—Chief.
 
   When the first of the monsters erupted from the fog, Raene fought her panic and waited. Soon half a dozen were barreling toward her. When they got too close she finally released her swirling stones and sent them shooting away from her, riddling the horde. As the undead dropped, more charged from behind. Raene met a lurching lich with a shield bash and caved in the head of another. Chief exploded from the fog and rode one of the attackers to the ground and ripped out its throat. He turned into a blur of blue motion then, darting from one to another, felling many. A man with no jaw charged at her with a pitchfork raised high, his tongue waggling against his neck and a gut-rattling scream issuing from the ruined maw. She blocked the stab wide, letting it graze off the side of the shield and caved in the side of his head. He showed no sign of injury, but came on with ravenous mania, slamming a pitchfork against her shield even after the end had snapped off. She hit him again and again, not stopping until the battered body was left broken and twitching.
 
   Panting, she looked around at the mangled bodies. Chief still had one down. He clamped on the neck and savagely shook his head. The crunch of bone echoed in the dead wood.
 
   “Come on, Chief. Let’s get the hells out of here!”
 
   They took off at a sprint to the north. Bearadon was only a few hours’ march. She hoped against reason that some vestige of humanity still remained in the city. If it had already fallen to the undead hordes, then Zander had become much stronger than she realized.
 
   The fog couldn’t be trusted. It had a slight greenish glow to it, and whispers rode upon the twisting currents. The looming shadows of dead and twisted trees kept her thinking she saw movement from the corner of her eye, but she found courage in her father Ky’Ell’s words. “Fear hides in the corner of yer eye, lass. Don’t let it distract ye from what’s right in front o’ ye.”
 
   She considered summoning Dirk and Krentz. They would come in handy if she was attacked again before she reached the city. Krentz would have more than a few words, she knew. And Dirk would try to keep the peace. Or would he? Raene knew she had done a bad thing in sending them away against their will. She had broken the pact. It was true she had saved them; but they had saved her life, too. All in all they were even. Except now she was their link to the world. She was by all rights master of the figurine, and therefore could force them to do her bidding. She hadn’t wanted it to come to that, but she had a chance like no other. With the deadly power of the two assassins and the spirit wolf, she could kill Zander and his minions and solidify a place in dwarven legend, even a seat at the table of the gods. Raene wasn’t about to let an opportunity like that pass her by.
 
   For a hundred years she’d had to sit by watching her brothers get the attention of Ky’Ell, their father and King of Ky’Dren. She had to sneak her training with her brother. He would come back from his daily lessons and teach them to her in the small hours of the night. The training wasn’t proper, but over ten decades she found enough time to become quite skilled at martial combat. She was also a powerful stone mover and, in truth, had more power and control than all her brothers.
 
   Raene was determined to succeed—to prove to her people not only her prowess and power but that of all dwarven females.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 17
 
   Queen’s Landing
 
    
 
    
 
   Zerafin snapped awake with a start. His mother blinked sleepily at him and caressed his hand with her weak fingers. “Shh, now. It was just a dream.
 
   He wiped the sleep from his eyes and remembered that he had been sitting with her when he dozed off. It had only been for a moment that he drifted, for the swans were still gliding across the center of the pond, but it had felt like hours.
 
   He left his mother to her rest and walked out into the skeleton of the once grand Cerushia. The vines that had once been used to create walls and barriers grew wild. Unable to control them, the elves used them as they could, building new walls of wood and stone. Many of the tree dwellings had frozen as they were and were still useful as abodes for many. But where once a branch would lower one down to the ground through mental control, stairs had to now be built into the trees to reach the high places.
 
   The city had recovered as well as it could. Those elves who had never had magical abilities had become more outspoken, and their knowledge of old-world skills had saved them from starvation over the winter.
 
   He took a horse from the stable and rode to the shore north of Cerushia. It was the middle of the day. The skies were overcast and the wind swift. A storm was brewing to the south, but it would do the crops well.
 
   The crashing of the waves upon the coast became louder as he approached. But rather than keep on north, he turned east when the road split and made his way to Queen’s Landing. The small harbor nestled on the eastern side of the peninsula was bustling with laborers. Three large ships were being built at the same time; those that would take the first of the elves back to Drindellia. They would be ready in a week.
 
   Many of the dying elders wished to die upon their native soil, Queen Araveal among them. Zerafin had tried to talk her out of it, but she would not budge. In her condition he wasn’t sure she would make the trip, and the last thing he wanted was for her to die at sea.
 
   He was considering going with her, but he worried for his people. The Old Ardenians would only continue their attacks, and there was word of strange things happening in Shierdon far to the north. Eadon and the Draggard had been defeated, but many of the beasts had escaped, or disappeared into the shadows and dark forests. Groups of them were still out there.
 
   The scouts will return soon, and once I’ve heard their report I’ll make a decision. He told himself so, but deep down he knew that he had already made up his mind.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 18
 
   Smoke on the Water
 
    
 
    
 
   Aurora walked through the crowd of undead soldiers. Zander’s lich army made no camp. They burned no fires. She and Azzeal had tents, along with the few dozen dark elves that had joined the necromancer since the fall of Eadon. The small group of tents sat at the center of thousands of undead who stood motionless, green eyes glowing dimly. She tried not to look at them as she passed by, carrying a small barrel of oil under one arm. One of the ships was complete, and three more were underway. The undead needed no sleep, working night and day on the building. Dark elf handlers oversaw the work. Without their guidance the workers would never be able to complete the task on their own. They could be set to simple tasks like killing, moving materials, gathering, but the intricacies of ship building eluded their simple minds.
 
   Aurora avoided the dark elves and lich overseers and moved through the shadows to the finished boat. She went to work quickly, dowsing the lumber with her oil and tossing the rest to spill on deck. With some dried grass from her pocket and after many attempts with her striking stone, she started a small fire and lit the oil. It went up slowly, but was soon snaking its way across the side.
 
   She checked to make sure no one was watching and crept along the shore away from the blaze. Up an embankment and along the rocky cliff, she made her way back around to the camp and slipped into her tent.
 
   The alarm soon spread throughout the camp, and Aurora came out of her tent to find dark elves and undead hurrying toward the shore. She joined them, pushing through the crowd toward the water. When she reached the beach she smiled to herself; the ship was a furious pyre. Attempts had been made to put it out, but soon it became apparent that it was useless.
 
   The crowd parted for Zander, who strode forth with a dark scowl twisting his features. His green staff glowed brightly, and all cowered before him. Just then Azzeal came out of the water dragging a dead barbarian behind him. In his left hand the elf carried a bloody blade, and when he dropped the body at Zander’s feet, Aurora saw that it had no head.
 
   “I caught this one fleeing toward the sea,” Azzeal droned, playing his part.
 
   Zander inspected the body and looked to the ocean. “How did he get here?”
 
   “There was a boat, out on the waters.”
 
   Zander settled his gaze on him. Aurora watched for a nervous moment, thinking that he saw through the ploy. She prepared herself to attack. Finally, Zander turned to one of his commanding death knights.
 
   “Search them out and bring them to me.”
 
   “Yes, my lord.”
 
   Zander regarded Aurora. “You said that there were no men left on Volnoss.”
 
   She bowed her head in shame. “He must have been a deserter.”
 
   He eyed her for a moment but said no more.
 
    
 
   A few hours later the death knights returned and reported that they had found nothing. Zander seemed to believe Azzeal’s account, and had doubled the guard on the coast. Aurora and Azzeal wouldn’t have another chance to destroy a ship again, but there were other ways of slowing down the army’s progress. The undead were a volatile bunch, and fights broke out often. Aurora knew the violent rage always boiling in the undead, for she felt it too—the deep-seated anger, the need to extinguish life. She fed those desires by killing the undead. Though they would only be raised again by Zander, it would take from his power and focus, and give her people some time.
 
   She wanted nothing more than to take a boat across the strait of Shierdon and warn her people of the coming attack, but it would be no use. Even if they were prepared, the undead army would sweep across the island killing, and then every fallen barbarian would be added to their ranks.
 
   Her people were doomed.
 
   The only hope was to stop Zander before he led the army across the channel, or to somehow distract him and get him to abandon the idea. The dark elf spent most of his time in his large tent, remotely controlling his death knights and the armies still conquering the west. Every day she felt his power over her waning as more undead joined the ranks. Soon she would be able to move against him. Until then she did what she could to start as many fights as possible. The undead proved hard to stop once they had gone into a bloody rampage. Once the fighting stopped, those that could be salvaged were sewn back together and raised anew. Many of the creatures were forged from two or more bodies.
 
   No matter how many fights she and Azzeal secretly instigated, the work on the boats continued. When finally the four ships were finished, Zander called her and Azzeal and all of his death knights and dark elves to him.
 
   Aurora moved through camp as the tents were being taken down. Only one remained, the most grand of them all. She pushed back the flap to Zander’s tent and found a large gathering standing before the raised dais. A dozen death knights regarded her as one. Their glowing eyes revealed nothing. The emptiness in those orbs made her shiver, though she knew her own appeared the same.
 
   “You are late!” Zander suddenly erupted and reached out a clawed hand.
 
   Aurora gave a startled cry as she was lifted off her feet and pulled by her throat toward the throne. He released her before she reached the stairs leading to the dais and she was thrown forward to slam into them face-first. She relished in the pain, and spit out a tooth as she got to her feet.
 
   “I am sorry, master. Please punish me.” She bowed.
 
   He ignored her and regarded the gathering. “Word has come from the south. King Whillhelm Warcrown has set out with two armies. One marched from Del’Oradon two days ago, another sets sail today.”
 
   How can he know that? Aurora wondered. Del’Oradon was hundreds of leagues to the south. Only the swiftest dragon could cover that much distance in such a short amount of time, and, to her knowledge, Zander had no such beasts.
 
   “Our forces to the west will continue on and take the horn of Shierdon. I want the base in Hornhollow flying the dark flag in two weeks’ time. Commander Snowfell will lead a force north and quickly take Volnoss.”
 
   Aurora tried not to show her emotions.
 
   “…When every last filthy barbarian has been converted, you shall march south to Lake Eardon. By then I will be sitting upon the throne on Belldon Island.”
 
   “Yes, my lord.” She averted her eyes to the floor as she bowed. When she stood straight once more, Zander was staring at her. “I can afford you three death knights. See to it that you are swift.”
 
   “Yes, master,” she said evenly, showing nothing of her disappointment. For a moment a spark of hope had lit in her. Zander would be heading south to deal with the Uthen-Arden armies, and she might have had a chance to thwart his plans for Volnoss. But with three death knights to deal with, the task seemed impossible.
 
   Zander gave orders to the rest of his commanders and dismissed them all. She hadn’t heard what Azzeal’s role would be. Outside, she found him waiting beside one of the big wagons led by undead dwargon. The mindless soldiers moved about, preparing for the long journey. Zander lived lavishly, and his possessions required five such wagons.
 
   “To which army have you been appointed?” Aurora asked in a hushed whisper.
 
   “I go south. Zander would have me at his side.”
 
   She cursed to herself, wondering if there was some way.
 
   “You can do this without me,” he said. “You will find a way to warn your people. We will meet again on Belldon Island.”
 
   “How do you know this?” she asked, sounding more distraught than she liked.
 
   “You must trust me.” He regarded her with eyes that barely glowed green, eyes that were more his own. He smiled, and then he was gone.
 
   Later that day, Aurora watched as the many armies set off in different directions. Behind her, the death knights waited. The ships were loading with the undead hordes—the time had come. She turned and marched to her ship, praying to the barbarian gods to give her strength.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 19
 
   Restless Seas
 
    
 
    
 
   Whill stood at the helm with Tyrron Greyson. They had been at sea for five days and would soon be traveling around Elladrindellia. He had set out early, planning to spend at least a day in Cerushia. Whill hadn’t seen Zerafin or Avriel in months and though he and the king had shared correspondences over that time, he was eager to see his old friend in person. Even more so, he wanted to set eyes on Avriel.
 
   He did not tell this to Tyrron Greyson, of course, saying instead that he had business with the elf king. Whill planned to spend only a few days in Cerushia, for the uprising in the north was much too pressing for a longer visit.
 
   The choppy waters sprayed across the front of the ship, leaving the taste of salt on his lips. He hadn’t been to sea in so long that he had forgotten how much it calmed him. He thought of Abram then, and their many escapades across Agora. What would he say if he could see him now? Whill wondered.
 
   “Looks like it’ll be another calm day. Gods willing,” Tyrron noted.
 
   Whill had almost forgotten the man was there, lost in his ponderings as he was.
 
   “Yes, it seems so.”
 
   “We should make Cerushia in three days at this pace. The trade winds are weak for the season, but should pick up once we head north.”
 
   Whill nodded. He wasn’t in the mood for conversation, but this was a good time to get to know his fleet commander better. “Tell me more about yourself, Greyson. Where were you brought up?”
 
   The general perked up—people loved to talk about themselves.
 
   “Probably not a place you ever heard of. Lil’ village called Buckton, north of White Lake, nestled in the shadow of the Elgar Mountains.”
 
   “I’ve heard of it, though I’ve never had the pleasure of seeing it. Sounds like a nice quiet place.”
 
   “You mind if I speak plainly?” said Greyson.
 
   “Can you trust a man who doesn’t?”
 
   The old seaman grinned at that, liking the sound of it.
 
   “You seem like you wouldn’t mind a nice quiet place right about now.”
 
   “You’re right about that,” said Whill with a laugh. “As a kid I used to daydream for hours on end about traveling and adventure, magic, dwarves, dragons, elves. I was so naïve. Now, the thought of a quiet cottage at the end of nowhere sounds great.”
 
   “You thought the fighting would end when Eadon was defeated?” Greyson asked.
 
   Whill searched the man’s eyes, but couldn’t tell if he was being condescending or trying to relate.
 
   “I had hoped.”
 
   Greyson nodded and looked back to the ocean.
 
   “This isn’t as bad as all that, though, just an uprising in the north. A thing like this is to be expected when so much power shifts. You defeated the most powerful enemy Agora has ever seen. I have no doubts you will be victorious.”
 
   Whill was grateful for the man’s words, finding that he reminded him a lot of Abram. They looked nothing alike, but they shared a quiet strength and an optimism that Whill missed. He realized just how cynical he had become since the Taking. Still, it was hard to be optimistic in a world that seemed hell-bent on destroying itself.
 
   “Do you believe the tales of undead walking around in Shierdon?” Greyson asked.
 
   “I do. If I’ve learned anything in the last few years, it’s that anything is possible.”
 
   Greyson shook his head and spit over the rail.
 
   “How in the hells do you defeat the undead?”
 
   “There’s always a way,” said Whill, though he wondered the very same thing.
 
   “Indeed,” said Greyson with a chuckle.
 
    
 
   Later that night Whill sat at the large desk in his private quarters staring blankly at the tomes spread out before him. He had yet to find anything in them that would help him understand Kellallea’s motives, and hoped that the elves might be able to shed some light on the subject.
 
   With a heavy sigh he shoved off from the desk and looked out the window at the moon hovering above the calm waters. There was little wind, and the ship traveled slower than he would have liked.
 
   Feeling quite bored, and tired of being alone, he made his way from his room to the deck above. A soldier announced his presence loudly, and all those nearby offered up a smart solute. Whill returned the gesture, nodding to the men, and wondering if he would ever get used to being king. Aside from the heavy—and boring—workload involved, being a king was a lonely job. What bothered him most was the fact that he had no peers. He had guards, servants, advisors, and subjects, but no friends.
 
   Whill and the Watcher had become close over the last six months, but Whill had never felt on equal ground with the ancient and wise elf. Lunara was a friend, Whill soon realized, but she harbored feelings for him that he could not reciprocate, and it was an unmistakable wedge between them.
 
   After a time Whill grew bored of watching the water from the helm and went downstairs, meaning to return to his quarters, when he heard a ruckus coming from the mess hall. Intrigued, he ventured down the hall. The closer he got to the door leading off to the right the thicker the smoke hanging close to the ceiling joists became.
 
   Whill stepped into the room and all talk abruptly ended. Six soldiers quickly shot to their feet and saluted him—the looks on their faces told him that they expected that they were in trouble.
 
   “At ease, gentlemen.”
 
   They slowly lowered their hands, but none dared take a seat. A bottle of whiskey sat on the table, along with six shot glasses, and the deck of cards spread across the table suggested that they had been in the middle of a game.
 
   “I assume that you are all off duty. Is that correct, Harker?” said Whill, looking to the ranking officer.
 
   “Yes, Sir!”
 
   “Good, so am I. Pour me a shot of whatever you’re drinking and deal me in.”
 
   For a moment no one moved, they only exchanged quick glances.
 
   “Of course,” Harker finally blurted.
 
   Whill took a seat at the table and the men followed suit. A drink was swiftly poured and set before him, and he raised his glass with the men.
 
   “To the peace of the open sea,” said Whill.
 
   “Here, here!” one of the soldiers cheered.
 
   After four shots and a dozen hands of cards, Whill was feeling quite well. Sitting there in the mess hall with the soldiers he forgot his station for a time. He let go of his worries, enjoying the comradery that he had so missed since reclaiming the throne.
 
   Soon he found himself telling stories of the draggard wars to the soldiers. They listened intently, awed by his tales. In his slightly addled state he held nothing back, telling them in detail what it had been like to wield the great power of the elves. The men seemed greatly impressed by this, and cheered their king often.
 
   Eventually word of their merriment reached the ear of General Greyson, for he appeared in the doorway just as the men were raising their glasses once more.
 
   “What in the blazes is going on down here?” he demanded. When he finally noticed Whill, he offered his king a curious gaze.
 
   “Come, drink with us,” said Whill. “Surely you have some interesting tales from the draggard wars.”
 
   “Not half as interesting as yours, I imagine, Sire.”
 
   With some reluctance, the general took a seat at the table with the others and accepted a glass.
 
   “To King Whillhelm Warcrown,” said Greyson.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 20
 
   Cerushia
 
    
 
    
 
   The fleet reached Cerushia on the morning of the fourth day at sea and were greeted by a crowd of cheering elves. Whill hadn’t thought much about what his appearance would mean to them. He was revered by many as a god among men—Kellallea’s champion.
 
   As he was taxied to the shore by a rowboat, he watched the crowd of excited elves grow. Horsemen flying bright banners embroidered with a glorious sun came riding over the far ridge. He saw Zerafin among them. The king of the elves rode to the shore and dismounted as Whill’s boat landed. Whill jumped out and met his friend’s beaming smile. Zerafin’s soldiers ushered the crowd to the sides to make room for the two as they met on the beach and embraced like brothers.
 
   “Whillhelm Warcrown, it is good to see you,” said Zerafin.
 
   “It is good to be back,” Whill said with a smile. 
 
   The crowd called him the savior, the champion of Kellallea. The chant for Whill made it hard for him and Zerafin to hear each other, but the elven king laughed and smiled, raising their arms high to rouse the crowd further.
 
   “You’ve come at a good time, Whill. It has been a hard winter for my people, and your presence does much to lift their spirits. Come, let us go somewhere we might have some peace.”
 
   Whill and Greyson were offered horses and followed Zerafin and his soldiers up the beach and to the road leading to Cerushia. Whill’s guards hurried to keep up behind them, eying the strange elves and the strange land with a mix of apprehension and amazement. Many of them had never met an elf, let alone been on their land.
 
   Whill’s excitement died when he saw the destruction that had been wrought. Cerushia was a disaster. Much of the city had been destroyed, and what remained held none of its former glory. The elves had been through a lot, indeed. He noted how not all of them celebrated his arrival. Some stood motionless among the energetic crowds, staring at him. He had heard of these elves, the ones who did not believe Kellallea to be a goddess, but rather despised her and Whill alike for the taking of power. He understood how they felt; in his own way, he hated her too—and himself for what he had done. It gnawed at him night and day. The Watcher and many of the elders were dying, and it was all because of his choices. Good or bad, there was nobody to blame but him.
 
   “Never mind them,” said Zerafin, seemingly reading his mind like the old days. “They have no one to be angry with but themselves. What Kellallea did was the right thing to do, I think. Though it pains us to live without it, magic might have killed us all.”
 
   Whill had so much to say, but held his tongue until they were finally alone in Zerafin’s chambers in the salvaged palace. He didn’t see Avriel anywhere but was reluctant to ask for her. On one hand he wanted nothing more than to see her again. On the other, he was afraid that she would look at him like a stranger.
 
   When finally the doors closed shut, he turned to Zerafin. “Kellallea has appeared before me.”
 
   The elf’s smile disappeared and he motioned to the balcony. “Right to the point, I see. Would you like a drink?”
 
   “I have missed the elven red,” said Whill. He took a seat at the table on the balcony and Zerafin joined him shortly, handing him a glass.
 
   “What did she say…if I might ask?” 
 
   Whill wondered if he should tell him everything. He smelled the sweet wine and swirled it for a moment, watching the glass. He raised it to the sunlight, noticing a few tannins floating in the ruby liquid. The wine tasted more bitter than sweet, and confirmed his suspicions that it was not aged long but had likely been made with what fruit was left unharmed from the year before.
 
   “She said that she can grant me the power that I once possessed.”
 
   “If…” said Zerafin, knowingly.
 
   “Exactly. If I swear fealty to her.”
 
   Zerafin pondered this while he sipped his wine.
 
   “What I don’t understand,” said Whill, “is why she would ask me such a thing. Without my help, she would have never ascended to the heavens.”
 
   “I have prayed for her guidance in the temple,” said Zerafin. “She has not answered.”
 
   “You wonder why she has forsaken you, and yet speaks to me?”
 
   Zerafin turned to his friend and smiled reassuringly.
 
   “I hold no animosity toward you for this.”
 
   “What would you do?”
 
   A long sigh escaped Zerafin, and he finished his glass in one drink.
 
   “I have used Orna Catorna my whole life. It has been hard to adjust to life without it after so many centuries. When the humans attack, I see fear in the eyes of my people. When once I could have turned away the pathetic army single-handedly, I must now hide behind my banner men and watch as centuries-old elves die. I think that if it was offered me, I would take it.” He met Whill’s eyes, searching. “You told her no?”
 
   “I have not yet made up my mind.”
 
   “What’s stopping you?”
 
   “I’m not sure. I don’t trust her, for one.”
 
   “You never have,” Zerafin reminded him. “Yet she was telling you the truth all along.”
 
   “About the prophecy, yes. But there are things about her that don’t add up.”
 
   “Like what?”
 
   “Like why she allowed Eadon’s rise. Surely there was a time when she could have stopped him. She is ancient—much older than he. I think that she allowed his rise to power because she knew what it would lead to.”
 
   “You think she planned it all?” Zerafin asked.
 
   Whill couldn’t tell if he was angry or bewildered.
 
   “It is possible.”
 
   The elf king raised a brow to that and tipped back his glass. He said something, but Whill was suddenly deaf. His heart dropped and his mouth ran dry. Avriel was standing on a distant balcony looking out over the city. She turned her head toward him, and their eyes met.
 
   Then she was gone.
 
   Zerafin had turned to see what had taken his attention.
 
   “You must want to see her. Do not waste pleasantries on me if that is what you desire.”
 
   Whill focused on him with some effort.
 
   “She doesn’t know who I am.”
 
   “Kellallea could change that,” said Zerafin.
 
   “Then why doesn’t she?” Whill was surprised by his own anger. “I apologize.”
 
   “It is understandable. I’m afraid great responsibility is your burden, my friend. I forget sometimes that you are barely twenty years old. A heavy burden it must be to one so young. I myself did not mature much until my hundredth year.”
 
   Whill appreciated his attempt at levity but found that it did nothing to alleviate his mood. “If she could help Avriel, why doesn’t she? If she could help Tarren, why doesn’t she? Why does she hang these things over my head and insist that I swear fealty to her? Don’t you find it all a bit suspicious?”
 
   He could tell Zerafin hadn’t really given it much thought, too caught up in his want for a return of power.
 
   “I do not assume to know the ways of the gods,” said Zerafin.
 
   “She is not a god. She was born an elf, was she not? And what has she done for her people? I have seen no miracles. All she has done is to take our power for her own and left us to fend for ourselves in a world gone mad.”
 
   A shadow crept over the elf’s face as he looked out over the city.
 
   Whill continued. “You defend her at every turn, but what allegiance do you owe her? What has she done for you?”
 
   “She has given us the gift of humility,” said Zerafin. He seemed tired. “Who are we to demand anything from the one who saved us from ourselves? I grow weary of war. I have known it for over five hundred years. It is time…” His eyes shifted to Whill for a moment.
 
   Whill heard a finality in his voice. “Time for what?”
 
   Zerafin let out a long breath and looked to the heavens. He then faced his friend with a smile in his eyes. “We are going home.”
 
   Whill’s heart dropped.
 
   “You’re leaving?”
 
   “I believe that it is for the best,” said Zerafin.
 
   Sorrow washed through Whill, and then fear, and fear led to anger.
 
   “Have you heard of the stirrings in the north? They say that the dead walk the land! The dark elf Ainamaf still reigns as king of Shierdon. The dark elves have wrought disaster all across our land, and you would leave…now?”
 
   Zerafin looked ashamed. His once proud shoulders sagged beneath the weight of his mantle.
 
   “What can we do? Many of the elders are dying, my mother among them.”
 
   “Ah, Zerafin, I’m sorry. I didn’t know,” said Whill.
 
   “You have nothing to be sorry for, everyone dies.”
 
   “True, but if I had done something different—”
 
   “None of that,” said Zerafin, waving him off. “You have always been too hard on yourself. The weight of the world need no longer sit on your shoulders.”
 
   Whill was grateful for the words, but they did nothing to lessen his guilt. He should have done something different, should have been strong enough to defeat Eadon on his own. He had held the greatest power given, and he had been too weak to wield it.
 
   “I am sorry to hear it all the same,” said Whill. ““How is she holding up?”
 
   “Mother is in good spirits. She is eager to meet my father once more, and she wishes to die in the homeland. That is partially my reason for making this journey. I would be with my mother when she passes.”
 
   “Do you intend to return?”
 
   “I will return for the others. An exodus like this will not be quick. We’ve not the ships to carry the thousands there at once.”
 
   “And what of Avriel? Does she mean to leave as well?”
 
    “Yes, she does.”
 
   Whill gave a long sigh.
 
   “You love her still,” Zerafin noted.
 
   Whill nodded. “Though I know it is impossible, that it was doomed from the beginning…yes, I love her still.”
 
   “I feel for you, my friend. I myself once loved a human woman. I nearly gave up my inheritance for her. But in the end, I was forced to let her go. You will see that it is for the greater good.”
 
   “Do you regret it?”
 
   Zerafin considered the question for a moment, his eyes wandering to the city below. “Sometimes.”
 
   “Would you do it again? For the greater good, as you have said?”
 
   “I do not know,” said Zerafin, shaking his head.
 
   “I don’t want to spend my life wondering what could have been,” said Whill. “I’ve done my part. Eadon has been defeated. If she asked me to, I would give up my throne to be with her.”
 
   “My Lords, Princess Avriel,” said a guard at the door.
 
   Whill turned to see Avriel walking into the room. She wore a rune-embroidered golden dress split down the right side, with a high collar but no shoulders and gloves that went to her elbows. Her dark hair flowed over her bare shoulders like a cape, and resting on her brow was a headdress of golden flowers.
 
   She stopped before them as they got to their feet. Her eyes moved over Whill quickly, meeting his gaze but for a moment. “King Warcrown. Your visit is a pleasant surprise.” She gave a small bow.
 
   Whill wanted to touch her. Hold her. Kiss her. “Avriel…” His voice became lost to him.
 
   She shifted uncomfortably. “My mother would like to speak with you.”
 
   He took her hand in his. “I’m so sorry to hear about the illness.”
 
   Avriel stiffened slightly at the contact but did not pull away. She smiled at him. He could feel her body tremble.
 
   “Thank you,” she said with a small bow and turned swiftly, breaking contact. “If you would follow me…”
 
   With a nod to Zerafin, Whill followed her out of the chamber and down the long open-aired hallway. He tried to catch up, but she was walking quite briskly to stay close to the leading guard. He got the distinct feeling that she didn’t want to be alone with him.
 
   Araveal was lying on a bed that was set beside the rail of her chamber’s balcony, staring out at the setting sun. She turned to him as he approached and a smile lit her sunken eyes.
 
   “Ah, the chosen one has returned,” she said with a grin.
 
   “Queen Araveal.” Whill took her hand and bowed to one knee. “I am so glad to see you again.”
 
   Her grip was weak, but she pulled him close and hugged him. “How can we ever thank you for all you have done?”
 
   He felt her tears on his neck. When she released him he found them to be tears of joy.
 
   “I never meant for this to happen,” said Whill.
 
   “Say no such words. We are mortal creatures. We may live to see a millennia, but eventually the earth claims us all. You are no more responsible for my death than you are my birth.”
 
   One of the queen’s handmaidens brought a chair and set it behind Whill. He turned and found Avriel just slipping out the door. When he sat, he noticed how the queen had been watching him.
 
   She was quick to smile. “She asks about you.”
 
   The words were like a ray of light through storm clouds. He tried to hide his exuberance. “What does she say?”
 
   “She is curious about you, about how you stole her heart.”
 
   Whill couldn’t help but laugh. “I stole her heart, did I? I was doomed before her first word was spoken.”
 
    
 
   Avriel turned from the door and gave Whill and her mother their privacy at last. She knew better than to spy, but she couldn’t help herself. The feeling that she had experienced upon seeing him again could not be mistaken. But what did it mean? He spoke of her so poetically. And looked at her like he knew her heart and soul.
 
   This was the man she had given her life for…
 
   She shook her head and straightened in her stride. Lingering on the possibilities was a waste of time. There was nothing she could do. Even if she did miraculously remember him, it would do nothing to change the circumstances. He was a human king, and she was an elven princess. If they had shared a love for a time, that time had passed.
 
   Her people were leaving Elladrindellia, possibly forever. They would return to their homeland and rebuild. She needed to focus on what was important.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 21
 
   The Avengers of the Taking
 
    
 
    
 
   There was a dinner in Whill’s honor that night in the palace. Outside, the crowd of elves who had come to see him had grown into the thousands. He knew that he had to address them sooner or later, which was a daunting prospect. They would certainly ask him of the goddess, to which he had nothing to offer.
 
   The crystal-walled banquet hall had once shimmered with inner power, and while it still reflected the burning torches, it had none of its former luster. Whill sat beside Zerafin at the large table with Avriel on the king’s right side. Many of the elders were in attendance, as well as Zerafin’s personal council. Tyron Greyson sat on Whill’s left, eyeing the room with subtle suspicion. Behind them, Whill’s personal guard stood at attention.
 
   The elders had many questions of the final battle with Eadon, with their inquiries always coming back to Kellallea and her ascension. Many of them had been there to witness it themselves, but none had yet been visited by the goddess. When asked if she had appeared to him, Whill lied, not wanting to have to explain his reaction to her offer.
 
   The elves had changed a lot in such a short time. When once they were proud and powerful, now they appeared much like humans, with a desperation and melancholy hiding behind their steely facade.
 
   Outside, the crowd chanted his name ever louder. They had always treated Whill like a deity, and now their admiration was even more apparent. He was reminded that sooner or later he was going to have to address them
 
   “You needn’t worry about making a long speech,” said Zerafin, once again seemingly reading his mind.
 
   “There will be many questions. Already they plead for word of the goddess,” said Whill.
 
   “The people are scared. Do what you can to alleviate their fears.”
 
   Shortly after dinner, the king led Whill to his balcony along with Avriel and the elders. The crowd cheered happily, some falling to their knees and bowing before him. He held up his hand to silence them, but it only spurred their excitement. Zerafin stepped forward and, at great length, quieted the crowd.
 
   “My good elves of Cerushia! Once, an ancient prophecy told of a man who would defeat the dark lord and bring peace to our people. I must admit that when I first met him, I had my doubts.” Zerafin turned to Whill and grinned. “He was an impatient young man with little grasp on his magical abilities. More than once he nearly killed himself using Orna Catorna. But as I watched him grow into his power, I began to dare hope that perhaps he was the one. He is a man built of solid moral fortitude, and has strength of mind and spirit rarely seen. Never have I met a braver soul. My good elves of Cerushia, I give to you, King Whillhelm Warcrown!”
 
   The crowd gave a cheer and Whill took the podium and waved. As before, not everyone watching from below did so with admiration. Some of them stared up at him with anger in their eyes.
 
   “Hello, my friends. It is with humble appreciation that I stand before you today. Not as a god, not even as a king, but as a simple man. When I was young I dreamed of grand adventures. I read about dragons and dwarves and elves in books given to me by my late mentor, Abram. I never imagined that one day I would be part of such an amazing tale. I feel blessed by your friendship, and I thank you for everything you have done.
 
   “Magic has been taken from us. And though I went most of my life without the ability to perform Orna Catorna, the loss of it has affected me greatly. I cannot imagine what it must be like for you. Know that it was not my choice. In the end, when I attained both the blade of power taken and the blade of power given, Eadon tried to possess me. For it was his plan all along. In that final moment, when I felt myself slipping, I gave to Kellallea all the power that I possessed. I had it all, and I let it go. I was not strong enough, even with my great power, to stop the dark lord. I cannot say if what Kellallea did was for the best or not. All I can do is continue on into the unknown as I have always done, with the belief that good will overcome evil. I will continue to fight against those who wish to oppress others, and I will ever be your friend and ally. Thank you.”
 
   He turned from the crowd as they erupted in cheers. Some asked him of Kellallea, others asked for his blessing, still others blamed him. Zerafin offered an approving nod, and Avriel smiled upon him. The elders parted as he and Zerafin, followed by Avriel, headed across the balcony to the archway.
 
   A sudden commotion erupted in the palace, and two elves with bloodied blades rushed across the room toward Whill and the others. Whill’s guards standing on each side of the door moved to intercept them but were cut down quickly by the two skilled assassins.
 
   “Protect the king!” someone yelled, and both human and elven guards crowded around Zerafin and Whill.
 
   “Death to Kellallea and her human dog!” one of the attackers cried.
 
   Two more elves dropped down to the balcony and Whill grabbed ahold of Avriel and pulled her behind him. He unsheathed his father’s sword and engaged the closest elf. The assassin was skilled, and the fighting was made even more difficult in the close quarters. He frantically parried the furious attacks as the other assassin came on with a dagger thrust to his side. Tyrron Greyson leaped in front of the attack and engaged the elf as Whill’s other guards came to his aid. The elf cut down two of them before Whill was able to disarm him with Zerafin’s help.
 
   “You took everything!” the furious elf screamed as more guards helped to restrain him. 
 
   Whill looked desperately to Avriel and found her being whisked away deeper into the palace by her guards. His own soldiers were trying to coax him inside as well. He shrugged them off and made his way through the chaos to Tyrron. The lord general was being helped up by two elves. He clutched his chest and grimaced with pain.
 
   “How bad is it?” Whill asked.
 
   Tyrron gritted his teeth and grinned. “I’ll live.”
 
   “Hurry,” said Whill to the elves. “Get him somewhere safe.”
 
   “My Lord,” said one of Zerafin’s guards, “you should come with us to the inner sanctum as well.”
 
   “You are my guest here,” said Zerafin. “I will not see you harmed in my house. Please, go with them.”
 
   Whill reluctantly allowed himself to be led off the balcony with Tyrron. Behind him the crowd was in an uproar.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 22
 
   The Great Migration
 
    
 
    
 
   The call went out across Drakkar Island, a collective roar that told Reshikk that more were arriving. He flew to the top of the volcano and searched the ocean to the west. Far off in the distance he spotted the large storm of dragons. This was the fifth clan to arrive in the last week, and more would be coming.
 
   Reshikk gave an approving growl.
 
   As the dragons drew near he counted seven in all, and soon spotted the alpha, a large male flying at the head of the storm. He would bow before Reshikk and offer up his females, or he would have to challenge him.
 
   Many of the dragons had begun to gather at the spire jutting out from the southern side of the volcano. Reshikk waited until the dragons coming from the west were within a mile and let out a powerful roar that was echoed by every dragon nearby. He leaped and glided around the smoldering mouth, knowing that the new arrivals could see him quite clearly. They came to land just outside the ring of dragons around the spire, and he dove swiftly.
 
   He landed on the tip of the spire and tucked his large wings. The new clan consisted of one male, two whelps no larger than horses, and four females. They were being greeted by Reshikk’s clan, who snapped, growled, hissed, and shot fire into the sky above the heads of the newcomers, creating a blazing arch.
 
   A big, black dragon appeared to be their leader. Blacks made up most of the clan, along with a few silvers. He was young and strong, and might have been able to give Reshikk a bit of a challenge, but Reshikk was a true green.
 
   The black dragon gave a deafening roar when a red male got too close to one of the females of his clan. His spiked tail shot out wide, and grazed the shoulder scales of the younger red. The others parted before the new arrivals as they made their way to stand before Reshikk.
 
   “Who has called this gathering? Who has spoken to our minds with the voice of a god?” said the black.
 
   “I, Reshikk, have summoned you here.”
 
   “We have sailed upon many currents to answer the call. The eye of the moon has opened and closed since we left the islands to the west. Why have you called us here?” said the black.
 
   Reshikk unfolded his massive wings and let out a plume of fire twenty feet long. “The father of dragons speaks to me. It is by his will we are gathered here, for the time of the dragons has come again! Kneel before me, follow me to glory and conquest. Together we will take back our ancient mountain homes.”
 
   The black growled low in his throat. He glanced back at his clan and then to the surrounding dragons. His females did not meet his gaze, too busy admiring Reshikk’s majesty.
 
   “You say he speaks to you, but what proof do you have?” he dared.
 
   “I am the last of the ancients! My venom burns through flesh and bone, earth and stone. I will melt the mountain doors of the dwarven halls and feast on their flesh. I will scorch the cities of the humans. The elves shall become my slaves. Bow before me, join the Final Clan, and you, Black…you will know the glory of your ancestors.”
 
   The gathering of dragons stirred; deep, guttural sounds pronounced their excitement. The black knew of what he spoke. Like the rest, he too held the knowledge of every dragon of his line, and he remembered the powers of old.
 
   “You and your Blacks shall breathe death, the Whites will once again spew forth lightning, the Blues will strip flesh with steam, and the flame of the Reds shall become a terrible beam of destruction.” Reshikk stood proudly above his clan, letting his proclamation echo across the valley of lava flows. He saw the recognition in the eyes of the Black and his clan. The ancient memories came back to them, whispers of power nearly forgotten, even by the long-lived dragons. “The war of clans nearly wiped us out, and ended many lines. Untold knowledge was lost. For too long you have flown astray. Soon the men of Agora will remember the terrors of old, soon the dwarves will burn inside their caves…soon the elves shall return to their gods. The time of the dragon is upon us. Rise with me, fly with me, KILL WITH ME! And I shall show you the glory of the ancients!”
 
   The black females gave out yearning groans. They gnashed at the air and blew streaming jets of fire into the sky. Their alpha saw the effect Reshikk had on them, and his snout twisted. He turned to his clan and silenced them with an ear-piercing cry.
 
   “You have a gifted tongue…would the ancient one use so crude a tool as words?” the black asked.
 
   Reshikk leaped from the tall spire and landed before the black dragon. He had hoped the young one would offer him a challenge. When the females saw his power they would fight among themselves to be mounted first.
 
   Reshikk grinned.
 
   The black lunged forward on powerful legs and reaching arms and snapped at Reshikk’s neck. Reshikk met the attack with vicious force, coming under the maw of his opponent and slamming up into his chin with thick horns. Reshikk followed the blow quickly with a whip of his tail that cracked many of the scales upon the black’s leg.
 
   The two dragons lunged into each other and rolled across the glowing gray and red rivers of igneous rock. They thrashed and bit, clawed and roared. The surrounding dragons offered up a chorus of bestial noises and encircled them in a ring of fire.
 
   Reshikk took a blow to the shoulder when the black attacked his right wing with a tail thrash. He took advantage of the twisting motion and pounced on his off-balanced opponent, crashing him to the ground and pinning him beneath powerful arms and legs. Reshikk leaned in close to the struggling black’s face.
 
   “Witness the power of the ancient ones,” he snarled.
 
   The black had a crown of horns about his head three feet long. Reshikk held him firm and opened his maw, letting a long, thick glob of green venom fall slowly onto one of the jutting horns. His opponent thrashed about, staring with terrified eyes at the acid slowly reaching for his head. The venom hit the thick horn with a sizzle and burned through it as though it were candle wax. The black cried out for mercy, offering himself and his clan completely.
 
   Reshikk held him there, watching as the acid completely dissolved the horn. It would melt straight through his brain if he tilted the black’s head a certain way. Instead, he turned it away so that the acid burned partially through the crown and down the side of his snout. It dripped off and hit the black’s leg, boring a four-inch-wide hole through it and into the ground.
 
   Satisfied, Reshikk released him and stood tall above his conquered foe. He turned to the newly arrived females and gave a commanding roar. They bowed their heads before his majesty, extending their wings down to the ground in a show of obedience.
 
   The mating that followed was vigorous. Reshikk had already defeated several challengers, and continued to solidify his position as the head alpha. Females flocked to him in droves, and those he deemed unfit for his seed were sent to breed with the others.
 
   Those females he chose for himself laid their eggs in warm, glowing caverns deep beneath the volcano. When the time came they would be covered in flame and would soon hatch. Like their father, they too would possess the powers of old.
 
   Reshikk’s private birthing chambers already housed dozens of eggs. And while he was eager to attack Agora, he knew that he must be patient. Many more would heed his call.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 23
 
   The Way of the Watcher
 
    
 
    
 
   Tarren awoke feeling as though he hadn’t slept a wink. The Watcher’s body ached everywhere, and he had soaked the bed with cold sweats. Hushed voices alerted him that he was not alone in his chambers. He lifted his head shakily and found Lunara speaking to the Watcher. It was so strange to see himself from outside his body. He had always felt so small, but the boy standing by the doorway was tall and lanky. Perhaps his body had grown in the months since the switch.
 
   The Watcher noticed that he had awoken and walked toward him carefully. “Good morning, Tarren. How are you feeling?”
 
   Tarren coaxed his old body to sit up with the help of Lunara. “To be truthful…not good. When I lived with my parents in Fendale, I once got a bad fever that laid me down for two weeks; almost didn’t make it. This feels a lot like that.”
 
   He met his own eyes for only a moment, unable to hold the gaze.
 
   “Do not fret, my young friend,” said the Watcher.
 
   Tarren forced himself to look at him. “How can you say that? I’m…I’m dying.”
 
   “We don’t know that for sure. My body is many millennia old, but it is strong.”
 
   “Do you think Whill can find a way?”
 
   The Watcher laughed. “When his mind is set to a task, he seldom fails. What does your heart tell you?”
 
   Tarren thought about it. “My heart tells me that I’m doomed.”
 
   The Watcher smiled and motioned to a servant standing to the side. “Here, I’ve made you some chipickawa tea. It will help with the fever and night sweats. Drink at least four cups. My body has always reacted well to it.”
 
   Lunara wiped Tarren’s head with a cool cloth and smiled upon him warmly. “Have faith in Whill. When he returns, he will have found an answer.”
 
   Tarren wanted to believe her, but he had a nagging suspicion that there was nothing to be done to help him. He thought of Helzendar, and how he would tell him to suck it up and quit being a baby. The dwarf boy had always given him strength. He wished more than anything that he was here with him now.
 
   Lunara and the Watcher left Tarren to his slumber. As soon as the door closed she turned to the old elf with a look of concern. “Do you really believe it? That Whill can yet help him?”
 
   “I believe that all things will be as they are. Whill might find a way. He might not. Kellallea may intervene. She may not.”
 
   “I have never understood the Morenka. How can you be at peace with everything that happens, even the ill fortune of innocents?” Lunara asked.
 
   The Watcher began walking with her through the open-air corridors hung with baskets of flowers and teaming with vines.
 
   “Worry is like prayer. There is a power in prayer that has nothing to do with whether or not a deity is listening. We are creators of reality, Lunara, and sometimes we forget the power of the mind. When one prays with their heart and soul, focuses intently, and gives themselves wholly to a cause, they give it life, help it to become a reality. Worry is very much the same thing. It does no good to focus on what we do not want to happen, for in doing so, we help it to become a reality. Instead, focus on what you wish to come to pass, and perhaps it will.”
 
   They walked in silence for a long time, through the gardens and onto the swan bridge where Lunara had spent many hours worrying over Tarren. She tried to think like the Watcher, tried to focus on what she wanted to happen, rather than her fears.
 
   The Watcher looked to her knowingly. “It takes many years of meditation and study to achieve harmony. And even then it is easy to regress. Do not be too hard on yourself.”
 
   “How long do you think he has?” Lunara asked, unable to help herself.
 
   “I do not know. This has come as a surprise to me as well. Many of the elders have already passed on, some, younger than I.”
 
   “I will pray night and day. I will force worry out of my mind and focus only on what I want, if that will help.”
 
   The Watcher smiled. “It cannot hurt.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 24
 
   A Force of Will
 
    
 
    
 
   Roakore was going over the coming week’s agenda with Nah’Zed when the knock came at the door.
 
   “Me King, Philo has come to your call,” said a guard.
 
   “Ah, good, good, show him in,” said Roakore, turning to Nah’Zed. “This can be waitin’ ‘till later.”
 
   “Aye, me king,” she said, and scooped up her pile of scrolls.
 
   She met Philo at the door, and the dwarf offered her a small bow, and brought his fist to his chest. Nah’Zed gave him a coy smile and hurried out of the room.
 
   “Shut the door behind you,” said Roakore.
 
   Philo obliged and accepted a glass of whiskey from Roakore. He gave it a sniff and smiled wide. “Aged Oak Barrel Baldar Black? What be the occasion?”
 
   Roakore settled into his fur-covered chair beside the fire and motioned to the one across from him. “Have a seat—what I got to show you might just put you on your arse.”
 
   Philo’s face lost all its usual carefree cheer. A brow not meant for furling grew creases, and concerned eyes regarded the king. “What’s this?”
 
   Roakore sighed and shot back his drink. He wrung his hands together and reached out toward the fire. Philo spoke not a word but sat and watched closely, clearly confused. Roakore cleared his mind and focused on a piece of stacked wood, wrapping his will around it, imagining taking full control of the object. He lifted his hand and the log floated two feet above the other pieces and began to float the short distance toward Philo. The dwarf leaped to his feet and slapped the log out of the air, spilling his drink in the process. “By Ky’Dren’s bloody dragon killin’ axe! How the hells did ye do that?”
 
   “That ain’t all, look here.” Roakore reached out a hand and mentally lifted the pieces of smashed glass from the floor and floated them out the window. He then reached for a cloth sitting in a bucket in the corner of the room. It floated across the room and slopped up the spilled whiskey.
 
   “Sit down, yer makin’ me nervous,” said Roakore. “I got more to show ye.”
 
   “More!”
 
   “Watch.” He extended a hand to the fire and pulled. Out of the flame came a long serpent of fire that sent Philo nearly toppling back in his chair. With a flick of the wrist, Roakore sent the flame back to the hearth.
 
   “How can this be? Ye got the power to be movin’ stone ‘cause ye be one o’ Ky’Dren’s descendants,” said Philo.
 
   Roakore shrugged and went to the bar to replace Philo’s glass. He returned with the bottle and sat down in his chair once more. “I think it be the same power I move stone with. The lady elf Avriel once asked me why I couldn’t move nothin’ else with me mind, and I told her it was because I didn’t believe. But during that fight in Drindellia, I done moved a battering ram arm with me mind, thinkin’ it be stone. The sun shone behind it so brightly, I couldn’t see the truth o’ it. But I BELIEVED it be stone, and so I could move it.”
 
   Philo dropped to his knees and slammed his fist to his chest. “Ye be blessed, me king. Like Ky’Dren o’ old. The gods work their glorious magic through ye.”
 
   Roakore impatiently motioned for him to rise. “Me think it be goin’ further than that. Me think…me be thinkin’ ye and the other dwarves be able to do the same thing. If only ye believed ye could.”
 
   “ME? I ain’t no direct descendent o’ Ky’Dren.”
 
   “And I ain’t supposed to be able to move nothin’ but stone. Things be a changin’, Philo. It be a new age, a new dawn. Once I accepted the fact that I could move something other ‘n stone, I understood that I could apply the power to anythin’.”
 
   “Good luck convincin’ other dwarves that they be doin’ what ye be doin’ just by believin’ they can,” Philo huffed.
 
   “I want you to start practicin’.”
 
   “Practicin’ what?”
 
   “Movin’ stone, movin’ wood…anythin’. Just give it a chance. That’s an order from ye king.”
 
   Philo shook his head and laughed. “Ye be right outta yer head, ye be.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 25
 
   Of Elves and Wolves
 
    
 
    
 
   Krentz floated through the misty expanse of glowing light. She was deep in Chief’s dark forest. Tall sequoias loomed in the distance, beyond the long waterfall flowing backward. The sky glowed silver with the rings of a million spinning stars, and the many phases of the moon dotted the heavens. Spirit animals scurried about as she passed, startled by her floating form.
 
   She stopped beside the backward-flowing river, which crashed into the collected rocks at the base of the waterfall and flowed up through the air to the cliff above. This was the glade where she had first met the spirit of Talon and his giant silverhawk.
 
   Krentz called out his name. Her voice didn’t echo here; nothing did. She called out again and waited for a time, watching the water flow up the cliff. Perhaps he would not return, having said all that was needed to say.
 
   There was no indication of the passing of time in the spirit realm. The sun shot across the sky sporadically, but its path never followed the same course, or rose from the same direction. She might have waited for an hour, or a year, there was no way to tell.
 
   “She has returned to the homeland.”
 
   Krentz perked up and glanced around. “Talon?”
 
   The wind stirred the grass, causing it to dance and sway lazily like seaweed. A turtle floated by, swimming through the air. She waited for a time for the voice to return, but he was gone. He had said what she needed to know. The elder he spoke of had returned to her homeland: Volnoss.
 
    
 
   “Dirk Blackthorn, come to me!”
 
   A sliver of light opened up before Dirk and pulled him in. He flew through the portal and came out into the gray gloom and found Raene surrounded by dozens of undead. He unsheathed a glowing dagger and sword and flew circles around her, cutting down any who got too close. The fog was thick, but as a wraith Dirk was able to see through it to the life forces beyond. The undead had a similar glow about them, but rather than life energy, they were surrounded by a green, unnatural, pulsing fog. He sliced through the neck of an undead soldier and chopped in half a sword that came for his head.
 
   Raene was putting her mace to work and frantically trying to keep the creatures at bay with her shield. Dirk flew a swath around her, slicing through the enemy with ringing metal. She produced the figurine again and called to Chief. He swirled out and came to form in the face of an undead Draggard.
 
   “We could really use Krentz right now!” said Dirk, eyeing the mass of glowing hordes through the fog.
 
   “Just cut me a path through ‘em.”
 
   Dirk cursed under his breath as dozens of resurrected soldiers descended on them from the north. He knew that this many wouldn’t be roaming around on their own. This was the head of a larger force—one fast approaching. He could feel the distant pulsing of power, driving them forward fearlessly, murderously.
 
   “There is a dark elf necromancer leading this herd. We must fall back,” he warned.
 
   Raene slammed an armless lich coming at her and smashed its head with her mace. She then reached back with her shield and gave it a heave. It flew through the air, passing through Dirk, and continued on into the crowd of monsters, bludgeoning heads with its sharp corners. She extended her arms and took mental control of the stone shield and pulled it back to her to claim those who had slipped by. Chief and Dirk worked the edges of the charging fiends as the shield spun back and forth, dropping them by the dozens.
 
   When no more came barreling through the dense fog, the shield dropped to the ground and Raene fell to one knee, panting. Chief gave a fierce howl and looked to Dirk, wagging his tail happily.
 
   “Keep an eye out, boy.” Dirk strode over to Raene. “We need to retreat. There’s a necromancer coming with hundreds more.”
 
   “Bah. Did I just hear the great and powerful Blackthorn say retreat?” Raene waved him off and stood straight. She reached out a hand and the shield flew to it. “I was just gettin’ started.”
 
   “I enjoy a good fight as much as anyone,” said Dirk. “But we can’t take on an army. Chief and I have our limits, and so do you.”
 
   “My target be the head o’ Zander. And it be thataway, north.”
 
   “That army is heading south. He’s coming our way. Fall back and lie in wait. Only a fool flies headlong into the mouth of a dragon.”
 
   “Mind yer tongue. There was a dwarf named Ro’Quon who done just that. Killed the beast, he did. Cut it from snout to forehead. Me cousin Roakore said it was the damnedest thing he ever did see. There be songs about Ro’Quon, even.”
 
   Dirk rolled his eyes. “Let me rephrase that, then. If you don’t fall back, you’re going to get us and yourself killed for no good reason.”
 
   She eyed him with annoyance. “Fall back and lay a trap, you say?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “What sort o’ trap?”
 
   “We’ll figure something out. Come on, they’re getting closer by the second.”
 
   They fell back a mile to an abandoned tower jutting out of the fog. It was the only thing left standing of a small fortress that had been sacked long ago, likely during the Draggard War.
 
   Dirk could feel the necromancer to the north. He knew that if the dark elf got too close he would be able to sense him and Chief. Somehow he needed to get Raene and the figurine far from here.
 
   “You need to summon Krentz and apologize.”
 
   She regarded him over her shoulder. “She still mad?”
 
   “Of course she’s mad. You’re becoming a bit of a tyrant lately.”
 
   She stopped, aghast. “Wha… Them are some serious words for a small misunderstandin’.”
 
   “You deceived our trust, went against the pact. We’re not your slaves. We have our own minds.”
 
   Raene was flabbergasted, and it looked as though she was barely keeping it together. “When I’ve taken care o’ Zander, ye’ll have yer freedom.”
 
   “We’ve voted to seek out the witchdoctor or—”
 
   “Ye three be needin’ me. Without me ye’ll be stuck in that figurine with no one to summon ye forth. And I say we take out Zander.”
 
   She took a step back from him and withdrew the figurine. Before she could speak, he turned to mist and shot forth, knocking her to the ground. The figurine rattled against a rock.
 
   Dirk was closest.
 
   Raene eyed him pensively.
 
   He and Krentz had considered the possibility that they could share ownership of the figurine and summon each other forth in turns. It was time to find out.
 
   As Raene sprang to her feet and bounded for the figurine, Dirk flew toward it and scooped it up.
 
   At least he meant to. Instead, upon contact, he was pulled into it.
 
    
 
   Raene leaned down and picked up the timber-wolf figurine. Chief cocked his head at her and gave a soft mewling.
 
   “Don’t you be startin’ in.” She said, and stashed the trinket in her pocket. “Come on, let’s climb the tower and see what we can see.”
 
   Raene crept slowly toward the tower. Thick fog swirled around the base, coalescing into thicker patches of wispy tendrils that climbed the sides like searching fingers. A shiver passed through her. The greenish hue of the fog was growing by the day, and it was beginning to act unlike normal valley fog. It seemed to be awakening like a sleeping blind man, reaching out curiously, gently touching the skin and searching. Soon she feared that it would open its eyes and become aware.
 
   She thought to avoid the tower altogether, but then she heard the marching feet drawing near. The fight with the undead had tired her, and now she had only Chief. Dirk and Krentz no longer trusted her. She would have to wait until she was face-to-face with Zander before calling them forth, then they would have no choice but to fight.
 
   Shield leading the way, she stormed the tower door. Her dwarven eyes were used to gloom. Growing up inside the dimly lit mountain halls had the opposite effect that such light deprivation would have had on a human.
 
   She found no one lying in wait in the base of the tower, and promptly closed the door behind her. She thought to engage the lock, but finally decided against it, locking the door would only heighten intrigue and suspicion.
 
   “Go on up and check the stairs and the rooms above,” she said to Chief.
 
   He flew up the stairs and disappeared, and she continued on steadily but cautiously up the spiraling staircase after him. There was a window every few feet, with old wooden shutters sitting in their sills in varying degrees of dilapidation. Some were missing altogether, while others were closed against the elements, with broken slats letting in slivers of silver gloom. Every ascending floor held a large wooden door and landing built off the confined staircase. Chief would have already checked these hidings, so Raene paid them no mind as she climbed for the top.
 
   She passed the fourth floor and continued on up to a trapdoor built into the wooden ceiling. She pushed it back and found Chief waiting for her. “What you see, eh, Chief?”
 
   He gave a low growl and moved to the stone wall looking north. She crept up beside him and peeked at the foggy valley. A gasp escaped her. “There must be hundreds…thousands.”
 
   Thousands of possessed eyes illuminated the valley with their glow. Many of the footfalls were like crashing stones, and Raene could just imagine the abominable undead dwargon lumbering forth. Zander’s army consisted of undead Shierdonians, dark elves, barbarians, dwargon and Draggard. She didn’t doubt that there were flying Draquon about as well.
 
   The army progressed steadily down the road and soon came upon the tower. To her relief, none of the shuffling fiends paid it any mind. The hordes seemed to be under the control of dark horsemen cloaked in black upon undead steeds.
 
   She watched the progression with growing dread. Dirk had been right; there were too many. Now she was surrounded. If one of those riders investigated the tower she would be doomed. Her excitement grew, however. As the army traveled by, she kept an eye to the north. The fog parted for the hordes, and she could see the long line snaking off to the distance. Off to the sides of the road, small lights moved through the gloom—the eyes of lookouts. Wagons were approaching, some led by giant dwargon, others by teams of undead horses.
 
   Raene moved to where she could get a better view of the passing wagons. Many held barrels and sacks of foodstuffs. This was food for the living—the undead didn’t need to eat, as far as she knew. Zander, however, was very much alive.
 
   She finally spotted him following behind the long wagon train. Zander sat upon a tall horse and held a long scepter with a glowing green gem set at the top. Beside him rode an elf who looked quite unlike all the others. They were followed by a fifteen-foot dwargon. Zander glowed as brightly as his scepter and his humming power could be felt vibrating through the stone beneath her feet. She thought about summoning Dirk and Krentz again. This was it. Now was her chance. She would likely die trying to kill him, but she cared not. This was her destiny.
 
   Just as she reached for the timber-wolf figurine, Zander stopped his horse and glanced up at the tower. She ducked down quickly.
 
   “What is it, my lord?” she heard the elf beside him ask.
 
   Raene waited, cursing under her breath—the element of surprise was gone.
 
   Zander didn’t answer the elf for a long time, and the silence swiftly became maddening. Her heart pounded in her chest and she clutched the figurine.
 
   “Search the tower,” Zander said finally. “Whoever killed my soldiers on the northern road is nearby. I can smell their fear.”
 
   “Yes, my lord,” said the elf.
 
   Raene heard the sound of leather creaking and boots hitting the ground. She was about to summon Dirk and Krentz when she heard the wagon train start moving once more. She dared not peek over the side.
 
   “Watch the door,” she whispered, listening to the sounds below.
 
   With a hand to the stone, she could make out the vibrations of a single person rummaging below. After a few minutes, the remainder of the army passed by. She peered over the top and found that one wagon had stayed behind and a half dozen undead were standing about. The elf who had been sent to investigate the tower was now searching the third floor.
 
   Zander, however, was nowhere to be seen. Raene cursed herself that she hadn’t acted sooner. Had she been afraid? She wondered.
 
   Raene quickly dismissed the thought and moved to the trap door, opening it carefully.
 
   “When he pops his head up through, I want you to pounce. Got it?”
 
   Chief gave a low growl and then smiled and wagged his bushy tail. Raene moved around to the back of the trap door and waited with her mace held high. Sounds could be heard coming through the open stair. The elf was now in the fourth room, just below her. He searched through for a few minutes before heading back to the stairs. Footfalls echoed deeply as he approached. Raene nodded to Chief, who lay in wait, ready to pounce.
 
   The footsteps stopped. She imagined him seeing the open trap door. He progressed carefully, deliberately. Chief tensed, and the hair stuck up in a straight line across his spine, lips peeled back to reveal long fangs.
 
   A head poked out through the hole and Chief slammed into the elf in a blur of motion. Raene hadn’t even had time to react before the two were tumbling down the stairs. Chief snarled and growled, and the elf growled right back. For a moment, it sounded as though there were a dog fight there in the stairway.
 
   Then it stopped.
 
   Raene leaned forward and listened closely.
 
   “Chief?” came a voice.
 
   She jerked back at the name. How did the elf lich know the wolf?
 
   “Chief, is that you?”
 
   A jubilant bark answered him and laughter floated up through the tower. Raene was profoundly confused.
 
   “A dwarf lass, you say? Lead me to her.”
 
   Raene scrambled back from the hatch and prepared herself with shield and mace. Chief shot out of the tower and spun a circle around her as the elf popped his head out of the door and looked around. When he saw Raene, he smiled. “Come, friend of Chief. We need to talk.”
 
   Then he disappeared below.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 26
 
   Attack on Volnoss
 
    
 
    
 
   The dark waters crashed up over the hull and dowsed Aurora. Thick clouds covered the sky, and though it could not be seen, the sun was falling. By the time they arrived at the island, it would be night.
 
   She rode on the lead ship of the small fleet of four, each one carrying more than a hundred undead. There were three death knights among them; they who would raise the villagers from the dead. The fleet would land in less than an hour. All that she could do was try and slow them down, and take as many of them as she could with her.
 
   There were no death knights on her ship, so it would be easier to attempt what she had in mind. She couldn’t raise the dead from the grave like the death knights, but she had learned how to control dozens at a time. Being that she retained some semblance of herself as a lich, she was able to exert her will through the necromantic bond that animated them. The green gems embedded where their hearts had once been would answer the call of her strong mind. And with Zander moving farther away with every passing moment, the difficulty of the task lessened.
 
   Aurora steadied herself, calming her breath and her mind, focusing on the hundred undead on her ship. The death knights’ touch was light on the minds of the undead, guiding them easily in their tasks. Below deck, the undead humans rowed with precision and tireless power. The ships were cutting through the waves with ease.
 
   With a surge of will, Aurora took mental control of the lich steering her ship, forcing him to turn the wheel hard to the left. They careened to the side, coming in hard at the boat next to them. The two ships crashed into each other with a shriek of protesting lumber. The point of Aurora’s ship smashed through the side of the other and pushed it along with its momentum.
 
   Aurora ran to the aft rail. The vessel directly behind them had veered to avoid a collision, and now passed by. She jumped onto the rail and leaped high off the curved horn, clearing the fifteen foot distance, and landing in a roll upon the other ship. Her sword sang out of its sheath and hewn a head as she sprang to her feet.
 
   A death knight raced across the deck and produced two long scimitars that sparked when he slapped them together. They came together with a clanging of swords. His scimitars moved in a blur of green motion, but so too did Aurora’s long sword. She pressed the shorter elf, using her big frame and powerful strikes to keep him on the defensive. He turned as if to retreat and kicked off the rail, hard. Twin blades struck for her stomach but she slapped them aside with a growl and booted the dark elf in the chest. Her powerful strikes proved too much for the death knight, and she soon disarmed him and hewn off his head with her long sword. The knight was down, but he was not dead. She cut the glowing gem out of his chest and tossed it into the water.
 
   The undead stood motionless, watching her. She extended her will, taking control of their collective consciousness. The only other remaining ship had veered away from hers, and was now far ahead. Behind her, the two boats that she had forced in a collision were slowly sinking.
 
   “Faster!” she bellowed.
 
   With a force of will, she pushed the rowers past their physical limitations and soon the ship was gaining. Volnoss loomed before them, however, and she knew that she wouldn’t be able to stop them from landing.
 
   The other ship reached the beaches of Fox Tribe and the hordes unloaded and charged up the beach. When her ship hit a sandbar, Aurora leaped from the helm and charged through the water and up the rocky incline, bringing along with her all the undead that she could control.
 
   Panting, she reached the top and looked out over a long valley with scattered copses of trees. Farther north, the edge of a forest began. Not far beyond, Fox Tribe’s village was nestled among the tall pines. The undead army was halfway across the field. She looked closer, noticing something strange—hundreds of fireflies dotted the distant tree line. A wave of panic washed over her. They weren’t fireflies. They were torches.
 
   She had to get ahead of them and warn the villagers of their plight. They needed to evacuate. Somehow they had anticipated the invasion and were lying in wait with not a warrior among them. Aurora had seen to that.
 
   As she and her undead caught up to the main horde, she ran wide, not wanting to be slowed with fighting. Her minions, however, she willed to attack the back of the group. Many of the other undead veered off to intercept her, but her power was great, and her determination unwavering. She had something that they no longer possessed: willpower.
 
   Hundreds of barbarians—elders, and children alike—had gathered at the edge of the field. The Elders charged out into the field with furious war cries. They met the undead advance with brutal force, doing what they could to protect the children.
 
   Aurora began to scream to them to retreat, to run for their lives. She charged into the fray, her sword cutting down all who stood before her. All the while she cried out for the barbarians to retreat. Then her voice caught in her throat as she saw the ancient-looking woman standing upon a boulder before an immense bonfire.
 
   The woman’s voice rang out unnaturally loud and echoed through the valley like thunder. Aurora fought her way through the battlefield and watched, awestruck, as the old woman, clad in furs and ornamented in bone, began her spell casting. Her words were those of the old barbarian tongue.
 
   “Spirits of the seven tribes, guardians of the children, watchers in the wood, I call upon you this night to throw back the unholy scourge set upon our shores. Spirits of the seven tribes, HEAR ME! Know my name and search my heart and mind. I, Gretzen Spiritbone, summon thee forth.” She tossed what looked like a skull into the fire and it went up in blue flames. “Ancestors of the fox, timber wolf, bear, hawk, eagle, dragon, and snow cat tribes. I SUMMON THEE!”
 
   The undead horde was tearing through the brave elders, but Gretzen didn’t relent. The children stood with raised chins and fearless eyes. They were chanting as well, echoing Gretzen’s every word. As the old woman continued in the face of certain death, Aurora found herself chanting the words as well, as she hacked and stabbed at the hated undead. Tears streamed down her face as she called upon the spirits.
 
   The horde pushed past the defenders, cutting them down with glowing blades, and began to converge on the children.
 
   Gretzen’s final cry rose up into the night and was answered by a gust of wind that nearly knocked Aurora off her feet. The enchantress was unaffected by the gale, but the fire roared, reaching out across the valley and lighting the grass and engulfing the front line of charging undead. The abominations ran through the flames screaming, with swords held high and green light burning brightly in their eyes.
 
   There was a great roar and a rumble. Aurora turned in time to see the spirits of her barbarian ancestors erupt from the forest. They glowed in brilliant silver and flew through the delighted line of children.
 
   The spirit warriors, armed with glowing swords, war hammers, spears, and axes, fell upon the undead in streaks of silver light. Tortured cries blended with the cheers and howls of the barbarians in a murderous song. Long glowing blades moved in blurs of motion, leaving mutilated undead in their wake. The elders found their strength once more and regrouped, cutting down the horde as it tried to retreat.
 
   Soon there was nothing left to Zander’s little army, and the spirits of the ancestors flew off to the coast to deal with the others.
 
   Aurora had fallen to her knees in the middle of the carnage and sat weeping with joy. The barbarians had come to see who the spirits had left alone. They now circled her. She knelt before her people, ashamed, and feeling more naked than ever she had been. Her eyes glowed with demonic green light. She was a hellish creation, an abomination.
 
   The group parted and the one who had called herself Gretzen Spiritbone slowly walked to stand before her. She looked older than any barbarian Aurora had ever seen, but her eyes were bright and alert. A large bone held up her long silver hair, and another smaller one was stuck through the bottom of her nose. She stood before Aurora in timber wolf furs, with one boney arm sticking out between the fold to hold it in place.
 
   “Kill me now,” said Aurora. “Free me from this mortal coil.”
 
   A firm hand took hold of her chin and forced her head up. Gretzen stared down at her, turning her face from side to side. Her eyes fell across her body and settled upon her chest, and narrowed.
 
   “Who are you?”
 
   “She is the one who claimed herself Chieftain of the Seven and took all the warriors with her to war,” said one of the elder women.
 
   “Where are they?” cried another.
 
   “She’s a demon like the rest of them.”
 
   “Silence.” Gretzen said it low, but everyone complied. “Answer me, child.”
 
   “I am Aurora Snowfell. It is true what they say about me. I am a coward, I am cursed, I am death.” She looked to the villagers. “Your warriors are dead. I am sorry…our armies were defeated by—”
 
   “Demon! Witch! To the hells with you!” one of the women screamed.
 
   “Enough of this!” Gretzen yelled. “Go and tell the others to prepare. There may be another attack. Go, do as I say.”
 
   Slowly, the group dissipated, yet many turned back to offer Aurora a murderous glare.
 
   “Do you wish to die?” Gretzen asked.
 
   “I do.”
 
   “You think you deserve to?”
 
   “I do. Please, I cannot bear it any longer.”
 
   “You know what awaits you?”
 
   Tears streamed down Aurora’s face. She remembered all too well what awaited her. “I have seen it. I have stood in judgment of the gods. Now I will return to the hells where I belong.”
 
   “And if there is a way to save your soul, will you do it?”
 
   “I have no hope left for such things. My soul is black. It is tarnished. I deserve nothing. I am nothing.”
 
   Gretzen nodded and produced a gem-studded blade from beneath her robes. She tilted Aurora’s head and cut her armor free. She then tore her shirt at the neck, leaving her chest bare. The long cut down the center of her bosom where the gem had been embedded glowed faintly.
 
   The dagger was raised into the air. Aurora closed her eyes…
 
    
 
   Gretzen stabbed Aurora in the chest below the breast bone and reached her hand into the wound. She took hold of the green, glowing gem and tore it free. Aurora gasped and her dying eyes fell upon Gretzen. There was a faint smile upon her face.
 
   Gretzen lowered her to the ground and produced a different type of gem, this one light blue and cut into a long shard. With it, she captured Aurora’s fleeing spirit.
 
   She put it away and regarded the green one.
 
   Azzeal and other elves had taught Gretzen about the dark-elf practice of necromancy, and she recognized the gem for what it was. Carefully, she searched the precious stone with her mind.
 
   A gasp escaped her. The power of the gem was linked to a consciousness of vast power. She felt the necromancer’s attention shift, and focused his malice upon her. Gretzen called upon the power of her ancestors and focused her will, pushing back hard against the necromancer’s probing mind. He attacked her mind and spirit but she held firm and lashed out with an attack of her own. For a moment his power and concentration waned, and she felt the connections to his entire army.
 
   Her mind touched upon a familiar one, and she let out a gasp. “Azzeal?”
 
   The necromancer pounced, forcing his will upon her, pushing her back and spreading dark shadows across her mind. With a cry she lashed out against his awesome power. His laughter echoed through her mind and she bent at the waist, feeling as though her guts would be torn out. Then she saw them…the spirits had returned. They surged across the meadow and dove into her, and with their collective power she lashed out at the dark elf necromancer with everything she had.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 27
 
   Fates Collide
 
    
 
    
 
   Raene followed Chief and the elf down to the room below. The elf listened at the door for a moment and then, satisfied, closed it slowly.
 
   “Chief tells me that you are now the bearer of the figurine.”
 
   She stepped back from him until she was comfortable. “He tells ye this, eh? Who the hells is ye, eh?”
 
   “I am Azzeal, Ralliad of Elladrindell—”
 
   “Yer a godsdamned lich like the rest o’ ‘em!” She said, cocking back her mace.
 
   Azzeal held up defensive hands. “This is true, but very much against my wishes.”
 
   “How d’ye know Chief?”
 
   The wolf gave a bark and wagged his shimmering tail.
 
   “Quiet now, Chief. We don’t want to alert the others,” said Azzeal. He regarded Raene with a feline smile. “I was there when his spirit was melded with the figurine. I witnessed much of his mortal life, his death, and his rebirth.”
 
   Raene was speechless, and slowly lowered her weapon.
 
   Azzeal moved past her to the window and peeked out. “You are in great danger.”
 
   “I’ll worry about meself.”
 
   “Honorable, but unnecessary banter. We have little time for what your people would call…dragonshyte.”
 
   She stammered, flabbergasted by his words.
 
   “By my knowledge, that figurine last belonged to one Dirk Blackthorn. Am I correct?”
 
   “Ye be right on that account, but how ye be knowin’ Dirk?”
 
   He ignored the question. “Now the trinket is in your possession. Why?”
 
   “He died, I picked it up. Now it’s mine.”
 
   “Tears of the gods…” Azzeal paused in thought. His shoulders sagged and all levity left his face.
 
   “He ain’t really dead,” said Raene.
 
   “What do you mean he isn’t really dead?” He stepped forward.
 
   She raised the mace higher this time, and gave him her best big-eyes.
 
   “Ye answer me first damn ye. What the hells ye want with me and the figurine? Either give me a reason to keep wasting my time with ye, or get out o’ me damned way.”
 
   “I was raised from death by the dark elf Eadon, forced to serve one called Zander after the fall. I need you to do something for me, something that might very well determine the fate of all of Agora….the mountain kingdoms as well.”
 
   “Well, then, out with it!”
 
   “I need you to seek out one Gretzen Spiritbone in Volno—”
 
   “WHAT?”
 
   “Please, keep your voice down,” Azzeal urged, eyes darting to the window.
 
   “Did Dirk and Krentz put ye up to this through some weird elf magic?”
 
   Azzeal looked at her with sorrow in his eyes. “The Taking left us without Orna Catorna.”
 
   Raene threw up her arms. “To the hells with this.” She pushed past him and headed for the door.
 
   “Please,” said Azzeal. “You must seek out this woman. I believe that she may be the only one who can defeat Zander.”
 
   She paused at the door with her hand on the half-twisted knob and slowly regarded him over her shoulder. “Yer lying tongue ain’t goin’ to fool me.”
 
   “Let the wolf be the judge. Surely you have grown to trust him.”
 
   Her grip loosened, but none of the suspicion left her eyes. “Ye want to defeat Zander—yer master—yet ye be controlled by him.”
 
   “His legions grow, and so his power is stretched. I have been able to find myself once again.”
 
   She released the door and turned back to him. “What would ye have me say to this woman?”
 
   Azzeal paced for a moment and then rushed toward her. “Tell her that Zander’s power does not lie in the scepter, but rather in Eadon’s—”
 
   The door smashed open, sending Raene crashing into the wall.
 
   “I see that you’ve found something for me,” said Zander.
 
   Azzeal rushed to get between Raene and his master, but Raene wanted no protecting. She saw her chance and gladly took it. With a force of will she pulled loose bricks from the tower walls and shot them toward the necromancer.
 
   Zander moved with inhuman speed, only the wispy blur of his long black cloak could be seen. Raene instinctively brought up her shield as the necromancer appeared to her left and unleashed a green blast of energy. She brought the shield up in time, but the spell took her off her feet and slammed her into the wall.
 
   Azzeal fought against his master’s will, knowing that he had to keep the necromancer from discovering the trinket. This was the moment he had been waiting for. He lashed out against Zander’s control with all the willpower he possessed.
 
   Chief was already leaping across the room. Zander raised a hand, and from it a green fog emerged and stopped the wolf in midair. He howled and thrashed, shifting from mist to solid form erratically.
 
   With great effort Azzeal finally broke free. He unsheathed his elven blade and rushed across the room. Zander met his attack with a blade of his own, and together they clashed at the center of the room. Azzeal fought furiously, knowing that he only had moments before he was overcome by Zander’s power once more. As they exchanged sparking blows he felt his control slowly slipping.
 
   Zander struck hard, with both mind and body, knocking Azzeal’s sword away and stabbing him through the chest. Even as the blade sank, Azzeal thrust forward with a hidden dagger, sinking it deep into Zanders gut.
 
   The two remained, eyes locked, both twisting their blades and fighting furiously in their minds. Azzeal struggled, but was soon overcome. He felt Zander closing in on his mind. The gem embedded in his chest suddenly flared, and Azzeal lost all control over his body and floated up into the air, pulled from the gem by an unseen power.
 
   Zander cackled, and pulled the dagger from his gut slowly. The wound flared green and quickly closed.
 
   Raene pulled herself to her feet and faced her brother’s murderer with her shield raised to her chin. Behind it, she fumbled in her pocket for the figurine.
 
   Zander offered her a smirk. “You will make a fierce lich. Perhaps you shall be my general and head the invasion of the Dwarven Mountains.” He turned his gaze to the door as two hulking undead barbarians shouldered into the room. “Take her,” he commanded.
 
   “Dirk, Krentz, come to me!” she bellowed.
 
   There was a blinding flash of light and the two spirits shot out of the figurine and floated before their master. Krentz looked from Zander to Raene with horror. “What have you done?”
 
   A green orb exploded from Zander’s palm and hit the figurine, knocking it out of Raene’s hand to clatter to the floor in two pieces. Chief gave a howl and disappeared, along with Dirk and Krentz.
 
   “NO!” cried Raene.
 
   Zander hit her with a powerful beam that lifted her into the air and pinned her to the wall. The pain was unbearable, as if her very soul were being torn from her body.
 
   Azzeal, who was pinned to the ceiling by the power of the gem, looked from the broken figurine to Raene, and growled against the power of the necromancer.
 
   Zander intensified his attack on her as he strode across the room to stand before her. He lifted the bloody dagger to her throat, but then his face went slack, and he lurched.
 
   A strange sensation washed over Azzeal then, and he felt the presence of an old friend.
 
   Zander cried out against the mental intrusion and was forced to release them both. The two undead who had been coming for Raene froze and began to convulse. Their chests glowed brightly as they began to vibrate, and a thrumming of power shook the tower.
 
   Azzeal felt as though he might explode, but then suddenly he was released from Zander’s power. He fell to the floor, and a soft warmth issued from the gem in his chest. Amidst the chaos he rolled onto his side, and stared in amazement at the blue glow now coming from the stone.
 
   There was an explosion of blue light. All went silent.
 
    
 
   Raene was blind and deaf. She fumbled around, feeling for the wall. Hands took her by the shoulders and she lashed out at the unseen foe. They overpowered her easily and she screamed and kicked, unable to hear her own voice. Someone held her firm and pinned her to the floor. Her sight began to come back to her. Someone was calling her name. She blinked and found Azzeal staring down at her. He looked concerned and glanced to the door repeatedly.
 
   “…can you hear me?”
 
   Raene shook her head slowly, wishing she hadn’t. The pain in her throbbing temples was almost unbearable.
 
   “Come,” he said. “We must be swift.”
 
   He helped her to her feet and she searched the room for Zander. He was gone. The undead lay on the floor, each with a smoldering hole in their chest.
 
   “What happened?” Raene groaned.
 
   “A miracle. Come.”
 
   “Wait!” Raene frantically searched the room. “The figurine!” She found it lying on the floor and gathered up the two pieces. “Oh, no.” She tried to fit the pieces together. “What have I done?”
 
   Azzeal pulled her toward the door and peered into the stairwell. She allowed herself to be led down the stairs. Outside, the fog had cleared. Undead littered the ground, their chests smoldering like those in the tower. Azzeal searched the road warily, his gaze lingering on the south.
 
   “Follow me.”
 
   “Where’s the dark elf? What happened to them all?”
 
   “Now is not the time for talk. Save your strength until we are safely away.”
 
   Raene had no strength to argue. She clutched the broken figurine and followed the elf to the northern road, worrying for her friends.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 28
 
   The Birth of Hope
 
    
 
    
 
   “I’m sorry about what happened the other day.” Avriel stood at the rail of the tall tower overlooking the thousand falls. She had sent one of her women-in-waiting for him, and Whill had rushed to the call.
 
   He now stood behind her, trying to steady his breath and not give away that he had run up every flight of stairs. “It was not your fault.”
 
   She turned to face him. “No, but the actions of those elves shame us all. After everything that you have done for my people…you deserve better.”
 
   There was so much that he wanted to say to her, but he feared that he would scare her away if he told her what was in his heart. He knew that she saw through him. There was an unspoken acknowledgement in her gaze.
 
   “Thank you.” He didn’t know what else to say. Seeing her standing against the backdrop of the falls and the setting sun, he was enchanted by her beauty.
 
   “When they attacked, why did you push me aside and stand at my defense?” she asked.
 
   “You are my friend. I know that you do not remember, and I do not expect you to reciprocate, but…I love you.”
 
   She stared into his eyes, looking from one to the other, searching, then abruptly turned from him. “I have something to tell you.”
 
   His heart fluttered. “What is it?” He dared hope that she had finally found her memories.
 
   “I have prayed to Kellallea to restore my lost memories of you. My brother told me that I once loved you like I have never loved another. And now I know that his words are true.”
 
   Whill was overjoyed. “Has she appeared to you?” he asked.
 
   “No,” said Avriel. “She remains silent to me.”
 
   “Then you still do not remember us?”
 
   “No, but I know that I loved you. It is the only explanation.” She let out a pensive breath and turned to face him.
 
   “Explanation for what?” he asked.
 
   Her eyes fell to the stone floor. “I…” She looked up at him shyly, eyes welling with tears. “I am with child.”
 
   Whill was speechless.
 
   She searched his eyes for a reaction. Her hand had gone to her belly.
 
   “You’re pregnant? But…your stomach…you aren’t showing.”
 
   “Elves carry for a year. I will not begin to show for some time.”
 
   He let out a laugh that startled her. “I’m going to be a father?” Whill was overjoyed. He took her in a big hug and kissed her on the mouth. She flinched at first, but then slowly melted into him. When they parted, Whill struggled to find his voice. “I…I’m sorry. It’s just, this is the best news I have ever heard.”
 
   Tears streamed down Avriel’s face in stark contrast to her smile. “Do you mean that?”
 
   “Of course I mean it.”
 
   “But there is so much working against us, against this child. What kind of life will they have, half-elf, half-human, their father a king of men, and their mother a princess of the elves? There has never lived such a creation. They will be shunned, they will be—”
 
   “They will be loved,” said Whill. He offered her a reassuring smile. “You said that this was proof to you…that you loved me once. Why?”
 
   She wiped her eyes and took a calming breath. “Elven women cannot become pregnant without love. It is one of the reasons that there are so few births among my long-lived people.”
 
   “What does Zerafin have to say about it?”
 
   “I haven’t told him yet, only mother knows.”
 
   “What does she think?”
 
   She gave a laugh and sniffled. “She is a hopeless romantic. She said that it was meant to be.”
 
   “I believe that,” said Whill.
 
   She regarded him with all seriousness. “I do not remember what we had. I don’t know if I ever will.”
 
   “Memories or not, did you feel something when we kissed?”
 
   She considered the question for a moment and searched his eyes. “Yes,” she said at length, almost reluctantly.
 
   Whill took her hands in his. “Then perhaps we can find it once more.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 29
 
   Confessions of a Killer
 
    
 
    
 
   Zerafin walked into the room and set a hard gaze on the captive. The elf was the only assassin taken alive. He had been pacing the room with clenched fists, but now stopped to regard the king. Two guards hurried in and strapped shackles on him before sitting him roughly in a chair.
 
   “Greetings, King,” he said with a sneer.
 
   Zerafin walked around him slowly, purposefully. The elf was tall and black of hair, with proud ears that pointed out through his hair farther than most. His eyes were dark and unreadable.
 
   “You were working to become a master gnenja before the Taking, or so I am told,” said Zerafin, coming around to the front slowly.
 
   The prisoner’s eyes tracked him.
 
   “Who are you?” Zerafin asked.
 
   “I am Valorron Arken, son of Arken Thyr. I am an Avenger of the Taking.”
 
   The name of the elf’s father was a familiar one. Zerafin had known Arken Thyr for a time.
 
   “Your father died recently, did he not?”
 
   The corner of Valorron’s top lip twitched in a snarl. “He was murdered by Kellallea in the Taking. As was your mother.”
 
   Zerafin felt his emotions flare but was careful to not show it. “My mother yet lives.”
 
   “For a time. She and the other elders are dying.”
 
   “Not all of them.”
 
   “No, but most. The false goddess has seen to that.”
 
   “And you will stop this somehow?”
 
   Valorron’s eyes flashed. “I will avenge the wrong that has been done to my people!”
 
   “Killing the king of Uthen-Arden will do nothing to reverse what Kellallea did.”
 
   “He is a false prophet, she is a false goddess,” Valorron hissed.
 
   Zerafin walked around him once more, gauging how nervous the elf was. The pulse in his neck was steady but not rushed, his breathing calm.
 
   “You said, ‘Avenger of the Taking’. What is that?”
 
   “You know what it is. Our numbers grow daily. Our eyes are everywhere. Soon we will depose you and set right the wrongs that have been done to us. This monarchy, the elder council—you have failed in your duties. You lead our people astray with your blasphemous worship of the ancient whore. She is not a goddess, you must know this in your heart.” Valorron’s eyes pleaded for understanding. “She has taken everything from us, yet the mindless masses pray to her like hungry dogs waiting for scraps.”
 
   “Orna Catorna would have destroyed us all,” said Zerafin.
 
   “She has destroyed us!” Valorron screamed.
 
   “And you would save your people by starting a civil war?” said Zerafin.
 
   “I will do whatever it takes.”
 
   Zerafin stared him down, sensing that the elf would never budge, never break.
 
   “You are to be executed tomorrow.”
 
   “Do it now, coward. Make me a martyr. If you cannot, then lay down your blade so that I might slit my own neck. It matters not. I will come back in the next life with a face you do not know, and I will have my revenge!”
 
   Zerafin turned from the elf and left. Outside the cell he found one of his generals, Thryn De’Bregeth waiting for him outside the iron door.
 
   “Give me until tomorrow and I will gain the information that you seek,” said Thryn.
 
   “The elves of the sun do not torture,” Zerafin reminded him.
 
   “With respect, my lord, we have gained no useful information about this group. They tried to kill King Warcrown, and this one just directly threatened your life. This is not the time for righteousness.”
 
   “And what if we find out who belongs to this group? What are we to do then? Round them all up, execute them all? No. People have the right to believe what they want.”
 
   “Even if they believe you should be deposed?” said Thryn.
 
   “He is not to be tortured. I will not prove them right by trying to weed them out.”
 
   “Very well, my king. Might I suggest that the execution be public? We need to let the people know that this will not be tolerated.”
 
   “I was testing him with the threat of execution,” said Zerafin.
 
   “Testing him? You do not plan on going through with it?”
 
   “For now we will keep him confined, learn what we might about this group.”
 
   “Sire…”
 
   “I have spoken,” said Zerafin with finality.
 
   “Very well, my lord.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 30
 
   Unspoken Words
 
    
 
    
 
   Whill knocked on the door and peeked in his head. Tyrron was sitting up in his bed and speaking low to a giggling elf maiden who was bathing him with a cloth.
 
   “If this is a bad time…” Whill began.
 
   “Of course not. Myrra was just finishing up,” said Tyrron with a laugh.
 
   The elf healer quickly covered the general’s lap with a towel before bowing in Whill’s direction and gathering up her things.
 
   When she had hastily left, Whill pulled up a chair next to Tyrron’s bed and offered him a wry grin.
 
   “What?” Tyrron said with a smirk.
 
   Whill couldn’t help but chuckle. “I take it the wound isn’t that bad.”
 
   Tyrron glanced down to his side. “It was bad enough. Bastard got me good. Luckily he missed the major organs. Was mostly a glancing slash, but it opened me up pretty good.”
 
   “You saved my life. Thank you,” said Whill.
 
   “You’re welcome, sire.”
 
   “I owe you a great debt.”
 
   Tyrron let out a huff and waved him off. “Nonsense, I was doing my duty. There’s no debt to speak of.”
 
   “I insist.”
 
   “Please, sire. Serving you is reward enough. I know all too well what it was like before you defeated Eadon. You may think that your country is in shambles, but it is free, at least. I’ve no doubt you’ll bring prosperity to the kingdom once more. These things take time, is all.”
 
   Whill left it at that. “Will you be able to sail with that wound?”
 
   “What, this? Bah, I’ve had worse and kept on working. I’m not going to let this stop me. We can leave on your word,” said Tyrron.
 
   “Tomorrow morning, then. I’ve stayed here too long as it is.”
 
   “Very well, sire.”
 
   Whill patted the man on the shoulder and rose. “Rest up, Greyson. We’ve a long journey before us.”
 
   “Yes, sire.”
 
    
 
   Zerafin, Avriel and Whill dined in private that night. They sat at a small table set on the balcony overlooking the Thousand Falls. The meal was a simple one, vegetables mostly, along with fish, bread, and wine.
 
   The king hadn’t yet been informed of the pregnancy, and Avriel was noticeably nervous about telling him. She ate her food in small bites, hardly making conversation, watching Whill and Zerafin as they talked. Her brother glanced at her now and again, no doubt noticing her strange mood but saying nothing of it.
 
   Whill wondered if she was waiting for him to bring it up instead. He wasn’t sure how Zerafin would react, and found that the longer she took to spit it out, the more nervous he was becoming. Zerafin was talking of the faction of elves who despised Kellallea, and what that meant for the planned exodus.
 
   “I fear that this group will become like the dark elves. If we—”
 
   “I’m with child,” Avriel blurted out.
 
   The silence was absolute.
 
   Zerafin looked to Whill and back to her again, his brow slowly drooping.
 
   “Aren’t you going to say anything?” Avriel huffed.
 
   Zerafin blinked. “Are you sure?”
 
   “Of course I’m sure,” said Avriel.
 
   Zerafin ran his hand down his face and sagged under the burden of knowledge. “This is…this is…unprecedented, it’s…”
 
   “Quite complicated,” Avriel put in.
 
   “Does Mother know?”
 
   “Yes,” said Avriel.
 
   “What does she say?”
 
   Avriel raised her hands in an impatient gesture. “What do you say?”
 
   “I’m trying to get over the shock of it being possible. A half-elf, half-human child… This changes many things.” He looked to them each for elaboration. “What will you do? What will the people say?”
 
   “I don’t care what anyone says,” said Whill.
 
   Avriel smiled at him.
 
   “That may be all well and good, my friend, but a half-elven heir to a human kingdom? It will never be allowed,” said Zerafin.
 
   “And what of a half-human member of the elven royal family?”
 
   “It will be the same with my people as well as yours. You know that he, or she, could never rule, here or there. People, elves, they might not all be very tolerant of the idea. You must think of the danger this child will be in its entire life. When the Old Ardenians catch wind of this news, they might target the babe. There are still dark elves in Agora, though far less powerful than they once were, but alive all the same. They will seek vengeance. And now there are the Avengers of the Taking to deal with.”
 
   Avriel’s smile faded more with every word, and Whill, too, felt a dread creep into him then. It was nothing like he had ever felt. He could handle the idea of danger to himself, but to imagine someone wanting to hurt his unborn child filled him with cold rage and incredible foreboding.
 
   “I will not hide him away from the world like a thing of shame,” said Whill in a low tone.
 
   That seemed to lighten Avriel’s dark thoughts.
 
   “You may not have a choice,” said Zerafin. “Will one of you raise it, or both? Will it grow up among humans, or elves? Do you plan on being wed?”
 
   “We haven’t discussed these things,” said Avriel, becoming agitated once more.
 
   “Well, you should.”
 
   “We have six months to work it out,” said Avriel.
 
   “I would have given up my throne for Avriel alone,” said Whill. “Now that there is a child invo—”
 
   “You cannot stand down at such an important time. You are the only thing holding Agora together,” Zerafin protested.
 
   “I’ve done my part. I am no king, anyway. Is it not enough to save a country? Must I nurse it to health as well?”
 
   “Zerafin is right,” said Avriel. “You cannot give up your father’s throne after you worked so hard to get it back.”
 
   “Compared to you, it means nothing to me.”
 
   “Do not say such things,” said Avriel.
 
   “Why do such words frighten you? If we must go somewhere where our child can be safe, then I will gladly do it.”
 
   “And where would we go? Hide in the wilderness of Agora? The wastelands of Drindellia?”
 
   Whill shrugged. “The world is a big place, there are islands, and surely lands beyond the eastern sea.”
 
   She was shaking her head before he had finished. “I cannot abandon my people.”
 
   “I will not abandon my child,” said Whill.
 
   They stared at each other stubbornly until Zerafin finally placed a hand on each of theirs.
 
   “We will find a way, but not like this. You two are going to have enough obstacles in your path, you needn’t make yourselves one of them.”
 
   Whill let out a pensive breath and Avriel’s eyes pooled with tears. She got up abruptly. “I must retire. Goodnight.”
 
   She turned to leave and Whill caught her hand as she walked by. “Avriel…I’m sorry.”
 
   “So am I.”
 
   Whill watched her go, wanting to run to her, to make her understand.
 
   “This is a heavy burden for her to bear. Give her time,” said Zerafin.
 
   Whill turned to him, searching his eyes. “You say that I am the only thing holding Agora together. But what of you, what of the elves’ responsibility to my people?”
 
   “Your people?” said Zerafin.
 
   Whill rose from the table, afraid of what he might say. His mind was spinning, and he fought to control his temper. He hadn’t felt this at odds with himself in a long time.
 
   “I am tired of hearing myself spoken of so. Especially from you, Zerafin.”
 
   The elven king rose from his chair and opened his arms wide. “What have I done to bring about your animosity, my friend? I speak only with my heart and mind.”
 
   “You lecture me on my responsibilities with one breath, and then speak of leaving these lands with the next. I am the only thing keeping Agora together, you say, yet you do not acknowledge your own responsibility.” Whill was pacing now, unable to meet Zerafin’s eyes, but unable to stop as well. His true feelings had been bottled since he had heard Zerafin’s plan, and now it was as if someone had shaken the bottle and popped the cork.
 
   “It was I who rallied the elves to the cause. It was I who defeated Eadon and his hordes. It was I who gave the greatest power in the universe to Kellallea. I have done my part!”
 
   Whill finally faced Zerafin, who stood straight and alert, eyes wide in the face of Whill’s berating.
 
   “You have been with me since the beginning, Zerafin. I love you like a brother. And as I would to a brother, I tell you this. If you leave Agora now you are a coward.”
 
   “Given the circumstances,” said Zerafin calmly. “I will forgive your harsh words.”
 
   “I seek no such forgiveness. When I needed you to be, you were hard on me. Now I’m returning the favor.”
 
    
 
   The next morning, Whill and his fleet set out with the rising sun. Zerafin and the elders were there to see him off, along with a host of elves crowding the beach for a look at him. A long line of armored guards held them back. Zerafin was worried about another attempt on Whill’s life, and guided him personally to the waiting ship with a boat of his own and several guards surrounding them.
 
   They spoke not a word the entire time, and when Whill reached his ship, the two only exchanged a handshake and common well wishes. Whill did not regret his words, rather, it felt good to get things off his chest. He was confident that Zerafin would do the right thing. 
 
   Whill had sent for Avriel when he awoke, hoping to speak some more over breakfast, but her handmaiden had returned saying that she wasn’t feeling well, but that she looked forward to seeing him when he returned from the north.
 
   He searched the crowd as the boat carried him and Tyrron out to his ship, but Avriel was not among them. A pang of sorrow burned in his throat but he choked it down, knowing that he would soon return. He had missed her so much over the last few months, and now, knowing that she carried his child and that she was willing to give their relationship a chance, he wanted nothing more than to stay.
 
   When he came aboard, the crew gave a cheer. They had sat in the harbor for the last three days, anxious to sail to battle in the north.
 
   “The course is set for Elgar Harbor, sire,” said the captain.
 
   “Very well, set sail,” said Whill.
 
   As the Uthen-Arden armada headed out along the coast, a quick glimmer caught Whill’s eye from high on a rocky outcropping of weathered stone. A wave hit, sending ocean spray over the area. When it passed, he saw Avriel standing upon the stone. She lifted a hand in farewell, and Whill raised his high and waved in return.
 
   He wanted to dive into the water, swim to shore and take her in his arms and never let go. To the hells with Agora and the constant warring. He had seen enough of it in the past year to last a lifetime. Hadn’t he done enough? Didn’t he deserve happiness?
 
   The ship caught the wind and lurched forward swiftly, leaving Avriel fading in the distance, every moment taking Whill farther from his unborn child.
 
   Zerafin had warned them of the dangers that they would face, but he hadn’t mentioned one possibility—Kellallea. If she was so hell-bent on gaining Whill’s loyalty, she might try to use the child as she had been using Avriel and Tarren. On the other hand, if he bowed before her, she would be able to ensure the safety of his child. He could once again wield great power, and rule all of Agora with Avriel as his queen.
 
   He set his sights on the north, promising himself that he would deal with the usurpers swiftly. There was no time for a long drawn-out affair. Whill needed to bring peace to the kingdom, and fast. His child would be born in only six months, and he didn’t want to be away to war when it happened.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 31
 
   Bad Tidings
 
    
 
    
 
   “Focus on the log; imagine it just like it’s a stone,” said Roakore, standing behind his son.
 
   Helzendar had been trying to move the log for more than an hour, but Roakore knew his heart wasn’t in it. He didn’t believe that he could do it, and it seemed no amount of convincing would sway him.
 
   The young dwarf held out his hand, his face strained with genuine effort, but the piece of wood atop the pile didn’t so much as wobble.
 
   “Bah, I can’t do it,” he said with a huff of frustration.
 
   “Sure you can, lad,” said Roakore coming to stand behind him and guide his hand in the direction of the pile. “It’s easy once you figure out it’s the same as moving stone. Here, like this—”
 
   “I’m done tryin’ for now.” Helzendar shrugged away from him and went to the window. Roakore could see the confusion and frustration in his son’s eyes. His claims were blasphemous. They went against the teachings of Ky’Dren.
 
   “Fine, fine, take a break, but I’m tellin’ ye, the powers be inside ye. Just need to let it happen, is all.”
 
   Roakore considered telling one of his other sons. Ky’Arken was a powerful stone mover and seemed like one of the more open-minded of his boys, but he was stationed far away in southern Ro’Sar. Roakore cursed himself that his children were so young, each one of them under twenty years. Perhaps an older, more powerful dwarf might be able to do what he had done.
 
   There was also the theory that any of the dwarves could move stone, and anything else, like Roakore could. He had been experimenting on Philo using techniques his father had used to help Roakore realize his own power. But his friend was a stubborn one, and they had gotten nowhere.
 
   “Me king,” said a guard from the doorway, “General Hammerfell has arrived.”
 
   Roakore nodded to him and addressed Helzendar. “Keep at it, lad, you’ll get it eventually.”
 
   “Yes, me king.”
 
   Roakore took the southern stair to his audience chamber and was announced by the leading guard. “I give to you Roakore, son of—”
 
   “Yeah, yeah, he be knowin’ who I be. Get out, and shut the doors behind ye!”
 
   General Orrin Hammerfell slammed his fist to his chest and bowed low. “Me king.”
 
   Roakore offered a less enthusiastic gesture and poured himself a glass of wine. “Orrin, how goes it?”
 
   “Me king, there be disturbin’ news from the west.”
 
   Roakore gave a sigh and decided on whiskey instead. “There be disturbin’ news from every direction these days. Want a drink?”
 
   “I’d be honored.”
 
   “Go on, then, have a seat, have a seat.” Roakore placed the glass before his general and sat at the head of the long table. He knocked glasses with the dwarf. “Here’s to bad news.”
 
   Orrin finished his drink in one gulp, and Roakore matched him.
 
   “Me king, dragons be gatherin’ on Drakkar Island.”
 
   “Bah, there been dragons livin’ there for centuries.”
 
   “Aye, but they be gatherin’ in force, sire. Some reports say there be near a hundred.”
 
   Roakore choked into his refilled glass. “Hundreds! What kind o’ tales ye been listening to, eh?”
 
   “Traders from Eldalon, numerous sources in Shierdon, and sailors from Uthen-Arden, sire. Not to mention me own scouts. Returned with the news not an hour ago.”
 
   Roakore slowly stroked his beard with one grizzled hand as he considered the news. “Ye be thinkin’ they’re gonna make a move on Agora?”
 
   Orrin nodded gravely. “I be thinkin’ such and more. Humans and elves be weak right now. But it ain’t human and elven lands they be after. We be the closest mountain to the island. We’ll be the first to be hit.”
 
   Roakore spat on the floor. “If it ain’t one damned thing, it’s their mother.” He slammed the table, causing the two glasses and bottle of whiskey to jump. The bottle teetered and wobbled and began to fall over. Roakore caught it up and pulled the cork out with his teeth and poured them both a steep glass.
 
   “I ain’t sittin’ here waitin’ for the attack. We’ll hit ‘em and hit ‘em hard where they live.”
 
   Orrin’s eyes widened. “You propose an assault.”
 
   “You’re godsdamned right. They think they’re goin’ to come bangin’ at me door without a what-for, they got another thing comin’.” He turned to the door. “Guard!”
 
   An armored dwarf hurried into the room. “Me king!”
 
   “Call the council together and do it right quick.”
 
   “Yes, me king!”
 
   “We’ll give ‘em a damned what-for all right,” said Roakore. He paced the room, his brow furled in thought. “Orrin, how be the Silverhawk chicks coming along?”
 
   “They be six months old now, sire, nearly full grown.”
 
   “Good,” said Roakore. “We just might be needin’ ‘em soon.”
 
    
 
   When all the members of the council arrived, Roakore wasted no time with pleasantries.
 
   “Listen up and listen good. We got a horde o’ dragons brewin’ on Drakkar Island.”
 
   The dwarves shared looks of surprise and outraged exclamations. Roakore walked slowly around the table, letting them simmer.
 
   “We’re goin’ to hit ‘em and hit ‘em hard. General Hammerfell.”
 
   “Me king.”
 
   “Put the word out that I’m lookin’ for five hundred volunteers for a strike on Drakkar Island. Let it be known that few or none o’ these brave dwarves be returnin’. They’ll be brought to the island under dark o’ night stealthily-like, and seek out the den o’ the beasts. With dragonsbreath bombs strapped to their backs, they’ll blow the beasts back to the hells. If they die, they’ll die fightin’ the devil dragons, and each one o’ them be securin’ their place in the mountain o’ the gods.”
 
   Orrin slammed his fist to his chest and gave a sharp nod. “Me king, I be the first to volunteer for the mission.”
 
   Roakore stopped in his circling of the table and regarded Orrin. “Now that be a soldier, ain’t no doubt.” He slammed his fist to his chest and gave Orrin a deep bow, which the council mimicked.
 
   Orrin stood proudly with lips pursed tight behind his proud beard. “Thank ye, me king.”
 
   Roakore continued. “I want riders sent out to all surrounding towns and villages of Isladon. Roakore’s halls be open to anyone seekin’ shelter against this firestorm.”
 
   “But, me king, we don’t have enough—”
 
   “I be speakin’ here, Silverbeard! And I ain’t fer givin’ a shyte what we got and ain’t got. If we ain’t got it, FIND IT! Or else I’ll find me another governor o’ foodstuffs.”
 
   “Yes, me king.”
 
   “This be how ye be makin’ hundred-year allies, Silverbeard. Keep your mouth shut. Ye might be learnin’ somethin’.”
 
   “Me apologies, me k—”
 
   “Furthermore! I want forces sent to keep guard over all working farms within a hundred miles o’ this mountain. Get ‘em to harvestin’ what’s ready and gather up their livestock. Hatchet!”
 
   “Me king?”
 
   “Send word to Ky’Dren that we be takin’ all the help they want to be givin’. And send word to Elgar, as well. Might be a time afore the dragons strike, best they be on their way.”
 
   Roakore set his gnarled knuckles on the table and leaned in, eyeing each dwarf in turn with a murderous grin. “I want every post fortified. I want all mining to cease until further notice. Get the furnaces burnin’. I want to hear nothing but the forgin’ o’ dwarven steel and dragon spears. We’re goin’ to rid Agora o’ dragons once and for all!”
 
   The council members began to cheer and pound on the table and Roakore ordered a maiden to pour them all a tall mug of beer. He clanged glasses with Orrin and cheered the brave dwarf.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 32
 
   Blasphemous Words
 
    
 
    
 
   “Me King!”
 
   Nah’Zed hurried to catch up with Roakore as he left the council meeting. “Me King!” she yelled, when she dropped her scrolls and was forced to stop.
 
   Roakore kept right on going.
 
   “Damnit, Roakore. Wait!”
 
   Roakore froze, and turned on his heel, leveling her with an inquisitive scowl. She gathered up her papers calmly and stood before him. “What’s gotten into ye?”
 
   “Come again?” he said, eyeing her skeptically.
 
   “Yer wives say ye be drinkin’ till all hours o’ the night. I smell it on ye every time we meet. And ye be makin’ rash decisions without me council.”
 
   Roakore huffed, and puffed, and didn’t quite know what to say.
 
   She went on. “Furthermore, I ain’t the only one who be noticin’.”
 
   Roakore threw up his arms. “Ye been talkin’ about such things with me wives? Can a dwarf have no privacy?”
 
   “It be me job to be knowin’ about me king…sire. And I be worried.”
 
   “Worried?” Roakore paced the stone tunnel, eyeing her. “What there to be worried about?”
 
   Nah’Zed found her courage, and looked her king in the eye. “What be that book ye always be pourin’ over?”
 
   Roakore was speechless. He considered her for a moment, pondering.
 
   “Follow me.”
 
    
 
   Nah’Zed took the Book of Ky’Dren with shaking hands. She sat it on her lap and gently traced a finger over the elven words on the leather cover.
 
   “Why is it written in Elvish?” she asked.
 
   “I ain’t for knowin’. Mayhaps Ky’Dren knew elvish. I compared it to writings in the archives. It be his hand writin’, there aint no doubt.”
 
   “What does it say?” Nah’Zed asked with growing excitement.
 
   Roakore went to his desk and opened a low drawer. From it, he withdrew a black, leather bound book with no title. “I been spending what free time I be getting translating the book. Finished it a few weeks ago. It’s the same story I seen in Whill’s mind. Here.”
 
   If Nah’Zed had been shaking before, now she was trembling. She took the black-covered book and opened it slowly, causing the page to shake like a leaf.
 
   “Herein lies the tale o’ the Book o’ Ky’Dren, found in Drindellia by Roakore o’ Ro’Sar.”
 
   Nah’Zed read through the entire tome long into the night. It seemed that she too needed a drink soon after the third chapter. She spat when she read about the dragon migration. And kicked the side of the desk when the found how the elves refused to help the dwarves of Drindellia. And she cried when she read of the slaughter, and defeat of her ancient kin.
 
   As she finished she wiped her eyes and slowly closed the book.
 
   Roakore had been patient during the entire read, sitting on a chair by the fire and smoking his pipe. Now, he was animated in his curiosity, and couldn’t seem to sit still.
 
   “Well? What ye be thinkin’?”
 
   She ran a hand through her long hair and gave a sigh. “I ain’t for knowin’. I ain’t for knowin’. But I see why ye been drinkin’ yerself cross-eyed.”
 
   “Ye care for a drink o’ ale?”
 
   She shook her head. “Nay, make it whiskey.”
 
   Roakore poured them both a double of his Northern Elgar twenty-year and offered her a seat beside the large stone fireplace.
 
   Nah’Zed sat, and absently sipped her drink while she stared at the fire. “The book be speakin’ blasphemy,” she said, finally.
 
   “Aye. Ye see what me dilemma been? And why I couldn’t show it to no one?”
 
   “Ye think it be true? But why would he lie to the Agoran dwarves once he got here?”
 
   “Ye be forgettin’,” said Roakore. “Ky’Dren’s teachin’s be sayin’ that he has no memory before waking up on the beach. I don’t think he was lying. He said the gods came to him then. Told him what he was to do, and the powers to move stone that was bestowed upon him.”
 
   “Me King…What words befall ye mouth? Ye be sayin’ that this…this blasphemous tale be true? Ky’Dren received his powers from the elves?”
 
   “I ain’t for knowin’ lass. But that ain’t the only thing.”
 
   “NO MORE!” she suddenly cried and leapt to her feet shaking her head vehemently. “Tell me no more. I can hear no more.”
 
   She rushed past Roakore, nearly knocking him over as she went. He could hear her crying as she slammed through the double doors and ran down the hall.
 
   “Nah’Zed! What in the blazes?”
 
   He had wanted to show her his new abilities, even try to convince her that she too could do what he did. Considering for a moment going after her, Roakore downed his drink and headed for the door. Soon he stopped, however, and thought better of the idea. Having twenty-some wives had taught him many things about dwarven lasses, and knowing when to leave them alone to do their cryin’ was one of them.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 33
 
   Dreams o’ Glory
 
    
 
    
 
   Roakore poured himself another drink, retired both tomes, and packed himself a pipe. He sat beside the fire, practicing with his new abilities, for a time, and cursing himself for having shown Nah’Zed the book.
 
   He was quite lost in thought when Helzendar burst into the study in a huff. Roakore was so startled that he dropped the log he had been floating above him, causing it to land on his big toe.
 
   “Dragon balls!” he howled and hopped on one foot.
 
   “I want to volunteer for the five hun’red!” Helzendar blurted.
 
   Roakore forgot his pain in an instant. “What’s this?”
 
   “I’m volunteerin’.”
 
   “Ye? Get that fool idea out o’ yer head, boy. Ye be too young.”
 
   “I’m old enough. I passed the trials, I can stone throw with the best o’ me brothers,” Helzendar declared.
 
   Roakore reached out and tugged on his son’s short chin hairs. “Yer beard don’t even touch yer chest. Ye be too young to be a warrior.”
 
   “Measuring the might o’ a dwarf by the length o’ his beard be stupid,” Helzendar dared say. “There be elders can wipe their arses with their beards, but can’t hardly walk no more.”
 
   An impulsive chuckle escaped Roakore but he quickly put on a stern face. “Mind ye be respectin’ yer elders, lad. Ye ain’t too old for the belt.”
 
   “I need to do this.”
 
   Roakore sat back in his chair and eyed his son. He recognized the fire of youth burning bright in Helzendar’s eyes; the need to prove himself, and the yearning to make a place for himself in the Mountain of the Gods.
 
   Roakore saw himself in his son’s fierce eyes.
 
   “Ye be getting’ yer chance someday, but not this day. Ye want to be helpin’, then hit the forges.”
 
   “I be a descendent o’ Ky’Dren. Ain’t no smithy!”
 
   Roakore gave him a warning glare. “Ye be too damn proud is what ye be. Now get yer proud arse to the forges and learn how to make the weapons ye be so damn keen on wieldin’.”
 
   Helzendar clenched his fists and slammed one to his chest hard. “Yes, me king.”
 
   Roakore watched him go. He was proud of his son’s bravado. He would make a fine warrior someday, and perhaps a king.
 
   From his desk, he withdrew his bag and pipe and packed himself a fresh one.
 
    
 
   Helzendar stormed down the polished halls leading from his father’s quarters. His pent up anger left him shaking and muttering to himself. A suit of metal armor stood by one of the large wooden doors. He punched it repeatedly and then lifted it high and threw it against the opposite wall.
 
   “What’s all this ruckus?”
 
   Helzendar released the armor and turned to find Agnar the Holy shuffling toward him. His red robes trailed long behind him. Two fierce green eyes stared at Helzendar from beneath a wide hood. “Well, then, explain yourself.”
 
   Agnar had been Helzendar’s teacher since he was a small boy. The dwarf was as gruff as any, but gave credit where credit was due. If one was to find himself in a bad way with the old holy dwarf, they probably deserved it. His love for Ky’Dren and the gods was unmatched by anyone that Helzendar knew. When he spoke of holy scripture, he stirred passion in the hearts of his listeners.
 
   “I was angry, is all,” said Helzendar, sitting on a bench beneath a wide, velvety banner with an embroidered mountain sunrise on it.
 
   “Angry is all? Is that all ye got to say?”
 
   Helzendar shrugged.
 
   Agnar stared down on him with a deep scowl. “What is it got ye so worked up, eh. Girls?”
 
   “Ain’t no stupid lass. It be me king. I want to volunteer for the strike on Drakkar Island, but he says I’m too young. I hate being young. I missed the reclamation, I missed the Draggard Wars, and I’ll miss out on the biggest dragon attack in history.”
 
   “Ye keep up bein’ impatient like that, you’ll get your fool arse killed right quick. You’ll be a warrior one day, and there’ll be somethin’ needs killin, and glory to be got,” said Agnar.
 
   “I know,” said Helzendar, bowing his head in shame.
 
   “Now go on, get that armor fixed before I tell the king what ye been up to.”
 
   “Yes, sir.” Helzendar dragged the armor down the hall, fully miserable with his lot in life.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 34
 
   The Price of Knowledge
 
    
 
    
 
   Roakore awoke in the morning and instantly thought of Nah’Zed. He looked to the large bay window carved into the stone and deduced that it was just after dawn. Thinking it too early to disturb her, he tried to fall back asleep. He tossed and turned, and eventually got an elbow from his wife. Realizing that Nah’Zed likely hadn’t gotten any sleep, Roakore roused from bed quietly and walked into the large dressing room. He put on his royal brain’s favorite suit that she had picked out for him, and even laced up the ridiculous human boots she had given him for his birthday.
 
   He slipped out of his bed chamber and through his study. The guard at the door offered the customary chest slam, but Roakore ignored him, finding that he was quite nervous to face his assistant. Questions plagued his sleepy mind. What if she told someone? Would she have gone to a priest?
 
   She had left in such a fit as Roakore had never seen. True, she was a volatile one, always flustered and falling over a stack of scrolls. But she knew everything and everyone of any importance, and always remembered the smallest details.
 
   The book and its story had greatly affected her.
 
   Roakore found himself running to her quarters, a few halls and corridors from his own. He knocked on her door, asking the guard when last he had seen her.
 
   “About two hours ago, Sire.”
 
   “How did she seem?” Roakore asked, knocking once more.
 
   “Sire?”
 
   “Her mood, soldier, what was her mood?”
 
   “Oh, ah, I’m not for knowin’, Sire. In a hurry, I suppose.”
 
   “That ain’t a mood…Bah, give me yer keys.”
 
   Roakore snatched the ring of keys from the guard and hurriedly unlocked the door and pushed inside, turning and shutting the door behind him swiftly.
 
   “Nah’Zed,” he said, turning around. “I be sorry that ye—”
 
   Her toes hovered just a few inches from the floor. She wore her favorite dress, and had combed her hair and added color to her face. Nah’Zed looked to be going to a ball. Around her neck was a length of strong rope. Above, it attached to a beautiful crystal chandelier.
 
   Roakore stumbled back and slammed into the door. His voice was lost to him, his vision swam. The room spun, with Nah’Zed hanging at the center, unmoving.
 
   He snapped out of his shock suddenly and cried out, running to her so that he might lift her up, help her to breathe. Surely she was still alive.
 
   “Oh no, no, no. My dear Nah’Zed, what have you done?”
 
   Roakore tried to lift her and get at the rope at the same time, but he could not. Frustrated, afraid, he took her in one arm, and with the other, reached up and mentally pulled the chandelier from the stone ceiling with a mighty heave.
 
   The chandelier crashed to the floor with bits of stone and dust, and Roakore frantically disengaged the rope from her neck. He recoiled when he tried for a pulse—she was cold.
 
   “Oh, my poor dear lass. What have I done?” Roakore asked over and over, burying his head in her long locks when he could no longer speak.
 
   She had damned herself to never be allowed into the mountain of the gods. Her soul would forever haunt the halls of Ro’Sar.
 
   “Damn ye, Ky’Dren. Damn ye to the hells!” Roakore cried, shaking his fist at the heavens.
 
   There came an urgent knocking at the door. “Me King, do ye request me help?”
 
   Roakore’s mind raced. If it was found out what Nah’Zed had done to herself, her name would be disgraced for all time. She deserved better than that.
 
   “Sire?” the guard called once again.
 
   Roakore laid Nah’Zed down slowly, and searched the room, trying to figure out what to do. The stained glass window looking out over the mountainside caught his eye, He reached out with his mind and took hold of the glass, smashing it inward, and slowly lowering the shards to scatter across the floor. He then ran to the door and threw it open.
 
   “There’s been an intrusion! Sound the alarm. And call for a healer.”
 
   The guard was stupefied, and tried to look past Roakore into the room. Roakore took him by the collar and shook him. “That be a godsdamned order!”
 
   The soldier snapped to quickly, and rushed off down the hall calling out to sound the alarm. Roakore returned to the room and knocked over furniture and toppled bookcases. He would tell everyone that he had found the room the way it was, and that he had seen a dark elf scurrying through the window just as he entered.
 
   It was the only way to save Nah’Zed’s name—he owed her that much.
 
   Soon the deep, mournful warning horn bellowed in the deep, followed by other, more distant horns. The chorus spread through the mountain kingdom, and the search for the phantom dark elf began.
 
   A healer arrived and confirmed that Nah’Zed had passed on, and a priest came to offer a prayer to guide her to the mountain of the gods.
 
   Roakore told his story to the head of the guard and left the chamber, wanting to be alone. He hurried to his study, afraid that the tears would fall before he made it. He passed startled-looking guards on the way, avoiding eye-contact with the dwarves as they stopped to slam their chests.
 
   He finally reached his study and closed the door behind him. With his back to it, he finally let the tears fall.
 
   Staggering to the bar through blurred vision, Roakore grabbed a bottle of whiskey, yanked the cork free, and drank down a fourth of the bottle. Sorrow turned to rage, and he smashed the bottle in the fireplace, causing a great plume of fire bursting from the hearth. He cried to the gods, furious with them and himself. He reached out with his mind and pulled the armor and weapons from the wall and smashed them into a bookcase across the room. With powerful hands he grabbed ahold of the wood and leather chair beside the fire and smashed it on the stone floor until it was reduced to tinder.
 
   “Blasted book!” Roakore cried.
 
   He turned his wild eyes to the desk. Suddenly he realized just how dangerous the ancient tome really was. The knowledge had killed Nah’Zed, it had to be destroyed.
 
   Roakore ripped the desk drawer free and took the ancient Book of Ky’Dren in his shaking hands and ripped it in two. He tore at the pages, sputtering, spitting and cursing all the while. He found his translated version and tore it apart as well. With a force of will he lifted the hundreds of pieces of paper and binding and shot them into the fire across the room.
 
   He then fell to his knees, tears streaming down his face.
 
   “Forgive me, Ky’Dren. Forgive me, Nah’Zed.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 35
 
   Bound to Serve
 
    
 
    
 
   The fire at the center of the village burned bright against the encroaching darkness. Gretzen tossed in the last of her ingredients and raised her arms to the flaring blue pyre. The elder women, and even some of the young girls, stood in a circle, chanting with hands locked and heads tossed back in their appeal to the gods. Gretzen was attempting to save Aurora from the hells, and while her summoning was a powerful one, it was up to Aurora in the end.
 
   She raised the bone carving high and cried out, “Thodin! Father of the gods, release your daughter to me so that she might repent for her evil ways.”
 
    
 
   Aurora thrashed and screamed against the all-consuming pain. She was deaf and blind, without taste or touch. All that existed was the looming darkness of depression and the terrible mental agony. During those times when her sight and hearing were restored, it was only so that she might stand in judgement of those who she had led to certain death. None affected her more than the spirit of her father and his pained look of disappointment.
 
   “Please, Father, please forgive me!” she had cried out to him.
 
   He said not a word, but turned away, and left her to the darkness.
 
   She begged Thodin for an end to the pain, but no one answered her prayers.
 
   One after another the thousands of barbarians who had fallen because of her betrayal stood before her. Aurora was given form once more, so that the spirits might exact their revenge. Her body was ravished and torn, only to be restored and destroyed once again.
 
   Aurora floated in darkness, cold and afraid. The berating of the spirits, and maddening whispers of the gods had ceased for a time. She prayed for an end, chanting her plea over and over. Soon the spirits would return. Once more her torture would begin.
 
   A pinpoint of light suddenly appeared in the darkness, and Aurora reeled away from it, thinking that her torturers had returned.
 
   Aurora Snowfell, I summon thee…
 
   She recognized the voice, but she didn’t trust it, thinking it to be the gods toying with her again.
 
   The light became brighter, and a dozen barbarian voices echoed through the void.
 
   Aurora focused on the light, urging herself forward, hoping beyond hope that it was real. The words grew louder and the light grew brighter as she approached.
 
   Gretzen beckoned to Aurora, offering her retribution and peace. A hand reached through the blinding light, and Aurora desperately reached for it.
 
   There was a flash of brilliant light and all pain left her. 
 
   When she dared, she opened her eyes.
 
   Gretzen stood before her on the tall stone. The other villagers stood in a circle around them and the fire. Aurora gave a shriek when she saw the burning flames below her and instinctively flew toward the witch.
 
   “It is all right, child. Gretzen has you now.”
 
   Aurora looked down at her body, which floated and shimmered in the air. Wonderment and terror washed through her. She put a wispy hand out in front of her and inspected it.
 
   “What is this? What have you done?”
 
   Gretzen held up a carving that looked surprisingly like Aurora. “I have rescued your spirit from the hells. Through this portal I can summon you at will. You need not remain in spirit form. Make yourself whole. You will find that you can do it quite easily if you try.”
 
   Aurora stared at her in disbelief. She looked back at her glowing hand and thought of the body she had once possessed. To her astonishment, her body, clothes and armor began to form out of the swirling mist.
 
   “I will teach you how to fight in both the physical and spiritual form. Soon you will be able to use both to devastating effect,” said Gretzen.
 
   “Fight?” Aurora asked.
 
   Gretzen nodded gravely. “You have done terrible things. You have led our people astray. I have brought you back so that you might redeem yourself.”
 
   “I’m no longer a lich?”
 
   “You are free from the dark-elf necromancer.”
 
   Aurora was overjoyed. She dropped to her knees and clutched the woman’s robes. “I do not deserve your holy grace.”
 
   “The gods would agree. Do you wish to prove them wrong?”
 
   “I wish only for a chance to undo the terrible things that I have done.”
 
   Gretzen nodded. “Nothing can be undone, child. All we can do is try to mend and make anew.”
 
   Aurora felt as though she had been made anew. The filth of the necromantic power no longer coursed through her body. The dark thoughts and dark moods had abated for the time being, and she glowed with an inner warmth that reminded her of her mother’s hearth.
 
   Her Modir.
 
   She didn’t know how she could possibly face her again. It was all she could do to withstand the gaze of the curious villagers. She could hear their whispers. They called her Daudr Kellr—spirit of death.
 
   “I will do whatever is needed of me. I will watch over the children for all time. If I must stand guard on the shores of this island forever, I shall do it.”
 
   Gretzen offered her approving nod. “Good, then we begin to mend.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 36
 
   The Princess and the Lich
 
    
 
    
 
   The rain poured for two days straight as Raene and Azzeal traveled north along the deserted road. The incessant fog hung in thick patches, haunting the low-lying valleys and bogs. It flowed through the forests in wispy currents of searching tendrils. Those reaching phantoms seemed to be aware, waiting, and watching.
 
   Raene and Azzeal had spent the night in an old rundown farmhouse. And while they dared not start a fire, they had at least gotten out of the constant pounding rain for a time.
 
   She fretted over the timber-wolf figurine the entire time, fingering the two pieces in her pocket. She worried about Dirk and Krentz, and wondered if they were now truly dead.
 
   Azzeal had no answers for her, saying only that Gretzen would know what to do.
 
   “Stop.” Azzeal lifted a hand out behind him. Raene, in her deep thoughts, nearly ran into it.
 
   “What ye see, elf?”
 
   “Quiet.”
 
   She waited, eyeing the surroundings for movement. The land rolled off to the south down the long hill they had been climbing. On either side, hills rose and fell, dotted here and there with bushes and copses of birch and maple trees. Nothing appeared to be on the road up ahead, but then again, visibility was low.
 
   After a time, Azzeal shook his head and continued on. Raene followed warily. She didn’t know the elf from a stone on the ground, and she didn’t trust people she didn’t know—much less his kind. But for the time being he was her only hope. She had made a terrible mistake trying to take on Zander by herself, and now Dirk and Krentz might be lost because of her stupidity.
 
   “How did you come to possess Chief?” Azzeal asked over his shoulder.
 
   “I told ye, I found the figurine.”
 
   “One does not find the figurine and know how to use it, or the names of those to be summoned,” he retorted matter-of-factly.
 
   “What’s it to ye, anyways?”
 
   “I was there when Chief was created. His original master and I were good friends.”
 
   “Who that be?”
 
   Azzeal turned to regard her with a smile. “Talon Windwalker. Have you ever heard of him?”
 
   She shook her head, though she remembered the name Krentz used for the spirit who told her about Gretzen.
 
   He smiled with reminiscence. “He was a great man. One of the bravest souls I have ever met. He was a barbarian, one of the Skomm.”
 
   Raene spat. “Barbarians be bloodthirsty devils.”
 
   Azzeal chuckled, which only irritated her more. He was in high spirits, which she found odd. Then again, his eyes no longer glowed green, and whatever happened in that tower seemed to have given him his freedom from the necromancer.
 
    “Many of them would say the same thing about the dwarves.”
 
   “Bah!” She waved him off. “I know me damned history.”
 
   “Excellent,” said Azzeal. “Then you are aware that the dwarves and the humans of Eldalon and Shierdon started the war with the barbarians, and mercilessly drove them out of their lands.”
 
   “You elves don’t know nothin’ ‘bout our goin’s on. Stick to yer tree-huggin’ and Orna Ca-whatsit.”
 
   Azzeal became quiet after that, for which Raene was thankful. They were nearing the coast now. She could smell it on the air blowing in from the north. The scent reminded her of the underground lakes of her home mountain. She missed Ky’Dren and being around other dwarves. Her recent failure had begun to chip away at her once steely resolve, and she was becoming quite homesick. Out here above ground, everything was too bright, too wide open. She found herself constantly looking over her shoulder and wondering what was beyond the next bend in the road. Had her father been right all along? Were dwarven women not cut out to be warriors? She had spent the last hundred years training to be as good as her brothers. And now she had failed.
 
   Raene drew farther from Zander and her revenge with every stride. She had seen herself returning to the halls of her father a hero, and changing the view of a women’s worth. Now she knew that she could only return in shame.
 
   Her anger had been growing the entire miserable journey from the tower. What was she even doing? She should just give Azzeal the figurine and be done with it. There was no hope for Dirk or Krentz. The figurine was broken.
 
   And it was all her fault.
 
   They had saved her life in the battle of the Ky’Dren Pass, and she had stubbornly dragged them after the one foe that they could not defeat.
 
   Just like your stubborn father! Her mother always said. 
 
   It was true, but it seemed that, in the end, she wasn’t enough like him. Given the chance, the king of Ky’Dren would have destroyed Zander and his minions. 
 
   Azzeal stopped and crouched low behind a fallen tree, overlooking a stretch of marsh. Raene tried to get up next to him to see, but he pushed her shoulder down and waved her off. She stared at him, fuming.
 
   “There’s something out there,” he whispered.
 
   “And so? Let’s have at ‘em.”
 
   Azzeal grinned. “You are a lively one, aren’t you?”
 
   “What yer elfy senses tellin’ you, anyway?” she said, peeking over the rotted log.
 
   “I’m afraid my senses are quite a bit duller than they used to be. But I can smell it riding on the wind.”
 
   Raene sniffed at the air and scowled. How had she missed it before? It was faint, but it was there—the putrid stink of rotten flesh.
 
   Get yer head out o’ yer arse, Raene! She told herself.
 
   “Well, then, let’s say hello.” She took her shield off her back and began to get up.
 
   Azzeal grabbed her arm. “Wait, we don’t know how many there are. We need a plan to get by them.”
 
   “Get by ‘em…I says we go through ‘em.”
 
   “Of course you do, but isn’t that the kind of thinking that got you into this mess?”
 
   She offered him a level scowl and grit her teeth. “What’s yer plan, then?”
 
    
 
   Raene and Azzeal shuffled up the bank on elbows and knees, and slowly peered through the cluster of cattails at the small village. Fires had recently claimed most of the buildings. Despite the state of ruin, villagers were gathered near the center of town and seemed to be waiting. Their postures suggested that they were sleepwalking, but Raene knew the truth of it.
 
   “They’ve done converted the entire village,” she whispered.
 
   Azzeal nodded gravely, his intense feline eyes staring sympathetically at the crowd. “We should go. There’s nothing we can do here.”
 
   “We can send them off to the afterlife,” she retorted.
 
   “Indeed, or they could send us off before we’ve found Gretzen.”
 
   “I ain’t afraid o’ death.”
 
   “Neither am I, but I would rather live to see the fall of Zander. I would rather help your friends and restore Chief’s portal to the spirit world. If there is a necromancer among them, which by all indications there is, then we cannot win this fight.”
 
   Raene knew that his words made sense, and it was with grudging animosity that she finally nodded and conceded the point.
 
   They followed Chief’s lead and traveled wide of the smoldering village. With each step, Raene had to fight her inner voice telling her to turn around and face the devils. Soon, she told herself, have patience, soon we will have our revenge. 
 
    
 
   Zander shuddered as he drained power from the skull. He felt the dark lord’s spirit stir, calling to him from the abyss. He ignored those pathetic pleadings. The skull was his, as was the power of the dark lord’s spirit. Zander had waited patiently for decades under the command of lesser minds. Now was his time.
 
   With his strength replenished, he looked to his hordes of undead lying in the mud. Somehow the barbarian witch had attacked him through one of his gems—Aurora’s gem.
 
   She had failed.
 
   It was of no concern to Zander. There were other, less troublesome, lichs at his disposal. Azzeal was lost to him as well, somehow freed from his necromantic control.
 
   Only a small part of Zander’s army had been affected by the barbarian witch’s curse—those who were closest to him when the attack came.
 
   He sent twenty undead north with instructions to bring the meddlesome dwarf and the elf back alive. He intended on keeping his promise to the dwarf woman that she would lead his undead armies into the mountains.
 
   When he had regained his strength, he would set his sights on Belldon Island. Ainamaf still sat on the throne, imitating the late human king. Soon Zander would add the dark elf to his undead ranks. Then he would move south into Uthen-Arden—the last vestige of hope for the defeated humans.
 
    
 
   Raene and Azzeal came upon the beach at midday. It appeared that a great number of undead had gathered here, and by all appearances they had been building boats. Scrap wood was strewn about the place, and one of the crafts seemed to have been destroyed by fire. Its charred remains shifted with the ebb and flow of the ocean.
 
   “Someone tried to stop them,” Raene noted.
 
   “Aurora,” said Azzeal with a grin.
 
   “How we goin’ to get across?” She had never been on the water before, and wasn’t looking forward to it.
 
   “There are enough scraps and tools leftover to build a small raft. Don’t worry. The strait is only twenty or so miles across.”
 
   “Who’s worried?” said Raene with an indignant glower. “Just wonderin’, is all.”
 
   Azzeal smiled at her knowingly. “Come. Let’s set to work.”
 
   They gathered the best pieces they could find and laid them out in a row. There was no material lying around to be used for sails, so they fashioned what oars they could from the flatter pieces. With leather straps and rope salvaged from the work site, they fashioned a raft in only a few hours.
 
   When their work was done, the two stood over the finished product.
 
   “Well, she’s not pretty, but she’ll do the trick, I think,” said Azzeal.
 
   Raene’s attention had shifted. There was a strange sound coming from farther inland. “Ye hear that, elf?”
 
   Azzeal stopped and listened. The sound became louder, and was soon unmistakable as the footfalls of charging soldiers.
 
   “They’ve found us,” said Raene, taking up her shield and mace.
 
   “Come, let us be swift. It won’t be easy getting beyond the breakers.”
 
   Raene looked around frantically and found a large jagged stone, roughly the size of a man’s head. She tossed it up onto the raft, and together with Azzeal, pushed the raft into the water. The waves were high, and were soon crashing over Raene’s head. She spat out the salty seawater with disgust. Another wave hit and nearly flipped the raft. They didn’t seem to be getting anywhere. Behind them, the high-pitched shrieking of the undead ripped through the night. Raene glanced behind her and cursed under her breath when she saw the gigantic undead dwargon charging onto the beach, followed by humans and draggard alike.
 
   “Push!” Azzeal cried through the crashing of the waves.
 
   Raene redoubled her efforts and pushed as hard as she could. She was glad that she had heeded the elf’s warning about not wearing her heavy armor in the water. It sat in a sack tied to the raft. With it, she would have sunk fast, but without it she would be defenseless against the coming hordes.
 
   When the water became too deep, Raene climbed up onto the raft and focused on the undead charging into the water. She started to paddle frantically as Azzeal did what he could to push beyond the breakers. The dwargon behind them was fast approaching, easily traversing through the waves with its powerful fifteen-foot frame.
 
   Azzeal gave a final shove and his head disappeared under the water and then finally broke through the waves. Raene helped him up and took up her shield. The dwargon was almost upon them.
 
   Raene took mental control of the large stone and guided it out wide with her hands. The dwargon lumbered through the water and raised a large club, only to have the flying stone smash into the side of its head. The beast reeled and gave an angry cry as Raene brought the stone around again to slam into its chest.
 
   In the chaos, an undead human began clawing its way onto the raft. Azzeal abandoned his rowing and took up his sword. He came down with two swift blows that severed the clawing creature’s hands at the wrist. A swift kick to the face sent the undead back into the water.
 
   The deepening water was beginning to slow the lumbering dwargon, and when the raft finally reached the breakers it was pulled away swiftly. Nevertheless, Raene kept up with her attack, slamming the dwargon repeatedly with her flying stone.
 
   The dwargon finally sank below the water, and Raene released her mental hold on the stone and slumped down on the raft.
 
   “You did well,” said Azzeal.
 
   She offered him a grin and passed out.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 37
 
   Elgar Mountain
 
    
 
    
 
   As Tyrron had promised, the trade winds flowing north took them swiftly to their destination, and on the seventh day away from Elladrindellia, the Elgar Mountains came into view beyond the coast. The ship turned west along the northern coast that housed the mountain harbor.
 
   The dwarven gods had been chiseled into the side of the steep cliffs and mountainside, and loomed hundreds of feet above, watching over the waters. The coastline continued west beyond the mountains for many leagues and then continued on north along the lowlands. Many human villages were speckled along that rocky terrain, and farther north, the Shierdon border met the water.
 
   Whill’s ship sailed into the harbor and through a cavern built into the side of the mountain. He had once been awestruck by Fendale’s cavern harbor; however, compared to this immense natural wonder, it seemed small indeed.
 
   They were met by an army of no less than five hundred armored dwarven soldiers. When Whill stepped onto the stone landing, he was greeted by a tall decorated dwarf with a diamond-encrusted eye patch over his left eye.
 
   “Greetings, King Warcrown,” he said in a voice deep even for a dwarf, and slammed his fist to his chest, giving a great bow. “I be Elgen Stonefist, commander o’ northern Elgar.”
 
   “Well met, Elgen Stonefist,” said Whill, returning the greeting in kind.
 
   “The king be eager to speak with ye. If ye would follow me I’ll lead ye to the railway that’ll bring ye into the city right quick. Yer army can march on through the northern pass. There’r caverns to make camp in along the way, and the entire march should only take a few days.”
 
   “Very well,” said Whill, and then turned to Greyson. “I would have you accompany me to the city to speak with the king.”
 
   “Yes, my liege,” said Tyrron with a smile.
 
   The army was given their instructions, and Whill, along with Greyson and a dozen soldiers, followed Commander Stonefist up an impossibly long stair built into the side of the cavern wall. Whill felt slightly apprehensive about the dwarven ‘rail,’ as he had nearly gotten himself killed riding on one with Roakore and Abram. But it was just about the fastest way to travel through the mountains.
 
   They finally reached the top and walked deeper into the mountain, through halls of white marble and wide tunnels of sparkling, chiseled stone. Another, shorter, stair brought them to the loading dock for the rail.
 
   “Now this here’s the fastest way to the city,” said Elgen with a look of pride.
 
   A wood and metal monstrosity of engineering genius clanked and clattered its way through a dark tunnel and stopped at the landing with a groan. Unlike the simple bucket with brake lever that he had previously ventured in, this was much more elaborate. Two dozen dwarves sat in uniform seats, each holding the bar to a metal crank.
 
   Elgen glanced at Whill and grinned widely.
 
   “That there be dwarf-powered!” He chuckled and slapped General Greyson on the back.
 
   Behind the dwarves was a long carriage of wood with a cloth cover. The inside was empty but for the benches running along the sides and down the center. When everyone was inside, the machine lurched and soon sped up to a brisk pace.
 
   They traveled through dark tunnels and over long bridges spanning great caverns. It took less than an hour for them to reach the city, and when they did, the king of Elgar was waiting.
 
   Whill exited the carriage first and greeted the king in the dwarven fashion. “Well met, King Du’Krell of Elgar.”
 
   The red-bearded dwarf king returned the gesture and bowed. “Well met, King Warcrown o’ Uthen-Arden. I’ve heard much o’ ye from me cousin Roakore.”
 
   “A good dwarf, that one,” said Whill.
 
   “Indeed, indeed. Well, then, welcome to me mountain home.” He opened his arms wide to the city beyond. “O’ course, this ain’t Ry’Del, which I wish ye had time to see. The inner sanctum spans for three leagues in each direction, and oh how it shimmers. Was built in the middle of a quartz deposit, it was.”
 
   “I would love to see it someday,” said Whill.
 
   “Well, then, ye be hungry, I be sure. We all been tightenin’ our belts these days, but I’ve been able to rustle up food fit for a king” —he nudged Whill in the side— “and a few barrels o’ ale to boot.”
 
   They traveled through the city and up a long flight of stairs cut into the stone. It was a long walk, but Whill welcomed it after being stuck on a ship for a week.
 
   The dining hall was ready for their arrival, and, as they were seated, dwarf maidens were swift to get the beer flowing. The long table could seat nearly fifty, but only three places were set on one end.
 
   Immense chandeliers hung from a vast, arched ceiling. The walls were smooth and polished, with immense circular pillars bordering large murals.
 
   The king raised his mug to Whill and Tyrron in cheer. “To the fall o’ the bastard, Eadon!”
 
   “Hear, hear,” said the men.
 
   “We been watching over the human villages to the northwest, and they raise some o’ the best beef this side o’ the Ky’Dren mountains,” said Du’Krell as the maidens brought out a heaping plate of rare steaks.
 
   Whill laughed. “That was Abram’s favorite saying when I was growing up, everything was, ‘the best such and such this side of so and so’.”
 
   “Aye, Abram was a good man. I knew him well, and mourned the news of his passing.”
 
   “That he was,” said Whill raising his mug once more.
 
   They dined and drank and shared stories of the winter since the fall of Eadon. Like everyone else, the Elgar dwarves had been forced to make sacrifices. Food rations had been cut in half, and dinners overflowing with ale were a thing of the past—aside from the table of the king, of course.
 
   Trade for the dwarves had been significantly slowed due to the war, and the invasion of the Draggard had claimed many lives. Eadon had somehow placed portals inside of all of the major mountain kingdoms as part of his ultimate plan. Whill had managed to destroy all of the portals on the Drindellian side, therefore allowing the dwarves to subdue the attackers. The humans hadn’t been so lucky. It was estimated that over one hundred thousand Agorans had lost their lives in the invasion, and dozens of cities had been destroyed.
 
   “How has your kingdom faired since the fall o’ Eadon?” Du’Krell asked.
 
   “The winter was a rough one. We’ve refugees pouring in from Isladon and surrounding cities and villages steadily. The crops are taking longer than usual to come in, due to the drought in the south. We’re doing the best we can. It will take decades to rebuild, and I doubt that anything will ever be the same. But we survived.”
 
   “And now we’ve got this necromancer to deal with,” said Du’Krell with disgust.
 
   “Necromancer?” said Whill.
 
   “Aye, the tales you’ve heard be true. Me scouts on the northern border seen the undead hordes with their own eyes. The dark-elf necromancer be destroyin’ the land. They say a darkness plagues all o’Shierdon. The dead walk in the daylight. Men, women, even children and babes.”
 
   Whill was unsettled by the news. He had thought to make quick work of the northern stabilization, but now, it seemed, that he had a much bigger problem brewing in the north.
 
   “I share your sentiment,” he said, “and propose that it be a joint venture. I have to bring stability to the north, and I think that in light of the situation, the three lords will be more than willing to compromise.”
 
   Du’Krell scoffed. “Ye be meanin’ the three lords who done named themselves kings o’ your lands? I’d kill ‘em all. You can’t be givin’ people the impression that they’ll gain a higher title by goin’ against their king. Givin’ weeds a place o’ their own to grow ain’t no solution, ye got to pull them out by the root and burn em to a crisp.”
 
   Whill glanced at General Greyson and saw that the man liked Du’Krell’s way of thinking.
 
   The general noticed his attention and offered a shrug. “He’s got a point.”
 
   “They have the backing of many lords,” said Whill.
 
   Du’Krell threw up his arms in frustration. “All the more reason to stomp out their rise now, before ye lose control o’ yer damned realm.”
 
   “I’ve never had control of my realm. I inherited a kingdom in chaos.”
 
   “All the more reason to act with force. Show ‘em yer brass.”
 
   “Me king!” A dwarf came running into the dining hall holding a small leather pouch. “I’m sorry to be interruptin’ but this just came from King Roakore o’ Ro’Sar by way o’ pigeon.”
 
   “Give it here,” said Du’Krell.
 
   Whill perked up. He hadn’t heard from Roakore in some time.
 
   The dwarf king opened the pouch and took out a small scroll and unrolled it. He inspected the message and flipped the paper over with a scowl. “Bad tidings from the west,” said the king, handing the paper over to Whill.
 
    
 
   King Du’Krell, 
 
    
 
   Greetings, me cousin. Word has come to me from many a reliable source that there be a great storm o’ dragons gathering on Drakkar Island. Some estimates be saying over a hundred o’ the beasts. It be me mind that they plan to attack. Mayhap they be thinking we be weak, I ain’t for knowing. I be sending a regiment o’ five hundred to hit ‘em where they breed. They be heading out within the week. I be offering human refuge within a hundred miles o’ the mountain, and preparing defenses. I be asking ye and Ky’Ell o’ Ky’Dren for reinforcements, a thousand each, or whatever ye be able to send. Ky’Ell’s lot be getting here sooner, but any help ye can offer would be appreciated. If the dragons be thinking they’re going to catch us unprepared they got another thing coming.
 
   Glory be to Ky’Dren!
 
    
 
   Roakore
 
    
 
   Whill read the letter twice and handed it back to Du’Krell, who was watching him closely.
 
   “A gathering of dragons on Drakkar?” said Whill, realizing the many implications.
 
   “Aye, this be changin’ everythin’. I ain’t for havin’ me soldiers spread across the north if’n them beasts plan on attackin’. They can cover the distance from Drakkar to here in a half a week at the least.”
 
   “Are you sending reinforcements to Roakore?”
 
   “Aye, that I be, and more than he asked for. Two thousand at least. That be a small mountain range, and it’ll be the first that the devil dragons attack.”
 
   “And if they plan to strike Uthen-Arden, Del’Oradon isn’t far east,” said Tyrron.
 
   Whill agreed, but there was little they could do about that now aside from sending a warning. Without the help of the dwarves in securing the north, it was going to take that much longer.
 
   “This be all the more reason to hit them three false kings and hit ‘em hard,” said Du’Krell.
 
   “Yes, but there is still the dark-elf necromancer to deal with. If they move south into Uthen-Arden, it will not only be a threat to us, but to the Dwarven Mountains as well. We must secure the north, no matter if there is the threat of dragons or not. You cannot afford to lose trade routes with northeast Uthen-Arden any more than the Ky’Dren dwarves can lose the east. We cannot allow the necromancer to drive a wedge down the middle of Agora,” said Whill.
 
   Du’Krell regarded Whill with a firm scowl and lit the pipe he had been preparing. “Want a smoke?”
 
   “No thank you,” said Whill.
 
   The king offered a pipe to Tyrron, who accepted. He then finished off his beer and poured them all another.
 
   “Ye be speakin’ the truth. But I can’t be affordin’ the numbers I had planned on sendin’. I can offer up a thousand dwarves to hold the borders and another thousand to defend the northeastern-most towns and villages.”
 
   “Thank you, Du’Krell.” said Whill. “It is greatly appreciated.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 38
 
   The Five Hun’red
 
    
 
    
 
   Helzendar snuck out of the foundry when no one was looking. This was the day that the five-hundred were leaving for Drakkar, and he planned on going with them. He wouldn’t be missed for a few hours, and by then he would already be far out to sea with the other volunteers.
 
   He knew that Roakore likely wouldn’t notice his absence at all, preoccupied as he was due to Nah’Zed’s death.
 
   He hurried to his quarters and grabbed the twin axes he had lifted from his father’s chambers. Covering them in cloth, as not to rouse suspicion, he made his way to the armory, hoping that he wasn’t too late.
 
   When he arrived he heard many voices coming from the chambers. The five-hundred were suiting up for battle. After a few tense minutes the dwarves finally left, and Helzendar quickly slipped into the empty room housing the armor. He quickly found a suit that would fit and dressed as fast as he could. Once properly attired, he attached his twin axes, grabbed a fierce-looking dragon lance, and a shield, and sped off down the hall to catch up with the others.
 
   He caught up to the group just as they were ordered to a halt, causing him to bump into a wide dwarf with a long, white beard. The dwarf eyed him suspiciously, but with the helm covering Helzendar’s face the old dwarf could not tell who he was. Soon he was forgotten; just another brave dwarf.
 
   Helzendar tried to peer over the heads of the others and see why they had been ordered to stop. He spied General Hammerfell speaking with Agnar the Holy.
 
   “Before we set out, High Priest Agnar would like to bless us. Take a knee,” said the general.
 
   The dwarves did as they were told, and Agnar raised a long scepter set with a brilliant red ruby.
 
   “Ky’Dren, bless these brave dwarves as they set out to challenge the devil dragons. In yer name their lances shall strike, and for yer glory their blood will spill. Guide their weapons true, and give ‘em the strength to defeat their foes. Glory be to Ky’Dren!”
 
   “Glory be to Ky’Dren!” the dwarves cheered, and as one, they slammed their fists to their chests.
 
   Helzendar breathed a little easier when Agnar left, and the march began anew.
 
   The trek took two hours, and by the time they got to the harbor Helzendar was starving. He told himself to suck it up. For too long he had been living too much like the son of a king. He didn’t like that he was already becoming quite round in the belly. Though it was not uncommon for a dwarf to have what his father called ‘a bit o’ extra cushion for the pushin’,’ there were plenty of dwarves that looked like they were cut from chiseled stone. Helzendar wanted to look like one of them.
 
   When the dwarves came to the harbor, they found Roakore waiting for them. Helzendar cursed under his breath at the sight of his father.
 
   “Formations!” General Hammerfell yelled.
 
   The dwarves split into five regiments and stood before their king. Helzendar lined up with the white-bearded dwarf’s group, hoping that no one would notice that this regiment now had not one-hundred dwarves in it, but one-hundred and one.
 
   “Salute!” Hammerfell commanded.
 
   As one, the many dwarves slammed their chests and said, “Hail Roakore, King o’ Ro’Sar!”
 
   Helzendar hoped that Roakore would not walk the line—at the moment he felt quite exposed.
 
   “First I would commend each and every one o’ ye for volunteerin’ for this dangerous mission. Would that I could be goin’ with ye to share in the glory. Know that Ky’Dren himself be watching over ye, and if ye fall in battle, ye be awakenin’ in the mountain o’ the gods.”
 
   Roakore slammed his chest and bowed low—a sign of great respect.
 
   “Go with Ky’Dren lads, and give the devils hell!”
 
   The soldiers cheered, and Helzendar among them. But then, to his dismay, his father began walking the line and shaking hands with the dwarves—all of them.
 
   He waited nervously as his father slowly made his way down the line. His mind raced. He’ll recognize me eyes for sure. Thought Helzendar. He stood with the center regiment as his dread mounted. There was no way that he could avoid shaking his father’s hand, and without a chance distraction, Roakore would undoubtedly recognize his son through the eye slits in the face plate.
 
   The king moved closer by the second. From the corner of his eye Helzendar saw that he was now only three dwarves away. Then he spotted a large stone sitting on a shelf in the cavern’s ceiling.
 
   Roakore shook hands with the dwarf in front of him and moved to the next.
 
   Helzendar took mental control of the faraway stone and carefully dragged it closer to the edge.
 
   The dwarf beside him reached out his hand and gladly shook that of the king.
 
   With much mental effort Helzendar pulled the stone just as his father moved to stand before him. The stone hit the rocks below, creating a loud bang, before splashing into the harbor. When Roakore turned to look in the direction Helzendar quickly shook his father’s absently outstretched hand. To his relief, Roakore didn’t look at him. But gave a laugh and said. “It be a sign from the gods! Ky’Dren be impatient!”
 
   The group laughed, and Roakore moved on down the line.
 
   Helzendar save a sigh of relief and smiled to himself—he was almost home free.
 
   Soon the dwarves began boarding five large ships. The dwarves didn’t use sailing ships, but depended on their great strength to power the dozens of long oars sticking out the sides.
 
   General Hammerfell boarded Helzendar’s ship with them, and walked the line of dwarves and eyed them each in turn. “I hope ye done kissed yer wives and daughters, I hope ye done told yer sons ye be proud o’ ‘em. It might be that none o’ us return from this mission. But let it be known, on the word o’ Roakore, bringer o’ the reclamation, slayer o’ dragons, king o’ Ro’Sar, every one o’ ye be earnin’ a place at the table o’ the gods!”
 
   The gathered dwarves gave a hearty cheer, and Helzendar found himself one of them. He had no fear of death.
 
   The commander split them into three groups and told them to remember their number. Helzendar and the white-beard were part of group one, and therefore ordered to take the first shift at the oars. Each group would row for an hour and then take a two-hour rest.
 
   When the orders were given, the dwarves scrambled to obey. Helzendar followed his group down below deck. He took off his armor and placed his axes with the other weapons in storage and then was promptly ushered to the oars.
 
   They got settled in their wooden chairs and a dwarf at the head began pounding out a slow rhythm with his drum. Helzendar suspected that the others had done this before, as they were quite smooth in their strokes. He clumsily tried to keep up, and more than once lost the rhythm, or buried his oar too deep. Eventually he got the hang of it and found the pace. Soon the ship was moving, and he watched through the port holes as the dark cavern gave way to waters lit by the dawn.
 
   He grinned to himself as he rowed. Soon he would kill his first dragon, and he would return a hero. Songs would be sung of his glory, ale would flow, and females would beg to have his young’uns.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 39
 
   Good Tidings from the East
 
    
 
    
 
   Zerafin stood on the battlements of Queen’s Watch and gazed down at the moonlit ships. The scouts had returned from Drindellia with good tidings. They had landed on the western coast and searched twenty leagues in every direction without finding any sign of the draggard. An outpost had been erected and the flag of Drindellia driven far into the ground.
 
   They were going home.
 
   He didn’t know how he should feel about the revelation. They had been away for so long that the first few hundred years of his life there now seemed like a dream. He had lived in Elladrindellia far longer than he ever had in his homeland. What would it be like to go back…back to the ruined cities and overgrown temples? True, he had returned for a time when he and the others went through the portals, but he hadn’t had the time to truly take it in. Azzeal had been quite moved, he remembered.
 
   Zerafin thought of his old friend often, wondering what had become of him. He had sent Azzeal to Volnoss with Aurora, and by all reports it had not ended well. There was word of his death, but word of his survival as well. Some said that he was now a lich, beholden to the necromancer of the north, and others said that he was hunting down the last remnants of draggard across the land.
 
   He hoped the latter were true. 
 
   “You must be excited to see the homeland.”
 
   Zerafin turned to regard his sister walking up to him. “I am.” He gave a laugh and turned back to the sea. “And I am nervous as well.”
 
   “As you should be. It is a dangerous journey you undertake.”
 
   He offered her a knowing grin. “Do not think to dissuade me, sister.”
 
   “You are too much like our mother; stubborn as the rising sun,” she said, shaking her head.
 
   “This, coming from you?”
 
   She gave a small laugh but soon lost her humor. “I’m scared, brother.”
 
   Zerafin noticed how she touched her stomach when she said it, and he offered her the warmth of his embrace. “Everything will be fine until it is not. That is the way of life.”
 
   “Is that supposed to be helpful?”
 
   “It is supposed to be a reminder. You have not been given a dilemma, but a gift.” He held her at arm’s length and then kissed her forehead. “I am sorry for my harsh words the other day. The child will be loved by many. Do not fret.”
 
   They watched the ocean for a time, both enjoying simply being with the other, and both of them knowing that their paths were about to part for the first time in centuries.
 
   “Have you spoken to Mother?” he asked gently.
 
   “I just came from her chamber. She is in good spirits.”
 
   “She keeps speaking of Father. She says that soon they will meet again.”
 
   Avriel looked to her brother. His eyes shone with a light she recognized. “You mean to search him out? Zerafin…”
 
   “I know what you would say. And I understand the unlikelihood of his survival.”
 
   “You cannot spend the rest of your days searching for a ghost. You have a kingdom to rule, a nation to rebuild.”
 
   “Indeed, and that nation is Drindellia. Are you prepared to head the council in my stead?”
 
   “Do I have a choice?”
 
   “You will do fine. The people love you, and the council respects you. I will return soon enough. Then the exodus shall begin.”
 
   “What am I going to do?” she asked, unconsciously rubbing her stomach. “I cannot take the child away from Whill, and I cannot remain.”
 
   “There are many elves who do not intend on returning. Thousands have been born here and consider Elladrindellia their home. They will need a leader.”
 
   She looked to him, shocked. “You would have me remain in Agora?”
 
   “I would have you do what you think is right. You said yourself that you cannot take the child away,” said Zerafin. “Whill loves you deeply. He’s willing to give up everything for you.”
 
   She gave a long sigh. “I know. It frustrates me to no end that I have no memory of him.”
 
   “Trust in Kellallea. Surely she will bless the offspring of the one who allowed her ascension.”
 
   She regarded him wearily. “I do not hold the same faith in her as you do. And whether or not I ever regain my memories does not change the fact that I am an elf, and he is a human.”
 
   “You will find a way,” said Zerafin. “Come, we leave soon. You should spend what time you can with Mother.”
 
    
 
   Zerafin left Avriel with their mother and ventured down to the dungeons. The general was there waiting for him, along with two guards standing on either side of the cell door.
 
   “Greetings, my king,” said General Thryn.
 
   Zerafin greeted him with a nod and regarded the closed-off cell. “Has he given us anything?”
 
   The general shook his head, raising his brow as though it were a rhetorical question. “No, sire. No matter how nicely we ask him.”
 
   Zerafin knew his mind; the general wanted to torture him for the information. And while he had always disagreed with the technique, now he was beset by a sense of urgency that weakened his resolve. Avriel’s pregnancy pushed him toward the decision as well. He wanted to leave with a sense of security.
 
   “Thryn…I have thought long hours about our dilemma. This elf attacked a visiting king, as well as myself, my sister, and the elder council. The Avengers of the Taking must not be allowed to sow dissidence in the hearts of the people. My sister rules in my stead, and I would see her come to no harm.”
 
   “Whatever I can do, my king, I will do it gladly.”
 
   “Appoint your seven best warriors to her personal guard.” He turned to the door and peered through the slat. Valorron Arken sat slumped in his chair, facing the door. He appeared to be sleeping. “As for him, find out as much as you can. Bombard him with questions every minute, every hour, of every day. Once he has reached the breaking point, I want you to feed him blood mushroom and use the Derveron method.”
 
   The general’s eyes gleamed and a slow grin crept across his face.
 
   Zerafin leveled him with a sobering gaze. “I find no pleasure in doing this.”
 
   The general straightened and put on a somber expression. “Of course not, sire.”
 
   “The hallucinations will break him, eventually. When you have learned what you can, give him a swift end. Do it in the cell. I do not agree with a public execution.”
 
   “As you wish. Would you like the princess to be informed of our progress in your stead?”
 
   “Yes, she has already been informed of the situation. I want you to find these elves. Send out skilled spies to infiltrate their ranks. Dispose of the most extreme.”
 
   The general bowed low. “By my life, I will see it done.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 40
 
   The Mending
 
    
 
    
 
   Gretzen stood on the beach, facing south. Azzeal was drawing closer. She could feel him out there on the waters. Many of the villagers had come to join the vigil, and others, too, from neighboring tribes. Word of Gretzen’s victory over the undead horde had spread fast, and the barbarians were flocking to her in droves.
 
   Soon a raft and two figures came into view.
 
   An elf and a dwarf rode the small waves toward the beach as a few barbarian elders hurried to guide them in and steady the craft. Azzeal jumped down into the shallow water and approached Gretzen with a wide smile.
 
   “Azzeal, my friend, it is good to see you!” said Gretzen, hugging him.
 
   A gruff-looking female dwarf walked onto the sand and eyed the barbarians dangerously. 
 
   “Gretzen, it has been too long,” said Azzeal.
 
   He glanced around at the gathering, searching for something. “Where is Aurora? Didn’t she come this way?”
 
   Gretzen nodded. “It was through her gem that I was able to reach you.”
 
   “Were you able to free her from Zander’s control as well?”
 
   “She is no longer under Zander’s control,” said Gretzen. “Much like Chief, I’ve given her a new home.” She held up the new figurine.
 
   Azzeal regarded it with wonder.
 
   “Sorry to be interruptin’ yer reunion,” Raene said, stomping over to them. “But I got a problem needs addressin’.”
 
   Gretzen seemed to notice her for the first time.
 
   Raene held out the broken figurine of Chief and Gretzen took it with shaking hands.
 
   “It was broken by Zander,” said Azzeal. “Is there anything you can do?”
 
   Gretzen took it from Raene and inspected the two pieces with concern. “What has become of Chief?”
 
   Raene fidgeted nervously. “When the figurine got broke he was pulled back into it with the others.”
 
   “Others?” Gretzen asked.
 
   “A human, and an elf. They be beholden to the figurine like Chief.”
 
   “How can this be?”
 
   Raene gave a shrug. “Azzeal says ye created it. Yer guess be better than mine. All I be knowin’ is that Dirk, that’s the human, he was dyin’, and Krentz pulled him in with her.”
 
   Gretzen stared at her, looking quite intrigued. “How did she get in the figurine?”
 
   “I ain’t for knowin’,” said Raene.
 
   “Come,” said Gretzen. “There isn’t much time. We must begin the ceremony immediately.”
 
   Raene and Azzeal followed her across the field to the large stone. A fire was built by the elders, and Gretzen sent many of them back to the village to gather the ingredients she would need for the mending.
 
    
 
   Raene watched with growing apprehension as the old barbarian-witch worked her strange magic. It didn’t seem like it would work. How was magic supposed to be performed with roots and spices, and by tossing bones and animal pelts into a fire? The old woman stood upon her rock, calling out to the spirit of the timber wolf and the god, Thodin.
 
   The louder Gretzen and the other women chanted, the harder the wind blew, until the fire reached up twenty feet. She held the two pieces to the heavens, bellowing her plea. Slowly the pieces began to glow and Raene’s heart leaped. She watched anxiously as the wind sent the old woman’s silver hair flying about her face like flame and the figurine glowed brightly. She slammed the two pieces together and there was a blinding flash of light.
 
   The wind died down, and the figurine lost its glow. Raene waited expectantly as the old woman climbed down from her high perch.
 
   “Well…be it fixed? Where be Dirk and Krentz?”
 
   Gretzen waved her off and allowed herself to be helped back toward the village by Azzeal. “The figurine is made of bone. The ritual I used is old blood magic, a mending spell. We must give it time to mend itself. For now, I must rest.”
 
   Raene stared expectantly after them and then rushed to catch up. “It either worked or it didn’t. How can ye not be knowin’?”
 
   Gretzen stopped abruptly and scowled down on her. She was old, but she was a Vald, and tall despite her arched back. “You are an impatient one, aren’t you?”
 
   “I am the bearer of the figurine.”
 
   “Are you?” Gretzen asked with an arched brow. “You rushed into battle against the necromancer without heeding the words of your friends. You are not worthy of such a gift. Go on, go back to your people.”
 
   “I brought it to ye so that ye could fix it, not steal it. Give it back!” said Raene.
 
   “You have abused the power of the figurine.”
 
   “I was tryin’ to stop the damned necromancer!” Raene screamed.
 
   The barbarian women tensed, and looked to Gretzen for guidance.
 
   “Please,” said Azzeal, getting between them, “there are enough forces working against us without fighting among ourselves. You both want the same thing—the downfall of the necromancer. You should work together. I am familiar with the figurine as well, I have known Chief for many years. I say that you let him decide who the bearer should be.”
 
   Raene and Gretzen stood glaring at each other.
 
   “I be likin’ the elf’s idea,” said Raene.
 
   Gretzen glanced from her to Azzeal, and finally threw up her hands. “I grow tired. We will speak of this later.”
 
    
 
   Raene waited outside the old woman’s tent by the small fire the entire day. Azzeal offered that she sleep in the tent provided for her, but she refused, not wanting to miss it if the old witch emerged—or tried to slip away unnoticed.
 
   She fell asleep sitting up at some point in her vigil. When she awoke, the sky was clear. The summer had been a warm one, but Raene found that it was quite chilly this far north. The wind blew in from the ocean incessantly, and no matter how close Raene got to the fire, she couldn’t seem to get warm. Her stomach growled for hot food, anything but the dried meat and stale bread that she had been pinching from for the last week.
 
   When the smell of stew came to her, the hunger pangs became unbearable. She got up with a huff and drank the last of her water, hoping that it would sate her hunger; it did not.
 
   Azzeal came to her then, wearing that same placid smile he always wore. “Would you like some stew?” he asked, offering her a steaming bowl.
 
   Raene turned her nose up at it, but her façade was made quite apparent by her rumbling stomach, which Azzeal no doubt heard. “Thank ye,” she finally said, taking it from him.
 
   She scooped up a big portion and ate greedily, spoon after steaming spoon. It burned her mouth, but she cared not. In no time she was scraping the bottom of the wooden bowl.
 
   “Would you like some more?” Azzeal asked, his grin wide.
 
   She considered him for a time. “What’s with ye, always smilin’? Ye be eatin’ them magic mushrooms or somethin’?”
 
   Azzeal howled with laughter at that. “Would that I could find any! No, no, the answer is quite simple. I have been under the control of the necromancer for some time now. I am grateful for my freedom. That is all.”
 
   A barbarian woman came around with a big pot and a ladle and nodded at Raene. The stubborn dwarf hated taking anything from the barbarians, but she was starving, and had to admit the food was delicious. The woman eyed her as she filled the bowl.
 
   “Thanks,” Raene forced herself to say.
 
   “I do what I’m told. It is not always what I would like,” the barbarian droned and walked away.
 
   “What the hells that supposed to mean?” Raene shot to her feet, red-faced.
 
   “You are an angry little dwarf, aren’t you?” Azzeal observed.
 
   Raene watched the woman go. Finally, she set down to her bowl of stew. She ate slower this time, knowing that it was likely the last food she would get from the barbarians. Azzeal just sat there smiling at her, waiting for her to answer.
 
   “Why’re ye so damned nosey?” said Raene.
 
   “I find you interesting. You remind me much of King Roakore.”
 
   She eyed him sidelong. “Ye be knowin’ Roakore? Bah!”
 
   “It’s true. We have fought together many times, alongside Whill of Agora, Aurora, and your friend Dirk.”
 
   “They say me cousin be keepin’ strange company,” said Raene.
 
   “Yes, you are much alike. Roakore has a longing in his heart for the road as well, and like you, he is a ferocious warrior.”
 
   Raene wasn’t used to hearing herself referred to as such, and she eyed Azzeal with even more suspicion. “Why are ye tryin’ to be me friend?”
 
   Azzeal appeared genuinely baffled by such a question. “I like you. You’ve got a fire inside you that is to be admired. And Chief likes you. He’s a pretty good judge of character.”
 
   “How in the hells did the witch make the figurine anyways?”
 
   “I have known Gretzen for over two hundred years and have yet to figure her out. Hers is an ancient, spiritual sorcery discovered by the barbarians of old. I studied her people for many years. They are quite interesting.”
 
   “Two hundred years? Humans ain’t that long-lived.”
 
   Azzeal regarded her with a mischievous grin. “I may have had a hand in her being long-lived.”
 
   Gretzen emerged from her tent then and pointed at Raene with a crooked finger. “You,” she said and disappeared behind the flap.
 
   Azzeal lifted his brow. “If you wish to join the hunt for Zander, I would advise trying to be civil.”
 
   Raene scowled at him and tossed her bowl in his lap. She approached the tent, trying to seem tough, but found that she was quite nervous. She wiped her sweaty hands on the leather coat covering her chain mail. With a steadying breath she pushed back the flap and went inside.
 
   Gretzen sat waiting for her beside the fire at the center of the wide, two-post tent of animal hide. “It is time,” she said, handing Raene the trinket.
 
   Raene looked it over nervously. There was a small seam where the crack had been, but it appeared to be whole.
 
   “Does it work?” she asked.
 
   Gretzen offered her a shrug. “We shall find out. Call to the wolf first.”
 
   Raene raised the trinket out before her.
 
   “Chief, come to me!”
 
   For a moment, nothing happened. Then, slowly, the figurine began to glow. With a brilliant flash of light Chief emerged from the trinket and swirled around her.
 
   “Chief!” she cried and dropped to her knees.
 
   He gave a delighted bark and shifted over to her, solidifying on top of her and licking her face repeatedly. Raene giggled and wrestled him off, only to have him turn to mist and spin around her twice before knocking her down once more.
 
   “That is enough, Chief.” Gretzen said it in a level voice; still, it bothered Raene to no end to hear someone else besides Dirk or Krentz command her wolf.
 
   He obeyed her with a happy grin and a steady wagging of his misty tail and sat beside the fire. Raene pulled herself up and sat in the chair that Gretzen indicated absentmindedly. She rummaged through her collection of ingredients.
 
   “You did it,” said Raene. “Thank ye, Gretzen.”
 
   The old woman waved her off. “I do this for Chief, and the others trapped inside the trinket. Now, tell me, how did they die?”
 
   “Well, Dirk told me that when he stuck Krentz in the figurine she was alive. He had Chief there latch onto her and draw blood when he dismissed him.”
 
   Gretzen stopped what she was doing to regard her. The many lines in her face furrowed toward center, making her look quite ancient. “And then…?”
 
   “Then he summoned her and she appeared as Chief does, and every time ever since.”
 
   Gretzen nodded at that and scribbled something down on parchment. “And this human you speak of, Dirk, how did he become beholden?”
 
   “He said that he was dying. Eadon had struck him down, and then Krentz, ye see, she up and—”
 
   “Was he mortally wounded?”
 
   “Aye, horribly, so they said.”
 
   Gretzen nodded gravely and motioned for her to continue.
 
   Raene took a calming breath—she didn’t like being interrupted. “As I was relayin’…Krentz urged Dirk to dismiss her and he did just that. Just like Chief had done, Krentz pulled him inside as well.”
 
   “And this is when you came across the trinket?”
 
   “I found it later, yeah.”
 
   Gretzen mulled this over as she stared at the fire. For a long time she did not speak. Raene got a better look at the herbs, roots, bones, liquids, powders, spices, and numerous other strange conjuring tools. She didn’t understand barbarian magic, and she didn’t trust it, either—to her, anyone who practiced with controlling spirits was to be watched with a guarded eye.
 
   When finally Gretzen stirred from her deep pondering she muttered something to herself and began rummaging through her ingredients, then sat cross-legged on the floor and bent over her work closely, so that her furs obscured Raene’s view.
 
   “Can ye help ‘em?”
 
   Gretzen regarded her, cockeyed. “We shall see. The elf lass wasn’t injured. She will be first.”
 
   Raene’s heart sank. “What about Dirk?”
 
   Gretzen ignored her and began measuring out a red powder. Raene grabbed her arm, causing some of it to spill. “What about Dirk, damn ye!”
 
   The old witch growled at her and pushed her away with surprising strength. “Now look what your impatience had caused! Keep your damned hands to yourself and stay out of my way.” She grumbled incoherently and carefully scooped up the red powder that had contaminated the others.
 
   “Sorry,” Raene mumbled, hoping she hadn’t caused too much hassle. “He’s my friend, is all. I…I worry about him.”
 
   Gretzen looked to her and her hard-lined face turned soft. It was then that Raene saw the kindness in the woman’s deep-set and darkened eyes, and a weary sadness. “Of course you are.” She reached out a hand and patted Raene’s. “Once I’ve retrieved Krentz, if I can retrieve her, we will see if Dirk wishes to take the risk.”
 
   Raene gulped. “Risk?”
 
   “Yes. If he was pulled into the spirit world injured, as you say, I may not be able to bring him back whole. He may come back with the same injuries.” Gretzen noticed Raene’s worry and squeezed her hand tightly. “I have never done something like this, but I will do my best.”
 
   Raene nodded, fighting the tears welling in her eyes. “Thank ye.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 41
 
   Like Father, like Son
 
    
 
    
 
   “Where the hells be me son!”
 
   Roakore’s wife, Arrianna, jumped as the door slammed against the wall. “Don’t ye be doing that!” she screamed and tossed a shoe at him.
 
   He walked deeper into the room and took her by the shoulders. “Where be Helzendar?”
 
   “Last I known he be workin’ in the foundries.”
 
   “Bah! I just been there. Scoured the place, I did. No one’s seen him!”
 
   She guided him to the bed and eased him down with some force. “Now calm yerself or ye’ll stroke out like yer grandpa.”
 
   He grumbled but let her fuss over him. “Bah. I be dying with steel in me hands and whiskey in me veins. Ain’t no malady going to stop the king o’…o’…” Roakore clutched his chest and winced. “What the hells be that?”
 
   His wife gazed at him with intense green eyes and put an ear to his chest. “That be palpitations. Either ye be dyin, or ye be a worried father.”
 
   “Eh? Damn it, lass, speak plainly.”
 
   She squeezed his cheeks and kissed him hard. “Ye be worried, is all, ye darling, simple dwarf.”
 
   Roakore let out a long sigh. “He done run away with the five hundred. I know it in me gut. The damned fool is gonna get himself killed.”
 
   Arrianna, clutched her skirt at her stomach and sat beside him, deflated. “By Ky’Dren’s beard…me boy.”
 
   Roakore forgot his worry when he saw the concern in his young wife’s eyes. “Now, now, then. He be yer’s and mine—them dragons ain’t gonna know what hit ‘em.”
 
   “Ye think he really did it?” she asked, as though the realization had finally set in. She grabbed at Roakore’s dragon-hide vest urgently.
 
   “Aye, he’s done a right fool thing.”
 
   “Fool thing? Fool thing!” Arrianna shot up and began pacing the room. “He did this to prove himself to YE!”
 
   “Darling, ye be distraught. Calm down—”
 
   “Don’t ye be tellin’ me to calm down!” she said with a shaking, pointing finger. “Ye run around all over Agora fightin’ dark elves ‘n’ Draggard ‘n’ the bloody dark lord himself with a bunch o’ elves ‘n’ humans. How ye think yer sons be seein’ ye”
 
   “I…I…”
 
   “Ye be their bloody hero. Ye ain’t for knowin’, but I been with the boy since he be born. Ye seen him a handful o’ times up until six months ago.”
 
   “Arrianna, me dear, I got me two hundred young’uns. You be one o’ twenty-some wives. There only be one o’ me for Ky’Dren’s sake!”
 
   She lost her fury to his pleading and broke down crying. “I be sorry, me king. Ye don’t be deservin’ such words.”
 
   He took her into his arms on the side of the bed and comforted her with his strong embrace. “There, there, don’t ye be worrying yerself. He be a strong lad, and a gifted mover o’ stone. He’ll give ‘em a what for. And if by some chance…the gods take him, he’ll have earned himself a place in the mountain o’ the gods.”
 
   Once, he would have believed the words as she did; once, he would have had faith in the gods. But since Nah’Zed’s death a stubborn shadow of doubt had crept into his mind, and he had the horrible feeling that he would never see his son again, neither on this side of the heavens nor the other.
 
    
 
   The food was bland, but it was food. The water was warm, but it quenched his thirst. Helzendar reminded himself that even a dwarf prince was a warrior first, and princely meals weren’t to be found in a warrior’s bowl.
 
   The white beard sat beside him, ogling him from the corner of his eye as he had been doing for some time. “I seen ye before,” the old dwarf finally said.
 
   Helzendar offered him a dismissive glance and wave. “Eat yer food, whitebeard. Ye ain’t never seen me afore.
 
   “Oh, I seen ye afore, and me name be Du’Ren Barr,” said the old dwarf.
 
   Helzendar focused on his gruel, hoping Du’Ren would just leave him alone. Instead, the incessant old dwarf leaned in closer. “Ye be one o’ the sons o’ the king.”
 
   Helzendar leveled him with a dangerous glare. “Ye be outta yer head, ye be.”
 
   Du’Ren hummed a deep laugh and got to his feet. Helzendar breathed a bit easier to see him go. But then the dwarf grabbed a stone plate and tossed it at Helzendar, who instinctively gave it a mental push that sent it crashing into the opposite wall.
 
   “Hey!” one of the dwarves who was eating nearby cried and chucked it back at him. This time Helzendar caught it and scowled at Du’Ren. He glanced around to see if anyone else had seen him move the plate… They had. Du’Ren grinned wide and pointed a finger at him.
 
   “This be the son o’ the king!” he roared.
 
   Helzendar groaned.
 
   “What’s all the ruckus about back here?” General Hammerfell hollered and came storming into the mess hall.
 
   “He be the son o’ the king!” said one of the dwarves.
 
   Orrin’s eyes went wide and he slowly crept closer to Helzendar. “By Ky’Dren’s bloody, damned, axe…are ye out o’ yer mind, lad?”
 
   The others had begun to stir. Some stood and began to walk over to get a better look at him. Before Helzendar could answer, Du’Ren gave a cheer. “Now there’s a prince o’ dwarves. Sneaks on a ship to take part in a suicide mission! Ain’t no pampered life o’ leisure on the back o’ others for this one. No sir, no thank ye! He be hungry for dragon blood, he be. Hail Helzendar!”
 
   “Hail Helzendar!” the crowd cried and cheered.
 
   General Hammerfell pursed his bushy lips and regarded Helzendar with a firm scowl. He spoke not a word but pointed to the hall. The young dwarf was unable to hide his grin. The others patted him on the back and slammed their fists to their chests as he passed. He offered Du’Ren a wide smile. The dwarf winked.
 
   The general led him up to the deck and into his quarters and slammed the door shut behind him. “What in the name o’ the gods ye think ye be doing?”
 
   “Me duty, sir!” Helzendar slammed his fist to his chest and kept it there. The other he placed near the small of his back. He stood proud, chest up and eyes forward, like a soldier.
 
   Orrin glowered down at him. “Yer bloody duty, eh? Yer duty be mindin’ yer father and king.” He backhanded Helzendar hard across the face, splitting his lip.
 
   “Yes, si—”
 
   Orrin slapped him again. “Don’t godsdamned ‘sir’ me! Ye ain’t in me army. I’d throw ye in the brig if I had one. Stowin’ away be a serious offense, don’t ye be knowin’?”
 
   “I had to do it!” Helzendar blurted, standing strong. “I passed me test near on six months ago. I don’t give a shyte how long me beard be. I’m as strong as any o’ em out there. I survived the fall o’ Cerushia at the hands o’ the Draggard, even killed one o’ the bastards, I did. I was there when Eadon took Tarren, and I be able to move stone with the best o’ me kin. Ye’ll be needin’ me.”
 
   Orrin paced back and forth in front of him, shaking his head. “Ye fool boy. Ye ain’t but sixteen and already ye want to be throwin’ yer life away.”
 
   “If I die, I be endin’ up in the mountain o’ the gods. So what be the point in waitin’?”
 
   Orrin turned a dangerous eye on him. “Ye want to earn yerself a place in the mountain o’ the gods, then ye toil day in and day out for yer mountain and king. And if ye be a warrior, ye fine tune yer fightin’ body into a killin’ machine. Ye don’t run off and get yerself killed before ye reach yer prime!”
 
   Helzendar bowed his head. “I’m sorry. It’s just…I didn’t want to miss out on the warrin’. By the time I be o’ age, we’ll have won.”
 
   “Ye think the time’ll come when there ain’t some godsforsaken evil roamin’ around this world? Ye think that after thousands o’ years o’ war and strife we dwarves’ll find ourselves without wolves knocking at the door?”
 
   “I’m ready now,” said Helzendar with a raised chin.
 
   “Ye ain’t heard a damned word I’ve said, have ye?”
 
   Helzendar stared forward. “Every word. Facts remain, we be headed to Drakkar, and I be fit to fight.”
 
   Orrin stood directly in front of him and forced him to meet his eyes.
 
   “So what ye be sayin’ is, it don’t matter none anyway. Ye be thinkin’ there ain’t nothin’ I can do. I ain’t goin’ to turn the ship around, and I ain’t keepin’ ye waitin’ aboard when we land? But what if I did?”
 
   Helzendar blinked, knowing that he had lost a small battle in doing so. He gave a sigh. “Please, General Hammerfell. Let me take part in the attack. Let me redeem my stupidity. Let me—”
 
   “Enough!” Orrin eyed him up and down. “I liked ye better when ye wasn’t beggin’. Ye be wantin’ war and glory, ye be getting’ it. But know this…”—he pointed a crooked finger at him— “ye disobey me at any point from here to the mountain o’ the gods, I’ll take it outta yer arse on the other side.”
 
   “Yes, sir.” Helzendar couldn’t help but grin.
 
   Orrin leveled a deep scowl on him that straightened his back. “Get the hells out o’ me cabin.”
 
   “Yes, sir.” Helzendar slammed his fist to his chest and turned on his heel and left with a wide grin spread across his face.
 
   When he had closed the door behind him, he turned to find his entire group gathered in the hall from the mess room, waiting.
 
   “Well, what ye all be starin’ at?” he said.
 
   Du’Ren Barr opened his arms expectantly. “What the general say?”
 
   Helzendar stood straight and tall. “The five hun’red now be five-hun’red and one.”
 
   The dwarves cheered their prince and raised him up on their shoulders, whisking him off to the rowing stations and singing to his glory.
 
   He rowed with a vigor unmatched by any other dwarf during the entire shift. He didn’t relent, he didn’t back down. His mind, body, and heart matched the beat of the drum pounding out the rowing rhythm. With every stroke, he imagined unleashing his power upon the dragons. To kill one meant not only a place in the mountain of the gods, but a seat at their table as well. He would join Haldagozz, his grandfather, and even Ky’Dren himself upon that highest of perches. Songs would be sung of him. Tales would be told. His mother and his sisters would cry for him, and his brothers would be filled with respect and envy.
 
   Helzendar, son of Roakore, would become a legend.
 
    
 
   When their shift was up, the dwarves made the switch with the next group and made their way to the bunks opposite the mess hall and other group. Helzendar leaped up into a high hammock swaying with the waters and stared at the ceiling. His mind raced, and he knew that he wouldn’t be able to sleep.
 
   “How many leagues we got to Drakkar? How many shifts?”
 
   Du’Ren had taken the hammock below him. “The lad can’t wait to get there!”
 
   The other dwarves gave a hearty laugh. One of them answered, “’Bout a hundred leagues from Ro’Sar harbor to Drakkar—”
 
   “We be landin’ on Drakkar in twenty hours,” said General Hammerfell from the hall. His grizzled face shone in the light of the single lantern swaying beside him. “That be six more shifts at the oars. I suggest ye get what rest ye can and do what prayin’ need be done.”
 
   He blew out the light and disappeared down the hall, leaving the group in the silent darkness. Helzendar could swear he heard the sound of moving lips, and the names of many gods whispered low.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 42
 
   Last Words
 
    
 
    
 
   Tarren awoke to find himself staring at him. At first he thought he was still dreaming, but then his fevered mind cleared and he remembered.
 
   “Wa…water,” he groaned, reaching up with a shaking hand.
 
   The Watcher took his hand and Lunara cupped the back of his neck and helped him to sit up enough to drink from the offered cup. His parched lips quivered on the rim as he drank with effort. The simple act was exhausting. Lunara laid him back down and patted his forehead gently with a cool cloth and began to sing.
 
   Tarren wanted to tell her to stop. The beauty of her voice hurt his heart. He wanted an end to the constant pain. If that meant death, then so be it.
 
   He thought of his short life as he lay dying. By all rights he should have died a year ago when the pirate, Cirossa, slit his throat and tossed him from the deck of the Black Dragon. Whill had saved him; he had given him a second chance. Since then his life had been filled with excitement and adventure. He had traversed the wilds with elves, and lived with the dwarves for a time. With his friend Helzendar, he had passed the dwarven trials of manhood. He survived the Draggard attack on Sherna, and the fall of Cerushia. When Eadon had come for him, the Watcher had taken his place and his life had been saved a second time. But now death was returning to claim its prize.
 
    
 
   Lunara fought back her tears as Tarren struggled for the smallest of breaths. Sorrow and rage welled inside of her. Before the taking of power, she would have easily been able to heal him. Now she was no more useful than one of the handmaidens waiting by the door.
 
   On the other side of the bed, the Watcher seemed as placid as ever, and she found herself despising him. He looked to her then with Tarren’s eyes and smiled.
 
   “Why do you smile?” she asked with a sniffle.
 
   “Have you lost faith in your goddess?” he asked.
 
   She searched her heart and mind for the answer and began to cry.
 
   “You have much love inside of you. Do not let life harden your heart,” said the Watcher.
 
   “That is easy for you to say. You are an ancient; life has been long and prosperous for you. You lived your entire life in the golden age of Orna Catorna. Even now, when other elders are dying, you have been reborn in the body of a young human. You will yet outlive us all. And what of him?” She regarded Tarren. “He doesn’t deserve this.”
 
   The Watcher bowed his head and regarded his dying body. “Before Kellallea took Orna Catorna, when I could still see clearly the many possibilities of reality and timelines, I saw this event.”
 
   Lunara looked up at him hopefully, blinking through her tears. Tarren’s shallow breath quickened and his body jerked with the effort. The Watcher went on.
 
   “I have seen the boy’s life play out before my mind’s eye.” He wore a grin as he took his own hand in Tarren’s and covered it with the other. “Do not forget, Lunara, the unfairness of the world is what makes us what we are. If it was fair, we would be terrible, spoiled creatures. Nothing would be learned from loss, nothing would be cherished. Without an end, life would have no meaning.”
 
   Tarren stiffened and gave a muffled groan. One final gasp for breath caused his body to jump.
 
   “Tarren?” Lunara’s voice broke as she shook him. “Tarren? Tarren!”
 
   The Watcher sat on the side of the bed cross-legged and held his hand tight. He offered Lunara a loving smile and closed his eyes.
 
    
 
   Tarren fought for breath that wouldn’t come. He was so tired. Eternal sleep beckoned. Lunara’s pleading voice came to him, obscured by the veil of the spirit world fast encroaching upon his consciousness. He felt himself falling, falling, falling…
 
   He floated up out of the Watcher’s body and found his own body sitting on the side of the bed. It began to shimmer and glow, and a spark of light floated out of it and expanded. The spirit of the Watcher floated before him, wearing his old, pleasant smile.
 
   “This is where I say goodbye,” said the old elf.
 
   Tarren was confused. “Have you died as well? Will you come with me? I’m scared to go alone.”
 
   “When your time comes, I will be there to guide you if you wish. Until then, remember what I have taught you.”
 
   Then Tarren understood. “But…but what about you?”
 
   “Death comes to us all, Tarren. It is not ones death that is important, but rather what one does with that life. Live without fear, and create your own destiny.”
 
   “Thank you for everything. I will never forget you,” said Tarren.
 
   The Watcher smiled and began to glow brighter. “Nor I you. Come now, you must return…”
 
    
 
   Lunara clutched Tarren’s bed clothes and sobbed into the unmoving chest. She pressed her head against him and listened as the elf’s old heart grew slower, and slower still, until finally it beat no more.
 
   “Tarren…”
 
   She had promised to protect him, she had promised that everything would be all right. She had believed against all hope that Whill would somehow find a way. But in the end, Kellallea had ignored her prayers.
 
   A hand touched her shoulder and she shrugged it off, not wanting to be comforted by the Watcher. There was nothing he could say to her now.
 
   “Lunara?”
 
   “Leave me alone,” she sobbed.
 
   “Lunara…” The voice was joyous.
 
   She lifted her head off the Watcher’s chest and looked into the young boy’s eyes.
 
   He smiled. “It’s me.”
 
   Lunara took in a shuddering breath and reached out a shaking hand to touch Tarren’s face. “Tarren? Oh, my dear, dear boy. Is it really you?” She hugged him hard and dotted his forehead with kisses. “It is a miracle! Was it the goddess??
 
   Tarren glanced down at the body of the Watcher, his smile slowly melting away. “He has saved me yet again.”
 
   Lunara looked to the Watcher as well, and the sudden joy of Tarren’s survival was replaced by the realization that the old elf had passed on.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 43
 
   Breggard
 
    
 
    
 
   Whill and his army made the march to Breggard in four days. They came to the foot of the valley overlooking the small city and he raised a hand. His commanders ordered the halt on down the line, and Tyrron stopped his horse beside him.
 
   “Should we make camp?” the general asked.
 
   “Yes, and gather the banner men and knights. Send a messenger into the city to announce our arrival.”
 
   “You will risk going into the city without the army?”
 
   Whill nodded; his jaw set strong. “This is not a siege, I am not a conqueror. The army is to protect these people from the horrors of the north, not to force their bent knee.”
 
   “As you wish.”
 
   The city was two miles away. Farmland surrounded them, and many watchtowers dotted the land. It had survived the dark-elf invasion due to two lords, Merek Carac and Althalos Fendrel. They had in turn forged an alliance with Clifton McKinnon of Brinn. The Elgar dwarves still traded with Breggard, who in turn traded with Brinn and every town and village in between. Being in the shadow of the Elgar Mountains, Breggard was more secure than its western counterpart, which sat upon the southern shores of Lake Eardon.
 
   The army began to make camp on the rolling hills overlooking Breggard and the north beyond. Only ten leagues to the north was the Shierdon border. Whill sent scouts out in all directions, concentrating twice as many to the north. A messenger arrived shortly with word that the Uthen-Arden land forces had set up camp outside of Brinn. His pieces were in place, now it was time to show his strength.
 
   It is in you, Whillhelm Warcrown. It was in you all along…
 
   Whill jerked, looking this way and that. The soldiers were going about their business, quite oblivious of his concern. He knew none of them had spoken the words, for they had been in his head. They were not Kellallea’s, but someone else, someone he knew well.
 
   “Watcher?”
 
   “Are you ready, my liege?”
 
   Whill snapped alert. General Greyson was staring at him, looking slightly concerned.
 
   “Yes…Please, lead the way.”
 
    
 
   Whill rode beside Tyrron at the center of the long line of twenty knights and four banner men. The winding road down from the highlands brought them to a tall, stone, city wall with its gate standing closed.
 
   Tyrron leaned over in his saddle. “If they open the doors freely, it means that they’re anticipating a truce. They will ask to keep the lands they have conquered and to be given high titles.”
 
   “And if they leave them closed?”
 
   “If the doors remain closed they are more likely to be vying to keep their kingly titles. They mean to push for more than you’re willing to give. They’re saving face in front of the people.”
 
   As they approached the gate, Whill noticed how the guards scrambled to their stations—more than had been there previously. Merek and Althalos were trying to appear stronger than they were. The gate was impressive, and judging by the clear cutting around the edges of the city in all directions, they had been building the thick wall all through the winter. A small moat had been dug out around the city recently, and water from a nearby river kept it full and deep. The gate rose fifteen feet above the mound, with dozens of embrasures built into the wall.
 
   A decorated man in full armor stood high atop the battlements and pointed down. “Identify yourselves!”
 
   One of the banner men moved forward. “The king of all of Uthen-Arden, Whillhelm Warcrown, son of Aramonis Warcrown, has come to speak with Merek Carac and Althalos Fendrel.”
 
   The man held his hand up to the sun and eyed Whill sitting among his knights. He then disappeared from the battlements. For many long minutes they waited, but the door remained closed.
 
   “The longer we wait, the weaker we appear to the people. Both theirs and ours,” said Tyrron.
 
   Whill was becoming irritated by the pissing match. He was being blatantly disrespected, and began to think that he should do something.
 
   A command was given and the doors began to creak open. Beyond, Whill saw hundreds of curious faces. Men, women, and children alike had gathered by the gate to catch a glimpse of him. The banner men moved forward, and the procession commenced. Two knights of Breggard led them through the muddy streets.
 
   It took only a glance to tell Whill that this city was ready for war. He saw the telltale signs of struggle in the faces of the people. One and all had lived through the Draggard Wars. They were no strangers to conflict. And suspicion shone in their eyes. This far north, Del-Oradon might as well have been on the other side of the country. These people didn’t know Whill from Joseph. For all they knew, he was just another lord rising up to take what they had. This far northeast, the old blood of Arden ran deep, and they still held the grudges of yesteryear. 
 
   The outer rim of the circular city appeared to have been recently constructed. The wooden buildings even carried the scent of fresh-cut lumber, and the sap still dripped from the pine. Where the rest of Agora had only just begun to rebuild, it appeared as though Breggard was thriving.
 
   They rode through the city without fanfare or applause—a fact that was strange, and not unpleasant to Whill. He enjoyed being unknown for once. 
 
   At the center of the city an old castle sat upon a tall hill of stone. The road leading to the gates was lined on both sides with soldiers—a surprising number of them. It appeared that in Breggard, even women were part of the military. He had noticed many skilled workers, of course, but even they were armed with swords.
 
   They went through the gates without incident and were guided into the castle by the man who had inquired about them from the wall. He led them through the great room and into a large audience chamber, where sat one man upon a throne. The crier named him Merek Carac, King of Breggard.
 
   Whill was in turn introduced by his banner men and strode purposefully toward the throne. He stopped before the steps to the high perch and offered the man a nod.
 
   “Well met, King Whillhelm. What brings you to my kingdom?”
 
   My kingdom. Whill bit his tongue. “Lord Carac. Greetings. Might I inquire about Althalos Fendrel? I had hoped to speak to the both of you together.”
 
   “You might ask about him. And I might say that he fell in battle in the north.” The man had steely green eyes that made Whill nervous despite himself. He looked to be in his forties, and seemed more a lumberjack than a lord. His thick red hair sprouted from his stern brow in heavy rings, and his beard did well to hide his face.
 
   “I’m sorry for your loss. I was under the presumption that Fendrel was your friend and ally, and had helped you to maintain order in my stead.”
 
   Merek grinned at him knowingly. “Yes, he was a good man. Come. You must be hungry from the road. I have prepared a feast,” he said with a wave of his hand.
 
   In the dining hall, Whill found a round table set with an abundance of food. He quick-eyed Tyrron as they sat. The general raised a brow in agreement—Breggard seemed to be doing quite well, indeed.
 
   Merek’s face was always smiling, but his eyes were shifty. He glanced at the knights standing behind their king like statues, shoulders broad, and eyes locked on their counterparts across the room. Merek’s men held those gazes and, while the silent battle ensued, the would-be king raised a glass of dark wine.
 
   “To peace in the north.”
 
   Whill looked to his own glass and back to the lord. Merek grinned. Tyrron shifted uneasily in his chair. Whill knew the man’s mind, but he doubted the lord would attempt to poison him. What would be the point? If anything happened to Whill inside the city, his men would attack.
 
   He lifted his glass as well and took a small sip. The wine was drier than he liked. Merek drank half his glass and put it down with a content “ahh” and dug into his food as though he had not a care in the world.
 
   “I must commend you on your handling of recent events. Breggard seems to thrive,” said Whill, ignoring his food.
 
   “Aye, but the credit goes to the people. They’re a fierce lot, they are, and loyal to the teeth.”
 
   Whill didn’t miss the allusion. “How did you manage to repel the dark-elf invasion?”
 
   Merek sliced off a fatty piece of veal and popped it in his mouth, then washed it down with more wine. “Could say luck, but I prefer perseverance. The hordes came from the west, but we fought them back each time. Was luck that the dwarves were marching through to aid their fellows in the Ky’Dren pass. They helped against the worst of it.”
 
   “And the winter that followed?” Whill indicated the spread on the table.
 
   “People have been pouring in from all surrounding towns and villages. Their food stores and livestock came with them. This land has always been more fertile than most. Our crops flourish even now in early summer.”
 
   “How many do you command?” Tyrron asked.
 
   Merek’s smile widened.
 
   “Every man and woman in this city is prepared to fight for her. We’ve ten thousand, and the count grows by the day. Word has begun to spread. Breggard has become a vestige of hope for the north.”
 
   “Some of those soldiers look no older than twelve,” said Tyrron.
 
   “Indeed. I understand in the south that it takes longer to make men, but here in the north, a boy is a man when he grows hair below his short sword. Ha!”
 
   “And the girls? Do you hold them to the same estimations?” Tyrron wasn’t impressed.
 
   Merek’s eyes flashed fleetingly. “Many people have died. There are families to replenish. Yet, we maintain that the older a lass is, the better for her and the child. Sixteen is legal with parental blessing eighteen without.” He eyed the two men. “We aren’t barbarians.”
 
   With a snap of his finger his glass was refilled by a young lass, and his eyes directly contradicted his honorable claim. He grinned at Whill.
 
   “You have done well,” said Whill. “If only more of my lords had been so advantageous.”
 
   Merek shrugged. “My accomplishments are nothing compared to the legend that precedes your great name. Whillhelm Warcrown…the lost son of the slain king. They say that before magic was lost to the elves, you wielded great power.” He stressed the past tense, and a smirk danced in the corner of his mouth.
 
   “If not for him, this land would be overrun,” said Tyrron. “‘Twas he alone who defeated the dark lord.” 
 
   “Yes,” said Merek. “That is what they say. The legend of Whill of Agora has helped to pass many a cold night by the fire. I must admit, I thought you would be bigger. The songs made you sound like a god among men.”
 
   Whill gave a small laugh. “Rumor and song are oft borne from a truth but soon grow into fantasy. For instance, many call you the king of Breggard.”
 
   Merek lowered his empty glass slowly and snapped his finger at the waiting servant. “Uthen-Arden fell long ago when Addakon came to power. We have been without want from the south for many years. Our own hands have worked this land. Our own blood has been paid to keep it, and will continue to. You may see me a usurper, but one cannot have taken from him that which he does not possess. It is not by my dictation that I am called king, but by that of the people. When the dark hordes spread across the land, the people needed a leader, not a legend.”
 
   “I have not come here to battle wits with you,” said Whill. “Your service to the kingdom is greatly appreciated. You shall be granted the title of governor of Breggard and the northwest, if that is your wish. But you must renounce your treasonous title, and educate the people to the truth of it. This land has ever belonged to Uthen-Arden and therefore falls under my rule.”
 
   Merek lost none of his presumptuous air; on the contrary, he offered him a grandfatherly look of amusement and sat back from his empty plate.
 
   “Would that I could. But I fear the people would never have it.”
 
   “This is not a suggestion.” Whill leveled an unyielding gaze on him.
 
   “Then you have come to Breggard with your force of five thousand as a conqueror?”
 
   “One need not conquer what he already possesses. I have come to Breggard to strengthen the northern borders, not to spar with you. There are disturbing reports of undead hordes in the north, and by all indications the throne of Shierdon has been compromised by a dark elf. You will not be able to repel them when they march south.”
 
   “We will do as we have always done: survive. Your kingdom is in disarray. Do not think that I do not have my ear to the ground. This force, and the one you have waiting outside of Brinn, represents most of your army. Would you waste Uthen-Arden’s resources by fighting against a declared ally?”
 
   “I have been quite clear,” said Whill. “If you decide to continue with your traitorous claims I will be forced to deal with you as such. You have heard my offer. Will you accept the title of governor and swear fealty to the crown once more, or must you be replaced by one who will?”
 
   Merek regarded him with amusement, seemingly not unsettled in the slightest. “I had my doubts about you. But it seems that they were indeed unfounded. I will accept the title of Duke of Breggard, a title that shall be passed on to my chosen son and those after him. And a knighthood to go with it.”
 
   Tyrron tensed, and Whill could see him watching him from the corner of his eye. “Very well,” said Whill. He stood and extended his hand.
 
   Merek stood as well and shook it with a grin.
 
    
 
   “You have words on your mind. Speak,” said Whill, as he and Tyrron rode back to the camp.
 
   “You give the man too much. I don’t trust the grinning bastard,” said the general.
 
   “Like him or not, he has the people’s ear. I need a unified kingdom. And it will not be gotten by civil war.”
 
   Tyrron shook his head. “This sets a dangerous precedent. As Du’Krell pointed out.”
 
   “We have done what we came here to do. Putting myself in Merek’s shoes, I cannot say that I wouldn’t have done the same. He has brought stability to the region, which is something that we cannot ignore. Let’s just hope things go as well in Brinn,” said Whill.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 44
 
   Second Chances
 
    
 
    
 
   Raene watched with growing agitation as Gretzen sat before the fire ignoring her and stirring her large pot. The old witch had been building her brew for two days, leaving it to simmer at those times that she required sleep, which were few. 
 
   Raene sighed and kicked at a stone she had been digging out of the dirt floor with her toe. “There must be somethin’ I can do.”
 
   Gretzen stopped as if she had discovered something and looked to Raene. “Would you like to learn spirit magic?” 
 
   Raene reeled back from her, looking flummoxed. “Ye out yer head? I ain’t for wantin’ to learn how to meddle with spirits.”
 
   Gretzen regarded her flatly. “You already meddle with the spirits, you fool dwarf.”
 
   “Yeah? Well, summonin’ spirits from a figurine be different.”
 
   “How so?”
 
   Raene was stumped. She thought about it for a moment and when she realized the fallacy of her statement, she became red in the face. “It just be, all right?
 
   Gretzen shrugged and returned to her work. “Shame to let that power go to waste.”
 
   Raene was pretending to be interested in the rock she had loosened from the floor, but her shifty eyes gave her away to the old woman. “What…what power?”
 
   “The one inside you. Just like mine. I can sense it, you know. Just as I can smell a storm coming.”
 
   “Bah, it ain’t somethin’ dwarves meddle with.”
 
   “Again, you have already meddled with it.”
 
   Raene offered her a furled brow wrought with concern.
 
   Gretzen put down her work and regarded her with a kind smile. “If you are afraid, I understand.”
 
   “Afraid!” Raene shot to her feet and leveled Gretzen with a dangerous glare. Even seated as she was, Gretzen was taller. “I ain’t been afraid since…since…”
 
   “Yeah, yeah. You dwarves are all the same. “Ain’t been afraid since when? The last time you were afraid, I’d reckon.”
 
   Raene was speechless. She huffed, and she blinked, and she didn’t quite know what to do with herself. Finally—and in an attempt to save face—she kicked the fire and stormed out of the tent.
 
   “Stupid witch!” she muttered to herself when she was outside.
 
   “Has she summoned them yet?”
 
   Raene jumped and gave a stifled screech. Azzeal stood before her, smiling.
 
   “Don’t be sneakin’ up on me like that!”
 
   “I am sorry if I frightened you.”
 
   “I ain’t frightened, was surprised is all!” She reached up and pushed his chest. “Who told ye I be frightened?”
 
   He frowned at that. “I…uh…no one?”
 
   Raene threw up her arms and stomped off into the woods toward the beach. She kicked stones and tore branches from trees. Anger gave birth to rage, and she felt like she might explode. The waiting, constantly waiting… It was driving her mad. What if Dirk and Krentz couldn’t be summoned again? What if she had killed them both? And where was Zander by now? Likely, all the way to Belldon Island, assimilating the whole of Shierdon to his undead hordes. How long until they got into one of the mountains?
 
   She came out of the woods into the wide field leading to the beach. A well-worn path meandered through the tall grass, but she didn’t take it. Instead, she set her sights on the ten-foot-high rock that Gretzen had worked her strange magic on.
 
   Raene stripped out of her armor and stood before the giant stone with clutched fists. She reached out with all her anger, every ounce of rage, and gripped the monolith with her consciousness. Nails dug into palms as she shook with effort. When the stone didn’t budge, her anger flared. 
 
   She took three purposeful steps toward it and shot her hands out forward. Her face twisted and her body shook. Palms turned skyward and Raene gave a primal cry. To her utter delight, the stone began to quiver. Her excitement gave her renewed strength, and she lifted her clawed hands slowly. The stone broke from the earth and hovered a foot above the hole it had left behind.
 
   Raene gave a victorious cry before releasing the boulder, which landed with a resounding thud. She fell to her knees with a wide smile on her face.
 
   …and passed out.
 
    
 
   Azzeal was tapping her lightly on the cheek. She blinked her eyes open and saw that it was still night…but which night?
 
   “Gretzen has asked for you. It is time.”
 
   “Well, why didn’t ye say so?” Raene scrambled to her feet and ran from the field on through the forest, dragging her armor with a clink and clamor.
 
   She pushed back the tent flap and burst inside. Gretzen raised a hand that halted her quicker than a stone wall. “Leave your apprehension, fear, sorrow, guilt, and expectation at the door. Come to me when you have prepared yourself.”
 
   Raene gulped.
 
   When she was ready, she walked slowly to Gretzen and began to sit beside her.
 
   “Other side of fire,” said Gretzen.
 
   Raene did as she was told, silently. Gretzen sifted through her collection of ingredients gathered in several jars, bowls, and wooden vials set upon a flat fur. She reached in her pocket and handed Raene the figurine. “Call to her.”
 
   Raene took it and rubbed a reverent finger across the center where the crack had been. Her eyes began to pool with tears and she forced the painful emotion welling in her throat back down into her gut. “Krentz…come to me.”
 
   For many nervous flutters of the heart, nothing happened.
 
   …but then.
 
   Light began to swirl out of the figurine as it had done a hundred times over. The mist turned to fog, and the fog morphed into a shape, curves formed, a head, a torso, legs…
 
   Krentz came to form beside the fire and Raene leapt to her feet and gave a cheer. “Thank the gods!”
 
   Krentz searched the room, eyeing Gretzen suspiciously, and then settled her gaze on Raene. “You little bitch!” Her spirit shot across the tent and a clawed hand formed beneath Raene’s neck and lifted her high. The mist shimmered and turned to Krentz’s elven form once more. She glared at the dwarf.
 
   “Let her down. Once again she has saved you both,” Gretzen said calmly.
 
   Krentz eyed the woman sidelong and regarded Raene with one last snarl and released her with a shove. Raene hit the side of the tent and bounced down to land roughly.
 
   “Are you the one Talon spoke of?” Krentz asked, floating nearer the old woman.
 
   A wide smile spread across Gretzen’s face and she nodded slowly and rose. “I hope he kept you well.”
 
   “Where are we? Why haven’t you summoned Dirk?”
 
   “Please, sit. There is much we must discuss,” said Gretzen.
 
   Krentz glanced at Raene who was sputtering and choking by the sloping wall. “I would ask that you carry the figurine instead of that crazed dwarf.”
 
   “As you wish,” said Gretzen. She turned to Raene with an open palm.
 
   Raene choked back her tears as she pulled herself up. “I be sorry, lady Krentz. What I done was wrong. I know that now. I shoulda never dragged ye two along after Zander. But I brought ye to the Vald Witch. We be in Volnoss. She said she might be able to return ye to normal-like.”
 
   Krentz only stared.
 
   Raene gave a sigh and handed over the figurine to Gretzen.
 
   “Is that true?” Krentz asked the old woman.
 
   “Please,” Raene continued. “Please forgive me.”
 
   Krentz only ignored her, and waited for the reply.
 
   “I can try to restore you. Is it true that you had no mortal injuries when you were pulled into the figurine?” Gretzen asked, eyeing her closely.
 
   Krentz slowly nodded. “Yes.”
 
   “Then there is hope.”
 
   Krentz looked from Gretzen to Raene, knowing something was wrong. “And what of Dirk? He was mortally injured when I pulled him in with me.”
 
   Gretzen offered her a grave nod. “I will not lie to you. It may not be possible. If he is returned to his human form and retains the injuries that he had going in…”
 
   “Has it ever been done?” Krentz asked hopefully.
 
   “No ritual exists that I know of. I will have to make one up, as I have done with the spell prepared for you. I wanted to tell you first, so that you might tell him. It is his choice, after all.”
 
   “And if he cannot be restored?”
 
   Gretzen shrugged. “Then he will remain what he is, like Chief.”
 
   “Send me back, let me speak with him.”
 
   Gretzen raised the figurine and spoke the words, sending Krentz swirling back to the spirit world.
 
    
 
   “You’re back so soon. What has happened?” Dirk asked, noticing how her face was wrought with worry.
 
   “Raene has gotten the figurine to the one Talon spoke of. Her name is Gretzen,” said Krentz.
 
   “Can she restore us?”
 
   Krentz’s eyes fell for a fleeting moment before finding his. “It may be possible. Listen…” She sat down on the bank of the backward-flowing river and pulled Dirk down with her. “She says that she can help me, but you…you were dying when I pulled you in. She said that she will try, but it might not be possible.”
 
   “But you? She is sure that she can help you?”
 
   Krentz nodded, and Dirk’s face relaxed a bit. He looked out over the glade as a shooting star streaked backward across the waters. “If there is a risk, then I should wait until Zander has been dealt with. We might need the advantage of spirit form.”
 
   “How did you know I wanted to go after him?”
 
   Dirk grinned at her. “I’ve known you a long time.”
 
   She could see that he was happy with the news. Even though he might be doomed to eternity as a spirit, he was glad that at least she could be saved. Krentz, on the other hand, was not so happy about it. “If you cannot return to form then neither shall I. How can I leave you here in this…in between world?”
 
   “You must. No matter what happens, we will still be together. When you take form, you need to gain possession of the figurine. You shall become the bearer.”
 
   “Dirk…”
 
   “You must,” he said. “Let the witch help you. When the necromancer has been dealt with, we will see what can be done for me.”
 
   She grabbed him and held him close. Shimmering tears, like liquid diamonds, spilled down her glowing cheeks. “It is so strange. We have spoken of returning to the physical plane for so long…now that it has come, I find myself frightened. Magic has been taken from the elves. If I return to form, I will have nothing left—neither magic nor spirit form.”
 
   “You will have gained your life back. What else is there?” said Dirk.
 
    
 
   It had been long enough by Gretzen’s reckoning. She held the figurine out before her and summoned Krentz forth.
 
   “What have you decided?” she asked the swirling mist.
 
   Krentz stood before her, looking solemn yet resolute. “Do what you can for me.”
 
   “And what about, Dirk, aye? What did he say?” Raene blurted, nearly hopping out of her chair.
 
   Krentz ignored her, answering to Gretzen. “Given the risk you have mentioned, he wishes to wait until the necromancer has been dealt with.”
 
   Gretzen nodded respectfully. “Are you ready?”
 
   Krentz looked nervous, but nodded.
 
   The old woman took the figurine in her left hand and raised it to the heavens. Her eyes fluttered and her head tilted back.
 
   She began to chant.
 
   A thick blue smoke billowed up to the ceiling and snaked its way out of the hole. There was a blinding flash as powder was thrown in and Gretzen’s voice rose. The words flowed from her now, beckoning to Krentz, commanding her spirit.
 
   Krentz began to feel warm, and soon felt herself burning up. The energy flowing through her pulsed and hummed. The figurine vibrated in the old witch’s hand and the fire flared to the ceiling. Blood was poured over the flames, which hissed and crackled. Krentz let out a cry of pain as her body pulsed with strange power. She felt as though she were being torn apart—a feeling she hadn’t had since walking through Eadon’s portal to Agora those many years ago. Gretzen reached out with a clawed hand and Krentz floated above the flames. The figurine glowed like a rising sun.
 
   Pain so terrible as to leave her speechless coursed through Krentz, and she thought that surely something had gone wrong. She instinctively tried to flee—to turn to a wisp and fly far from the demonic barbarian. But Gretzen’s clawed hand held her firm. Krentz howled and cried, pleaded and screamed for her to stop. The chanting only became more furious, more demanding.
 
   Raene tore at her hair and cried, muttering words to her gods.
 
   Chief gave a long, baleful howl.
 
   With one last exclamation, Gretzen reached for the figurine and pulled. Her words were drowned out by a great crashing of thunder that shook the ground.
 
   Krentz fell to the ground, panting.
 
   Her naked body twitched and convulsed, and Raene was there with whispered words of reassurance. What was that taste? She moved her tongue around her mouth—dirt…blood.
 
   She could taste, she could feel, she was alive!
 
   The smoke slowly dissipated through the top of the tent and the fire receded. Raene threw a blanket over her quaking form and cried with joy. “She did it. By the gods, she did it. You be an elf again!”
 
   Krentz pushed her away weakly, but the stubborn dwarf was undeterred. She helped her to sit up and fussed over her like an older sister. Krentz tried to speak but choked on the words. Her lungs burned and her body ached. But the feeling was a welcome one, for only the living feel physical pain.
 
   Gretzen bent forward and placed the timber-wolf figurine in Krentz’s hand and squeezed gently. “You have done well, brave elf. Now you must rest.”
 
   Tears pooled in Krentz’s eyes and she held out a shaking hand. “Come to me, Dirk Blackthorn!”
 
   Out of the mist came Dirk, and his smile was wider than she had ever seen. She reached out for her lover and he took her up in ghostly arms. “Rest, my love. I will watch over you this night, and every night.”
 
    
 
   “Come to me, Aurora Snowfell!”
 
   Aurora stood on the edge of the high cliff and cocked her head to the wind. The misty ocean flowed backward, and the rocky cliff side offered no answers. The voice came once more, and a sliver of brilliant light suddenly split the air before her. She looked down at her pale hands and gave a startled cry when her skin began to fleck off like ash being pulled into the light. Her body fell apart and the light engulfed her, blinding her to the world beyond. She came out into the darkness and instinctively tried to run away. To her shock and amazement, she had no body. Yet she flew through the air like a bird.
 
   Soon she realized that she was in a village much like the one she had grown up in. Then she remembered…she had died…again.
 
   “Aurora! Do not be frightened!”
 
   She turned to find Azzeal moving toward her, holding up defensive hands meant to calm her. Aurora tried to speak but was scared to hear her own voice. It was like a moaning wind through the bare trees.
 
   Gretzen erupted from the tent and shuffled toward her with a limp. One wide eye regarded her sideways like a crow. She stopped between tents. “Aurora Snowfell. Come to me!”
 
   Aurora felt herself pulled against her will, and soon floated before the old witch. “Do not panic. Remember who you are, what you were. Envision the body that you once possessed.”
 
   Aurora fought back her disillusionment and fear. Gretzen’s voice soothed her, allowed her to think. She looked down and thought of her hand—and before her eyes, it materialized. The other swirled out of the blue mist as well. And then she was looking down at her body. Seeing that she was quite natural, she imagined her gleaming armor, and so it too came to be.
 
   “What am I?” Sparkling tears fell from her eyes when she heard her voice as it should be.
 
   “You have given yourself wholly to me. I have made you like the wolf, Chief.” Gretzen held up a figurine that looked remarkably like her. “You have been cursed with the protection of this land and this people for all time; until the oceans swallow up the world, and the fires of the deep clash with the waters of heaven. Then, you shall have earned a place in Val’Kharae.”
 
   Aurora regarded herself once more, and the memories returned. She looked to Azzeal, whose bright eyes shone upon her with reverent awe. The realization of her power caused her to gasp, and then laugh merrily. She raised a hand before her and willed it to turn to mist. It complied, and she laughed all the more. She was free. For the first time since her great betrayal against Azzeal, she was free!
 
   She bowed before Gretzen. “Thank you, oh great one. Matriarch of all of Volnoss. Queen of the barbarian lands. I shall be your weapon. Speak the words, and I shall do your bidding.”
 
   Gretzen leveled a dangerous one-eyed glare on her. “You’ve been given your command. Now swear to it with your very soul.”
 
   Aurora noticed then all the children and elders watching her from the edge of the firelight. “I swear to you. Like the spirits of old who have watched over the tribes since the dawn of time, I shall watch over you until the end of time.”
 
   Gretzen gave a satisfied nod and turned from her.
 
   “But who will be my keeper?” Aurora asked, eyeing the figurine.
 
   “For now it will be me,” said Gretzen. “Come, there is much to do.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 45
 
   Drakkar Island
 
    
 
    
 
   The drum stopped beating.
 
   Helzendar’s heart fluttered—they had arrived. He wished that he could see above deck. Knowing that they were stealthily rowing toward a dragon island in the dead of night, and not being able to see if they were coming, was maddening. At any moment one of them might rain fire down upon the small fleet. Helzendar would burn alive below deck without so much as drawing his father’s axes.
 
   Du’Ren sat next to him, eyes gleaming with the anticipation for battle. Helzendar took strength in the old dwarf’s bravery, and rowed with renewed vigor. They had been at it so long that the dwarves could continue to row in unison without the drummer if need be.
 
   General Hammerfell strode behind the drummer, looking each dwarf in the eye in turn. “We be landin’ on the southern coast o’ Drakkar. The other ships have gone in their respective directions, Ky’Dren bless ‘em. This be it, me dwarves—this be the hour. Soon we storm the beaches o’ Drakkar and take as many o’ the hell born bastards with us as we can.” He stopped before Helzendar and offered a wry grin. “Know that yer ancestors smile down on ye this night. Soon…we shall dine with the gods.”
 
   The rowing was ordered to a stop shortly after, and the rowers scrambled to the bunks to put on their armor and gear up. The excitement was palpable. Helzendar’s hands shook too much for his liking. He muttered a prayer to Ky’Dren and the gods of silver and gold. Du’Ren slapped him on the back and spat.
 
   “Ye ready to bloody them axes o’ yers?”
 
   “I be born ready.”
 
   “Ha! The lad’s got his father’s blood, all right—all piss and whiskey,” said Du’Ren to those nearby.
 
   “Shut yer bloody yapper, Du’Ren,” the dwarf beside Helzendar hissed. “There be damned dragons about. And I for one ain’t wantin’ to go up in dragonsbreath in this tinder box.”
 
   “Bah.” Du’Ren waved him off, yet he spoke lower this time.
 
   General Hammerfell walked into the bunk room holding the biggest crossbow Helzendar had ever seen. The arrows were at least four feet long, with wicked barbed ends and thick steel shafts. The ship suddenly lurched as it landed, forcing everyone to take hold of something solid.
 
   “It be time for war,” said the general.
 
   Helzendar took a steadying breath and mustered his inner strength. He followed close behind Du’Ren up to the deck. “Ain’t ye got weapons?” he asked, noticing that the old dwarf carried none.
 
   Du’Ren grinned over his shoulder. “Ye be seein’ soon enough.”
 
   When they got on deck, Du’Ren and a few of the others went to the room below the quarter deck where a wide double door stood open. Helzendar watched the darkness curiously, and moved through the crowd of unloading dwarves to get a closer look. A heavy stomping came from the dark, and Du’Ren walked out strapped in the largest suit of armor Helzendar had ever seen. It was steel, and engraved with hundreds of holy runes. It gave off no reflection in the moonlight, but rather shined like black ice. About the joints were circular discs on either side, and they appeared to be well oiled. Du’Ren, who was no more than five feet tall, now towered over him at least two feet taller than he had been. His armored arms ended in long pointed blades of a similar dark that appeared to be permanently attached. Spikes protruded from the shoulders, elbows, knees, and even down the spine. He stomped over to Helzendar and peered at him through the small slit in the horned helm. “Let’s give ‘em bloody hells.”
 
   “Grease up!” General Hammerfell ordered.
 
   “What’s that mean?” Helzendar asked.
 
   A dwarf next to him slapped his chest, leaving a slimy goo behind.
 
   “It’s fire bane oil. For the dragonsbreath. Smells like shyte, but it’ll do the job.”
 
   Helzendar and the others covered themselves and each other in the fire bane, and checked their gear once more. Those dwarves who had volunteered to be ‘bombers’ shouldered their packs full of dragonsbreath bombs, which consisted of a large tube of the volatile liquid surrounded by hundreds of steel balls. When the time came, the brave dwarves would get as close to the beasts as possible and then blow themselves sky-high. Helzendar nodded at one of them as the young-looking dwarf pulled the straps tight. The nod was returned with a chest slam.
 
   The small army unloaded quickly and hurried across the open expanse of black beach to take cover behind the many porous boulders and towering rock formations strewn about. Far inland, a forest of strange-looking trees with long, wide leaves dotted the land. Wide rivers of indigenous rock branched out of the trees and met the ocean.
 
   Orrin grabbed Helzendar’s helm and pulled him close. “Ye be with me. Ye hear?”
 
   “Yes, sir.”
 
   The general eyed him for a moment and finally nodded, releasing him. He motioned the group forward, and the dwarves all hurried along the lava flow through the forest of palm.
 
    
 
   “What in the blazes ye be doin’?” Roakore’s twelfth wife asked, sitting up in bed.
 
   He pulled on his wool socks and then stood and snapped his suspenders in place. “Go back to sleep.”
 
   “Ye be makin’ yerself sick ye keep drinkin’ in the middle o’ the night.”
 
   “I ain’t drinkin’…bah! Do as yer king be tellin’.”
 
   He left the sleeping quarters and went to his study muttering to himself about women and their meddling in his affairs. On his desk, he spotted the whiskey bottle from the night before and stopped to finish it off. He raised it toward the bedroom and gave a stern “harrumph!” before tossing it back.
 
   Across from the fire, he stopped at the wall and pulled on the two brass handles. The doors swung back soundlessly to reveal a wide alcove in the stone. His dented and battered armor sat on display, along with his great axe and stone bird, which sat on a red velvet cushion.
 
   He put on the armor, all the while singing the ode to the god of war. His father had taught it to him when he was only four, and how his eyes had sparkled with the light of glory. Roakore smiled at the recollection. When he had finished, he looked at himself in the foggy metal sheet on the wall that acted as a mirror. The armor fit tighter than he remembered, and he looked to the whiskey bottle with much suspicion.
 
   Properly suited, he took up his great axe and went through the secret passage to the hall containing the many doors to his wives’ rooms. He stopped before the door of Helzendar’s mother and slowly pushed it open.
 
   “Who’s that?” came a strong female voice.
 
   Roakore smiled to himself—there was no sneaking up on that one. “It be me.”
 
   “Me king?”
 
   Roakore pushed into the room and closed the stone door behind him. Arrianna was sitting up in bed, looking curiously at him through a thick shock of hair cascading over strong shoulders.
 
   He went to the edge of her bed and took her hand in his gloveless one. “I be goin’ after our boy. I’m bringin’ him back.”
 
   “Would you steal his glory from him?”
 
   The question shocked him. “What’s this?”
 
   She gave a long, pensive sigh that ended with a quiver. “He’s no longer a young’un. I be knowin’ that now. His road be no longer ours to determine.”
 
   Roakore shot off the bed and began to pace. “He ain’t but sixteen… His beard don’t even come to his chest.”
 
   “And how old were ye when ye first went in search o’ adventure and glory?”
 
   Roakore regarded her with wild, desperate eyes. “A right damn lot older than he be!”
 
   “Dragonshyte! Ye done told me ‘bout sneakin’ out with yer brothers when ye was just fourteen,” she retorted with a stern crossing of the arms. The look she gave made him feel as though he were a lad in trouble.
 
   “Bah! But I shouldn’t be tellin’ ye lasses such pillow secrets.”
 
   “Lovers share pillow secrets, and children. He be his father’s son and ain’t no doubt.”
 
   Roakore threw up his hands. “All we did is camp out on the side o’ the mountain for a few days, playin’ like we was on watch.”
 
   “And did ye not hope to the gods ye would find a draggard or dragon snoopin’ around? Say ye was Helzendar. Would ye have volunteered for the five hun’red?”
 
   He huffed, yet he had no argument for that. He sat on the edge of the bed once more, defeated.
 
   “Aye, but I love the boy like I be lovin’ his mother.”
 
   Her face softened and tears pooled in her fierce green eyes. She touched a soft hand to his face, one etched with lines of worry. “And he loves ye. He looks up to ye like a god. To him, ye be greater than Ky’Dren himself. He only be wantin’ to walk in yer footsteps.”
 
   “Aye,” said Roakore. “Then he can walk in me kingly boots. He ain’t just another soldier, he be me son, and a right fit heir for the throne. I done me duty to the gods ten times over. I ain’t given ‘em Helzendar, not just yet.”
 
   “What’ll it be, then? Don’t get a mother’s heart all a flutterin’ that she might be seein’ her boy again. Ye says yer goin’ to get him back, then by the gods ye better.”
 
    
 
   Roakore ran up the hundreds of stairs to Silverwind’s nest and found that she had already been saddled as he had requested.
 
   “She’s eaten her fill,” said her handler, helping Roakore into the long coat covered in silverhawk feathers. “And she drank herself near four gallons o’ water. She be ready.”
 
   “Aye,” said Roakore. He climbed into the stirrups, attached his axe to the side of the saddle and similarly secured his stone bird and shield.
 
   “May Ky’Dren watch over ye, me king.”
 
   “Aye. Keep a light burning in the mouth o’ the cavern. Look for me morrow’s night forth.”
 
   He snapped the reins and Silverwind opened her wings with a squawk. Three swift steps brought them to the edge and beyond.
 
   “West, Silverwind. West, I say! We be battlin’ dragons and gettin’ back me boy!”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 46
 
   Kneel before Your New God
 
    
 
    
 
   Zander reined in his undead steed and sent out a mental impulse telling his army to stop. Lake Eardon lay before them, and beyond, Belldon Island could be seen like a speck on the horizon. The city of Orenden waited for his hordes at the foot of the rolling foothills.
 
   The day was bright and sunny, with not a cloud in the sky. However, the swirling mists that followed Zander and his army would soon change that. Already, they were snaking their way down through the foothills to choke the city below.
 
   With a mental impulse, he ordered his hordes to spread out and take the city from all directions. The undead humans, vicious green-eyed draggard, and gargantuan, lumbering dwargon raged and howled, and charged down from the foothills like an avalanche.
 
   The warning bells sounded in the city. Men scrambled up to the battlements and took their positions. Zander grinned. His conquest of Shierdon was almost complete.
 
   Within hours, the city had been taken. He had ordered the undead to kill only the soldiers. Everyone else was to be brought to the city square so that he might address them as their king. He rode through the streets with his escort of death knights and personal guards, and smiled down on the petrified faces of those humans still being ushered to the city square. The undead created a path for him through the huddled masses and he rode through to the high podium at the center.
 
   The crowd was a mass of mewling women and stone-faced men staring at him with eyes of hatred. Terrified children clung to their mothers like driftwood in stormy seas, their faces buried and bodies shuddering with the remnants of terror.
 
   Zander took the steps to the high podium with his death knight Rezzar and mentally commanded the lich to speak his words. The people had not earned the right to be addressed directly by their new king.
 
   “People of Orenden!” said Rezzar in two voices, one his own, the other a hissing, metallic grating. “Bow before your new king and swear fealty to him now and forever.”
 
   The crowd fell deathly silent, and soon people began to fall to their knees. Of course, there were a few brave souls who stood defiantly, jaws set firm, and hate-filled eyes resolute in their determination.
 
   Zander grinned wide.
 
   He mentally commanded his undead soldiers to weed out the malcontents. Cries rose up in the crowd as the undead soldiers dispatched of the rebels swiftly and brutally. People cried to the heavens, begging their gods to intervene—none of the gods answered their pleas.
 
   The bodies of the dead were dragged before Zander and laid at his feet. The lich extended a hand to the crowd. “Behold, your new king. Your new god. He shall answer your prayers.”
 
   Zander summoned the power of the dark lord’s spirit and raised the dead as one. Forty corpses rose to their feet and looked upon the crowd with eyes of brilliant green.
 
   “Our lord can save you from death. While your gods are silent, he speaks with not only words but actions as well. Behold your new god!”
 
   The people cowered and quivered on the ground. Heads bowed one and all. Children were covered by their parents, nearly suffocated to keep them quiet for fear of what they might be made into should they gain any attention.
 
   Zander looked out over his new followers and opened his arms wide. “Follow me, and you shall have no reason to fear death. For I shall sweep across this land and liberate all the world. None shall stand before me. I am the father of death, and there is no god but me!”
 
    
 
   The people were ordered to ready the fleet of fishing vessels, and by nightfall the boats full of undead descended on Belldon Island. The battle for Belldon was a sorry affair. The humans were hopelessly outnumbered. Within an hour of landing, the undead had torn through the castle gates.
 
   Zander walked with his escort of death knights through the great room and straight to the king’s audience chamber. The dark elf Travvikonis who had been impersonating King Ainamaf, sat upon the throne waiting patiently. He had no guards near. Indeed, he was the only one in the chamber.
 
   “King Ainamaf. Or should I call you Travvikonis?” Zander asked as he stopped to stand before the throne.
 
   “Zander, it has been a long time…”
 
   “Indeed.”
 
   Travvikonis rose from his throne and walked down the steps to stand before the necromancer. He eyed the lichs with curiosity. “Orna Catorna is lost to us…yet…you retain the power of necromancy.”
 
   “My power grows with every passing moment. With every soul I obtain, I become stronger. Soon I will challenge the goddess.”
 
   “Kellallea,” Travvikonis whispered. “The Mother of Taking.”
 
   “Call her what you will. I will see her pay for what she has done to our people. I will defeat her, and return to the dark elves that which was stolen.”
 
   Travvikonis looked to Zander with eyes of longing—for the power that he had once had, for a chance to once again take his true form. He dropped to his knees and bowed before the necromancer. “I am your humble servant. Do with me as you will.”
 
   Zander grabbed him by the hair and yanked it back. He unsheathed a thin dagger and slit his neck in one fluid motion. Travvikonis gasped and tried to stifle the flow as his life blood poured freely, turning his once brilliant white robes scarlet.
 
   Zander held him firm as he bled out. “Tonight you shall be reborn.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 47
 
   Brinn
 
    
 
    
 
   On the third day of the march toward Brinn, while the army was camped for the night in a large field, Kellallea appeared to Whill once more.
 
   “Hello, my champion,” she said.
 
   He jumped in his seat when she spoke, trying to contain his surprise. Her smiling eyes told him that he was failing.
 
   “Lady Kellallea…”
 
   “You call me ‘lady’, but I am now a goddess.”
 
   Whill waited.
 
   She eyed him with amusement, and he did his best to give her nothing.
 
   “Might I offer my deepest congratulations on the news of Avriel’s pregnancy?” she said.
 
   Whill flexed his jaw and felt his face flush. Still he waited.
 
   “Unless I am mistaken, the child will be the first of its kind...”
 
   “Whatever interest you have in me, leave the child out of it,” said Whill, finally unable to contain himself.
 
   She looked hurt. “You think that I would threaten your child? Why do you have such a lowly opinion of me?”
 
   “Because you allowed the near genocide of your entire people in order to attain your station. Please, I tire of your games. Be blunt or be gone. I have a country to put back together.”
 
   Anger flashed in her eyes for a fleeting moment and was gone. “You needn’t do it alone.”
 
   “Nothing is stopping you from helping. Your people are dying. The elders…some thousands of years old. The queen herself. And you are doing nothing to stop it.”
 
   “It is the price of life. Everyone dies. Should a parent guide their children through all the obstacles of life? What, then, would they learn for themselves?”
 
   “There is a difference between nurturing and abandonment,” said Whill.
 
   “Yes, there is.” She strode around the desk and moved behind him.
 
   Whill felt her soothing hands on his shoulders. “I am prepared to nurture.”
 
   “What do you want from me?”
 
   Her soft breath brushed the nape of his neck. “I would see you become what you truly are. You could become the greatest king who ever lived. You could usher in a new age for the people of Agora. I said that I would bestow my gifts upon those who had proven themselves. You ask me why you must swear fealty to me, and I answer thusly: I will never again leave unchecked such great power. A rise like Eadon’s must never happen. IF you are to usher in a new age, then I must have your utter loyalty.”
 
   “Magic, and the hearts of men, are not things that can be tamed,” said Whill. “If magic returns to the world, there can be no guarantee it will not be used for evil pursuits.”
 
   Her fingers slid slowly from his shoulders and she was standing before him once again. “You sound as though you do not think magic should be given back to the people.”
 
   “Why didn’t you just take from the dark elves? Why have you punished the elves of the sun?” Whill asked.
 
   “I have saved them from annihi—.”
 
   “I saved them from annihilation. You took their power as your own so that you might ascend to the heavens. In your greed, you took it all.”
 
   She said nothing, only stared at him with eyes of sparkling light.
 
   “Was it worth it? Did you find a place among the gods as you had hoped?” said Whill.
 
   Kellallea turned from him. “I cannot speak of such things.”
 
   “You didn’t find anything…did you? There are no gods.”
 
   “One stands before you,” said Kellallea.
 
   “And she, too, remains silent to her people.”
 
   She turned on him angrily. “You judge me, yet you know nothing of what you speak!”
 
   “It doesn’t take ancient wisdom to recognize hypocrisy.”
 
   She floated toward him with a dangerous light in her eyes. “A time will come when you will beg for my help.”
 
   He stared at her defiantly, fighting the mesmerizing effect of her stormy gaze. “If that time comes, I would expect you to repay your debt to me.”
 
   Her face flared with fury and her body glowed brightly, and just as quickly she was gone.
 
   Whill let out a pent-up breath and rubbed his beard. He stood there for a long time, contemplating the wisdom of his constant defiance.
 
    
 
   The next afternoon, they arrived outside of Brinn. The land forces that Whill had sent from Del’Oradon had made camp in a large field a mile south of the city. Morning cook fires carried the scent of ham and gruel. Men huddling beside them stood quickly and saluted their king smartly.
 
   Whill was led to General Justice Walker’s tent and greeted the man with a firm handshake.
 
   “Sire,” Walker said with a small bow.
 
   “General Walker, good to see you.”
 
   The general offered him a chair at the small table set at the center of the tent. A map of northern Uthen-Arden and southern Shierdon sat on the table, and Walker’s troops were marked by a dozen model soldiers just south of Brinn. Across the border, on the island of Belldon, a dozen blue model soldiers marked their numbers.
 
   “Care for a drink?” Justice asked.
 
   “Just water,” said Whill. “Have you had contact with Clifton McKinnon?”
 
   Justice smirked and placed the glass on the table. “That one’s a character. He says that he is very interested in meeting you. I assume word has reached him of your offer to Merek Carac. He will bend easily, I believe.”
 
   “What have you learned of the goings on in Shierdon?”
 
   A dark shadow fell over the usually-cheery young man’s face.
 
   “Bring the girl,” he told the guard. “They found her in a destroyed village five miles west of Lake Eardon. For two days she would not speak.”
 
   The tent flap opened and a soldier escorted a young girl with big, frightened eyes. She let herself be brought before Whill and stood obediently, staring at the ground. She looked to be nine or ten.
 
   “Jules, this is Whillhelm Warcrown, king of Uthen-Arden,” said Justice.
 
   She regarded Whill sheepishly, meeting his eyes for but a moment.
 
   Whill bent down to her level.
 
   “Hello, Jules. You’ve a beautiful name. I’ve a dwarven friend who would like it very much,” said Whill.
 
   Jules bowed her head.
 
   “Can you tell me what happened to your village?” he asked gently.
 
   The girl began to shake. Her hands were squeezed together so tightly that they were white as bone. Tears welled in her eyes and she looked as though she wanted to run away.
 
   Whill took her cold hands in his. “Have you ever heard about me?” he asked.
 
   She nodded.
 
   “What have you heard?”
 
   “You…you’re a magic man.”
 
   Whill gave a small laugh. “I am also king. I want to help. There are other little girls and boys out there in villages just like yours. Whatever happened to your village could happen to them as well. But you can help. If you tell me what you saw.”
 
   Jules’s eyes went wide and she trembled. Her voice was but a whisper. “Monsters came from the woods.”
 
   “What kind of monsters?”
 
   “Monsters with green eyes. Some were like dragons, others were people. They hurt everybody. They hurt Momma and Papa, made their eyes turn green, too, and they tried to hurt me.”
 
   “Did you see how their eyes turned green?”
 
   “Loud voice woke them up.”
 
   “Did you see who spoke?”
 
   The girl’s lips began to tremble and she shook her head frantically. Whill pulled her in and held her tight as she shuddered. “You are a very brave little girl. Thank you.”
 
   She was led out of the tent and Whill regarded the map. General Walker pointed out small villages all along Shierdon’s southern border. “The scouts that return have reported finding entire villages seemingly abandoned. There are signs of battle everywhere, but no bodies, living or dead. Not a man, woman, or child. No horses or livestock, either.”
 
   “An army of undead,” Whill sighed. “How could the necromancer have taken the entire kingdom? What of Belldon Island?”
 
   “We haven’t been able to get anyone across the lake.”
 
   “Undead?” Whill asked.
 
   “No, Shierdon fleets. By all indications this horde has not yet reached the island.”
 
   A chill swept down Whill’s back. Things were worse than he had imagined. If northern Uthen-Arden fell to the undead, there would be no stopping them from infecting the entire kingdom. But how could they fight against such a foe?
 
    
 
   Later that night, Whill and his escort of knights, along with Tyrron, rode into the city to meet with Clifton McKinnon. They were allowed through the high gates without incident, and led through the city to a fortress high upon a rocky bluff overlooking the distant lake. Like Breggard, Brinn had been heavily fortified over the winter months.
 
   Clifton McKinnon was waiting for them in his audience chamber. Instead of a throne, the man sat with his commanders at a large round table set for dinner. When Whill was announced, the gathered men rose from their chairs.
 
   A tall man, whose face was weathered from years on the open waters, strode forth to meet him. “King Warcrown. It is good to finally meet you. I am Clifton McKinnon.”
 
   “Lord McKinnon,” said Whill, shaking the man’s hand.
 
   “Please, come, join in our humble dinner. We have much to discuss.”
 
   Whill and Tyrron joined them at the table and accepted foaming mugs of beer. “I assume you have heard from Merek Carac?” said Whill.
 
   “Indeed, I have,” said McKinnon. “Have you come to make me a similar offer?”
 
   “I am impressed with both of you. The crown acknowledges all that you have done for northern Uthen-Arden. As such, you will be pardoned for your traitorous claims of kingship over Brinn, and will be made governor of all lands within fifty miles of your fair city. There are dark tidings from Shierdon, and I need strong leaders to hold the border.”
 
   McKinnon offered him a gracious nod. “I thank you, sire, and accept your offer. But I am startled by your accusations, and would clear the air if I might. I have never claimed to be a king. It is the people who have tried to appoint me.”
 
   “Yes, I have heard the same from Carac,” said Whill.
 
   “You must understand. After the war ended, the land was in chaos. We did what needed to be done.”
 
   “I understand, and again, you have done well. Let us move on to more important issues. We believe that a dark-elf necromancer has taken control of Shierdon. I believe the undead forces will soon move south. Brinn will be the first city to be attacked. The women and children must be evacuated. They will be brought to Locknar by way of Eardon River. Effective immediately, this city is under the control of the Uthen-Arden army.”
 
   McKinnon looked to his commanders and nodded. “We are honored, sire.”
 
   “How many men do you have?”
 
   “Ten thousand. Five here in the city. Twenty-five hundred to the east and west, watching the border.”
 
   “From this moment forth they are under the command of General Justice Walker and hereby appointed guardians of the north.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 48
 
   Lake of Fire
 
    
 
    
 
   Helzendar huffed along behind General Hammerfell, trying to keep up. The fire mountain loomed in the distance, and dragons could be seen flying circles around the shattered peak. The dwarves had gone unnoticed beneath the dense jungle canopy, and two hours after landing they came upon the wide mouth of a dark cave.
 
   The general held up a fist and everyone fell in line behind. He motioned for two dwarves to take the lead, and they disappeared inside. The cave entrance and tunnel beyond had been created by dragon fire; its mouth and walls were blackened and melted, and Helzendar could just imagine some giant dragon blasting the stone with its fiery breath until it had burrowed deep.
 
   The scouts returned and reported the way clear, and the dwarves hurried on into the darkness. The tunnel beyond the mouth proved wide enough to allow five dwarves abreast, with arched ceilings littered with dangling roots. The tunnel went on for what seemed like miles before branching off in three different directions. General Hammerfell stopped and informed the dwarves to break into their three rowing groups, one he sent left, the other straight, and his own group he led on through the tunnel to the right. Again the cave veered off, but they kept on through toward the heart of the mountain.
 
   A soft orange glow began in the distance, and soon they came to a wide opening. Helzendar peered beyond the general to the cavern beyond. It was vast, with a large lake of lava at the center. Around its stony shores, dragons lay about like lizards bathing in the afternoon sun.
 
   “Now’s the time, boys. Bombers at the ready. When I give the word, give ‘em hells,” said the General.
 
   Helzendar gripped his shield and dragonlance tightly. His heart thudded in his chest so loudly that he thought the beasts must be able to hear it.
 
   Five of the bombers moved to the front of the group on Orrin’s command and lit small torches. He counted down from five, and on his mark the bombers went running into the cavern. Helzendar watched with growing excitement. The closest dragon was less than twenty yards away, curled up beside the steaming lake. Two of the dwarves charged for it. The dragon turned, alert to the danger, but it was too late. The lead dwarf gave a cry and leaped from the nearest stone and flew through the air. The beast gave a roar as the flying dwarf landed on its back and ignited his pack.
 
   The explosion was followed by another as the other dwarf’s pack went up as well. The dwarves dove for cover as flames blew into the tunnel and hundreds of steel balls exploded in every direction.
 
   “Charge!” Orrin screamed.
 
   The sound of furious dragons echoed through the chamber as the group charged through the thick black smoke. Helzendar followed the fearless general to the right. All that was left of the dragon and bombers was a pile of charred gore and bones. Three dragons leapt into the air and flew toward the approaching dwarves. One of the other bombers running ahead was consumed in flame and exploded when the fires ignited his pack.
 
   A small red dragon flew toward Helzendar’s group and the general stopped and yelled “Fire!”
 
   Helzendar leveled his dragonlance on his shoulder and timed the throw.
 
   General Hammerfell let loose a giant arrow from his massive crossbow, which shot through the air and took the approaching beast in the shoulder. Helzendar heaved his spear with everything he had, managing to hit it in the wing. The dragon went down in a shower of flame, riddled by crossbow bolts and lances, and landed among the crazed dwarves. They leapt on top of it and hacked and stabbed with maniacal glee.
 
   Helzendar pulled the lance free with wide eyes of bloodlust. Du’Ren charged past him in his big metal suit as another dragon flew low across the shore. Another barrage of crossbow bolts was released, riddling the flying dragon. Du’Ren’s long blades gleamed in the lava glow as he ran up a stone formation and leapt, colliding with the beast in midair and riding it to the ground, stabbing wildly.
 
   On the other side of the lake a big black dragon twice the size of any of the others had bathed that group in flames. Giant crossbows twanged, and lances soared through the air, sending it careening into the molten lava.
 
   The chamber was clear, but the sounds of approaching dragons echoed from all directions.
 
   “Cover them tunnels!” Orrin roared, pointing at the other three entrances leading to the cavern.
 
   Bombers charged ahead of the groups and ran down the tunnels, singing to the glory of the gods. There were six consecutive explosions and the many tunnels spewed forth dragon fire. The dwarves gave a collective cheer and took positions at the mouths of the caves, hell-bent on sharing in the glory.
 
   Helzendar joined the general behind a large stone to the side of one of the tunnels. A roar shook the cavern and dragon fire spewed forth, followed by a thunderous crashing. A big white dragon emerged from the tunnel and bathed the shore in flame.
 
   Twang, twang, twang, the general’s crossbow sang as the dragon flew overhead. The thick scales deflected two of the bolts, but one made it through a crease in the neck. Undeterred, the dragon came down on two of the dwarves at the back of the group. One of them carried a bomb pack, and when the dwarf beside him was bitten in half by the massive jaws of the roaring dragon, he ignited his pack and exploded in a ball of fire. The dragon was thrown back against the side of the cavern and fell dead to the jagged stalagmites below.
 
   Dragons poured into the cavern and soon Helzendar lost count as the battle raged all along the wide shore. They needed to somehow block the other passages so that they could focus their efforts on only one.
 
   “I can close up the tunnels so we can converge on one!” he said to Orrin. The general was reloading his six-arrowed crossbow and nodded.
 
   “Go on, then.”
 
   Helzendar put down his shield and focused his will on a long stalactite hanging down from the high ceiling. He reached out his hands and jerked them to the side with a cry, snapping the stalactite near its base. He gave a groan as it fell but held firm, and twisted it sideways before giving it a great heave. The mass of stone crashed into the tunnel and blocked it like a giant cork.
 
   The dwarves gave a cheer as Helzendar wavered.
 
   “On to the center tunnel!” the general cried. “Ye think ye can do that again? Block that other tunnel?” he asked Helzendar.
 
   “I can try!”
 
   “Right, then,” Orrin called out to all nearby. “Protect the prince at all costs!”
 
   Helzendar was surrounded by a shell of dwarven shields. He focused his intent on one of the hanging stalactites and prayed to Ky’Dren to give him strength. With a heave he snapped it from its mooring and guided it as it fell through the air toward the tunnel. It crashed in place just as a dragon was coming out, and crushed the beast with a booming retort.
 
   His vision blurred and his hearing went dull. A dragon bathed the group in fire and he was thrown down beneath the shields. Like a waiting turtle they endured the blast and emerged with a collective cry, throwing lances and shooting crossbows in the dragon’s wake.
 
   “Surround the last tunnel!” Orrin yelled. He helped Helzendar to his feet once more and got under an arm.
 
   Helzendar bent and vomited as he was being pulled along. All the while he prayed to Ky’Dren and the gods for the power to go on.
 
   “Bombers into the tunnels!” said the general. He led Helzendar to an outcropping of rock against the edge of the cavern beside the last tunnel. “Ye just sit tight for a bit. Regain yer strength.”
 
   Helzendar didn’t object. He looked out over the molten lake. Nearly a dozen dead dragons and more than twenty dwarves littered the smooth banks. Another boom echoed through the tunnel—one of the bombers had gone on to the mountain of the gods.
 
   The molten lake gave him an idea. He remembered the tales of his father’s battle with the dragons on this very island. He had used his power over stone to command the burning lava. Helzendar regretted moving the massive stalactites now; he should have saved his energy. Moving the lava would be less strenuous and just as effective.
 
   Another explosion rocked the tunnel and the cry of a dragon came with it. The dwarves hid behind rocks and stacked shields, leveling crossbows and lances on the tunnel. Du’Ren strode over to Helzendar in his cumbersome metal armor. It was dinged and dented, and his twin blades were red with the blood of dragons.
 
   “Glory be to the dwarves ‘o Ro’Sar this day!” he said with a grin.
 
   “Glory be,” said Helzendar.
 
   A roar tore through the tunnel and a sleek blue dragon emerged with a fury of dragonsbreath into a volley of arrows. Another followed close behind and tore into the dwarven ranks and tossed them aside like children. Du’Ren gave a growl and charged out from behind the stone. Helzendar had no sooner peeked his head over when Du’Ren came flying back over top.
 
   Yet another dragon emerged from the tunnel to join in the fray. Another bomber exploded, taking not only the dragon, but other dwarves as well. The blue that had first flown into the cavern circled around and came at their backs. Helzendar set his jaw and reached out to the nearby lava. He focused on an area by the shore and lifted his hand. A long arm of molten stone rose up from the lake and slammed into the dragon as it flew across. Helzendar cried the name of the many gods and clenched his fist, causing the lava to pull the screaming blue down into its molten depths.
 
   The dwarves had killed the others, but their numbers were dangerously thinning. Glancing around, Helzendar only counted ten. He stood there panting. The chamber was suddenly deathly quiet, and no dragons came crashing through the remaining tunnel.
 
   The general ordered all hands to the mouth to secure it and went about with Helzendar to check on the injured. There were many lying about, some praying to the gods, others groaning against the terrible pain of their burns.
 
   Helzendar came upon one who was burned beyond recognition, but he knew him by the voice.
 
   “Aye, me prince…”
 
   “Du’Ren?” Helzendar slowly approached, not wanting it to be true.
 
   A charred hand quivered in the air, beckoning to him. Du’Ren’s thick armor was battered and blackened. His helm was gone, and his breastplate had three long gashes, as though a dragon’s talon had torn through it with one terrible swipe. His left arm had been bitten off at the elbow, and the dragon fire had left his face blistered and bubbling.
 
   “Me prince…”
 
   Helzendar fell to the stone beside him. He wanted to take his hand—he wanted to comfort him somehow—but there was no hope for the dwarf. Du’Ren turned his head in Helzendar’s direction, milky white eyes searching blindly. His hair was all burned away, as was his once proud beard. Only half an ear remained on the right side.
 
   “Help me to the mountain o’ the gods, me prince.” A quivering hand reached for a long sheath at his side. The leather was blackened like the rest of him, but Helzendar could see the bone hilt of a dagger.
 
   Helzendar swallowed down his emotion and put a hand to his friend’s shoulder. With the other hand he unsheathed the long curving dagger.
 
   Du’Ren choked and gasped, and spasms shook his body.
 
   For a moment Helzendar thought that Du’Ren would die then, and was ashamed to feel relief. The old dwarf coughed blood and struggled against the pain, and charred hand grabbed Helzendar’s wrist.
 
   “Send me on me way, me prince…”
 
   Helzendar swallowed hard, but the lump in his throat only swelled.
 
   “It be a merciful thing.” The general walked up to them and regarded Du’Ren with a frown. “Could take hours for him to die. Mind ye be quick about it.” He looked to Du’Ren once more and slammed a fist to his chest. “See ye in the mountain o’ the gods. Have a beer ready for me.”
 
   Helzendar watched him go, wishing that he would do it instead. How could he kill a dwarf? Du’Ren gripped his wrist tight and pulled the dagger toward his neck.
 
   “Make it…swift, lad. Send me on…to…the mountain…”
 
   Helzendar felt his tears break. Du’Ren used what strength he had to push the tip of the dagger against his jugular. Helzendar held the handle. He needed only give it one strong push and it would be over. Milky, unseeing eyes searched for him and the charred hand shook with the effort to push the dagger. A growl escaped the burned throat.
 
   “DO IT!”
 
   Helzendar gave a tortured cry and turned his head as he pushed hard and quick, and held the dagger firm against Du’Ren’s convulsions. He held his eyes closed tight, but his ears he could not cover. The death gasps of the old dwarf tore at his heart.
 
   “I’m sorry…I’m sorry…”
 
   When the shaking stopped, and the last gurgled gasp escaped the old dwarf, Helzendar rose from the corpse without looking at him. His shuddering breath came in stubborn gasps, his mind raced with horrible thoughts and images, and his rage boiled inside him so keenly that his body shook with the pent up energy.
 
   He looked around for something to quench his fury. The corpse of a black dragon caught his eye and he stormed toward it. He took his father’s twin axes from their back straps and leaped up onto the wide chest of the dead beast. With a cry of rage he chopped into the thick scales, cracking one. He swung again and again, focusing all his rage and sorrow into the work. He chipped the scales away and got to the meat below. When the blood began to spatter his face, he went into a frenzy, hacking away maniacally, screaming obscenities and curses at the dragons. When he hit bone, he kept at it.
 
   He chopped through the breastbone methodically and it snapped apart with the final blow. Helzendar cut his way deeper and deeper still, until finally he found the giant heart. He had thought to tear it out, but it was the size of a keg. Instead, he chopped off a large chunk and dropped his axes and raised his prize high into the air.
 
   When he turned around, he found all the dwarves standing beside the corpse and staring up at him. He squeezed the piece of dragon heart, letting the blood run down his arms and over his body.
 
   “I swear by the gods and Ky’Dren, I’ll kill every last one o’ them!”
 
   The dwarves gave a collective cheer. Helzendar grinned down on them with wild eyes. He lifted the heart to his mouth and tore off a big chunk and swallowed it down. The dwarves howled and cheered their mighty prince.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 49
 
   An Act of War
 
    
 
    
 
   The ocean raced by below.
 
   Roakore gripped the saddle horn in one hand and the reins in the other. His mind was bent on one thing: finding his son before it was too late. He cursed Helzendar’s stupidity, and at the same time he admired his courage. He was proud—though the lad would get a flogging for it.
 
   If he came out alive…
 
   How long had it been since the five hundred left? More than twenty-four hours? The sun would soon rise and would take away any hope for stealth that he had.
 
   Roakore felt sick, and it had nothing to do with the flying—he had gotten used to that after the first flight. Rarely had he been so worried about one of his children. He had so many, it was hard just keeping their names straight.
 
   When his people were driven out of the Ro’Sar Mountains twenty-one years prior, the surviving males had taken many wives from the neighboring mountains to replenish the clan. Roakore had taken over twenty. In two decades, the women had given him over two hundred children.
 
   Helzendar had always been special to him. Perhaps it was because his mother was his favorite. They had four other children together, all girls, and a son had died before he reached his first year. There were others who might one day make a good fit for the throne, but Helzendar was the brightest, and the most skilled stone mover. He had befriended Tarren quickly, and had seen the wider world; as opposed to his siblings, who hadn’t ventured much outside of Ky’Dren or Ro’Sar. Indeed, many of them had never been to the Elgar Mountains.
 
   I need to spend more time with me family, big as it is. Ain’t no excuse. They need to see their father. Runnin’ around, questin’ with elves and humans, getting’ meself in all kinds o’ trouble. It ain’t no good for me and it ain’t no good for me kingdom. I keep at it drinkin’ and fightin’ like I do, I’ll have one o’ the shortest reigns in dwarf history.
 
   Roakore had a lot of time to think on that long flight, and he listened to his heart. It spoke of family and duty, it also spoke of conquest, of rediscovered mountains… His secret dream was to one day return to Ky’Dren’s home mountain in Drindellia, the one taken by a dragon migration so many millennia ago. If he could rebuild the mountain with a great migration of dwarves, he would be known as the greatest dwarven king save Ky’Dren himself.
 
    
 
   Helzendar hacked at the dragon’s horn with one last mighty blow and it finally snapped off and fell to the floor. He climbed down and took up the horn, which was as long as his arm from elbow to fingertip—it would make a fine gift for his mother.
 
   General Hammerfell nodded respectfully at him. “Me prince, scouts return with good tidings. There be a nest down that tunnel. I knew they be guardin’ somethin’ in there. They say there be hundreds o’ dragon eggs inside.”
 
   Helzendar studied the dwarf. Was he looking to him for orders? He glanced around at the others, who waited with the same obedient anticipation. He stuffed the horn under his belt and straightened. “Then let’s have us an egg hunt!”
 
   The dwarves gave a cheer and Helzendar grinned wide.
 
   “To the nest!” the general bellowed.
 
    
 
   They charged through the tunnel, following the scout who had found the chamber. He turned back with a wide smile. “It be just around this corner!”
 
   A belch of flame suddenly consumed him, and the dwarves all dropped to the ground as fire filled the tunnel momentarily. One of the two remaining bombers leaped to his feet and charged into the chamber. A loud explosion marked his demise.
 
   “Charge!” cried the general.
 
   Helzendar charged through into the chamber behind the general. The cavern was immense, and filled with stalactites and stalagmites, some of which connected to form large columns. With one quick glance he counted two dragons, and noticed the hundreds of eggs.
 
   The dragons attacked, but the dwarves would not relent. The sight of the eggs had thrown them over the brink. When the fires died down, only two remained besides Helzendar and General Hammerfell.
 
   “Destroy as many eggs as you can!” the general ordered.
 
   The eggs were a multitude of colors, and larger than Helzendar would have guessed. About the size of a keg, the multicolored eggs sparkled like jewels against the glowing moss that lined the walls and ceiling of the cavern.
 
   He took one up, barely able to get his arms around it, and brought it to his shoulder. With all his might, he slammed it down on the rocky floor as hard as he could and was rewarded with a satisfying crack. Thick yellow ooze poured out of it. The others were smashing them with war hammers and axes, but the going was slow; the eggs were too tough. They needed to break them all—and quickly, before more dragons came.
 
   There was no need to hold anything back now. They would likely never make it out alive. Helzendar lifted his hands to the ceiling and began mentally snapping the smaller stalactites. They came crashing down on the eggs with a boom. He ignored his fatigue and continued through the chamber, crashing the formations down on the hideous eggs.
 
   Before he had destroyed half of them, a great many roaring voices shook the cavern. The dragons were coming.
 
   Helzendar braced himself, summoning what he had left for one last stand.
 
   “Helzendar, fall back!” the general yelled, running toward him.
 
   “We kill ‘em all.”
 
   “Aye,” said Orrin. “Which means livin’ to come back. We head for the tunnels and regroup.”
 
   “I ain’t retreatin’,” said Helzendar.
 
   The general’s nostrils flared, and he gave a resigned sigh. “Ye be spent. We all be spent. But ain’t nobody retreatin’.”
 
   Helzendar eyed him. The general was right. He didn’t have much left. His head ached terribly, and every muscle in his body screamed. He looked once more to the far end of the chamber and ground his teeth.
 
   “Fine, lead the way.”
 
   They hurried to the tunnel they had come from. Behind them, the furious cries of those dragons just entering the cavern followed. But they made it without being seen, and ran as fast as their tired bodies would allow.
 
    
 
   “Ancient One, dwarves have landed upon our shores!”
 
   Reshikk rose from the nest of the purring female. “Their numbers?”
 
   “Five ships, from all directions,” said the White.
 
   With a growl, Reshikk stormed through the tunnel and flew up to the ridge of the volcano. He looked out over the island, seeing the many dragons already searching the land. The entire island lay before him, and he saw the ships burning on the coast. He gave a great roar that echoed for miles.
 
   To the north, the dragons were converging. He looked closer and thought that he saw the tiny forms of the pitiful dwarves. He leaped from the rim and pumped his great wings, riding the currents. When he got closer, he saw the dragons fighting their way in to a cave.
 
   He dove hard, coming straight at the mouth of the cave. Dwarves stood side by side behind a wall of shields, and behind them dozens of others shot off round after round of large metal arrows from strange weapons. Reshikk timed his landing for the volley that riddled a careless blue dragon. He landed in the midst of the attack, directly in front of the mouth of the cave and covered the shields and dwarves beyond with acid.
 
   The cries of the invaders was glorious to behold. The acid burned through metal and bone, leaving the dwarves screaming in pain and horror. The twang of many bows sounded, and the metal bolts hit his thick scales, yet they did not penetrate the armor. He bathed the tunnel entrance in a long breath of flame, leaving the dwarves and their pathetic armor melted into one great smoldering heap of metal and bone.
 
   “I am the end!” He stalked forward and belched flame and acid once more. “I am death, I am destruction. Come to me, dwarves! Taste my acid venom, feel my burning fire. Your spears cannot penetrate my hide! I am death!”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 50
 
   The Exodus Begins
 
    
 
    
 
   Zerafin watched with mixed emotions as the coast of Elladrindellia disappeared on the western horizon. He turned his attention east toward faraway Drindellia, the homeland. The fleet carried more than a thousand elders and twice as many others who wanted to be a part of the first colony.
 
   He was eager to once again see the homeland, perhaps too eager. He had left his people during a dangerous time. The Old Ardenians were a constant threat. And with word of dragons brewing in the west, and the necromancer wreaking havoc in the north, his people needed him now more than ever. He tried to tell himself that they would be in good hands under the command of Avriel and the council of elders, but still he felt as though he were abandoning them.
 
   Zerafin reminded himself that what he was doing was for the good of all sun elves. He would be remembered for all of elven history as the king who had returned. But what if he came back to Agora to find Elladrindellia in ruin? What if the necromancer’s hordes spread all the way to the elven lands to the south?
 
   He kept faith that Kellallea had not truly abandoned them. In the end, she would watch over her people, and ensure that they thrived.
 
    
 
   The fleet disappeared beyond the horizon and Avriel wiped her wet cheeks. She had said goodbye to her mother for the last time. Araveal had seemed content, which had made it easier. Still, Avriel felt as though her heart had been torn out. Her mother had been a constant in her life that she didn’t know how to live without. She had always been so strong, and never one to fall to the whims of despair. When a problem arose, no matter how severe or seemingly impossible, Araveal had always met it with grim determination. Through the darkest of days she remained steadfast and resolute, even at the end. Under her rule, the elves had built a new home for themselves and thrived for hundreds of years. Even through the loss of the homeland and her beloved husband, the queen had been like a rock for the elves.
 
   Avriel hoped that she could be even half the woman her mother was.
 
   The news that she would rule in Zerafin’s stead had shocked her. How could she rule her people when in her heart she wanted to leave Agora and rediscover the homeland with the others? And what would happen when people began to notice her condition?
 
   Never had she been so unsure of the future. The feeling scared her. She had felt so helpless since the Taking. Not only had she lost her ability to perform Orna Catorna, but with it had gone a piece of herself as well. For hundreds of years she had studied the arts. And for what? Now the knowledge was lost to her. Gone like the memories of a love shared with Whill. So much had changed. Avriel no longer knew who she was.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 51
 
   Necromancer of the North
 
    
 
    
 
   Zander uncovered the large green gem and set his hand upon its chiseled surface. He closed his eyes and focused on the gem’s twin. Within minutes, he felt his servant answer the call. Through the contact, he spoke to the man’s mind.
 
   “My lord,” said Clifton McKinnon.
 
   “Has the king arrived?”
 
   “Yes, my lord. As expected, Whillhelm Warcrown has come to Brinn. I have only just met with him.”
 
   “What does he know?”
 
   “He is aware of your army having taken the north. And believes Travvikonis to still rule Belldon Island. He thinks that he can hold the border.”
 
   “You have done well, Lord McKinnon, deliver him to me and I shall spare your city, and you shall be king of all the north under me.”
 
   There was a pause, and Zander waited patiently. He knew that McKinnon had his reservations, but he was a smart man, and knew that if he did not comply Zander’s undead hordes would destroy Brinn.
 
   “What would you have me do?”
 
    
 
   “Sire, Lord McKinnon has summoned you to the castle. He says that it is urgent,” said the messenger.
 
   Whill looked to Tyrron, who seemed troubled.
 
   “What is this regarding?”
 
   “It was not said, sire, only that it is urgent.”
 
   “Very well, have my horse prepared.”
 
   The man left and Tyrron looked to him with concern. “If it is so urgent, why not come to you?”
 
   “You think he’s up to something?”
 
   “I don’t like it.”
 
   Whill waited for an elaboration, but Tyrron only offered him a furled brow.
 
   “Peace has been made with the man. He has accepted my offer. What are you worried about?” Whill asked.
 
   “Just a feeling, sire.”
 
   “Bring as many guards as you see fit, then.”
 
    
 
   Tyrron saw fit to have fifty soldiers escort Whill to the fortress. When they arrived, a guard informed them that Lord McKinnon was waiting for him in his highest tower. Whill assumed that the man wanted to show him something of interest that could only be seen from the high perch. As a precaution, Tyrron motioned for half a dozen guards to follow them up the wide, winding stair.
 
   Whill eyed his friend with a small laugh. “When did you become so paranoid?”
 
   “When I swore to protect the most revered man in all of Agora.”
 
   The guard stopped on the landing at the top of the tower and opened the big wooden door. “Lord McKinnon awaits, sire.”
 
   Whill offered the man a nod and strode into the room with Tyrron following close behind. Lord McKinnon was standing at the other end of the wide tower, looking out the window.
 
   “Take them,” he said lazily.
 
   Tyrron’s blade came clean of its sheath and the door slammed shut behind them. Whill turned with a jerk and unsheathed his sword as well. Behind them, on each side of the doorway in recesses built into the alcove, the drapery was thrown aside and six armored guards leveled crossbows on them. From outside, Whill’s guards pounded on the doors and commanded them opened.
 
   “Drop your weapons,” said McKinnon.
 
   Tyrron stood between Whill and the soldiers defensively.
 
   “Are you mad?” Whill asked, noting that there was no one between him and McKinnon.
 
   The lord turned from the window and regarded him with wry grin. “Drop your weapons.”
 
   A storm of heavy boots sounded outside the door. Crossbows twanged, and the cries of Whill’s soldiers rang out as they engaged McKinnon’s men.
 
   Whill’s anger flared and he charged across the room, pulling back his father’s sword with a cry.
 
   Tyrron called out in alarm and rushed the crossbowmen.
 
   One of them fired just before Whill reached the startled lord, and Whill felt a hot pain shoot through his back. He staggered—his legs suddenly useless—and fell to the floor at McKinnon’s feet. He could hear Tyrron battling the guards behind him.
 
   Whill clawed his way toward McKinnon and grabbed ahold of his leg. He lifted his sword from the floor only to have it kicked away by a rushing guard who pinned him down. His head was turned to the door, and he gave a strangled cry when he saw Tyrron lying on the floor in a pool of blood with six darts protruding from his body.
 
   “No!” he cried as the guards stabbed Tyrron repeatedly to ensure he was dead.
 
   “Idiots! I said that the king was not to be harmed!” McKinnon yelled, bending to inspect the arrow in Whill’s back.
 
   “You’re a dead man,” Whill growled from the floor.
 
   McKinnon ignored him. “Bring him to the roof!” he ordered his men.
 
   Whill’s hands were bound behind his back and he was taken up by many hands and carried up a flight of stairs to the right of the door. Fear welled in him. Where were they bringing him? Why the roof? He tried to kick, but his legs refused to answer. The guards held him firm while he thrashed and swore, spitting curses and promises of revenge.
 
   “You’ll never get away with this!” he promised McKinnon. “My army has orders to attack if I do not return.”
 
   “Your army is being flanked by five thousand of Merek Carac’s soldiers from the east. They will surrender or they will die.”
 
   The guards placed him on a stone slab on a dais at the center of the battlements. McKinnon stood near the short wall, looking north into the darkness.
 
   “Leave us,” he said to his guards.
 
   “But sire—”
 
   “NOW!”
 
   The guards did as they had been commanded, and McKinnon strode over to Whill. Behind the man, a dark form could be seen flying toward them against a backdrop of moonlit clouds.
 
   “Who bought your loyalty?” Whill asked.
 
   McKinnon regarded him with sympathy. His grim face told Whill that he found no joy in what he was doing. “The necromancer, Zander. If I give you over to him, he will spare Brinn and Breggard.”
 
   “You would sell out your own people to a dark elf? Are you mad?”
 
   McKinnon turned to regard the growing form descending on the tower. “I have done what was needed to protect my kingdom and my people. You should have done the same.”
 
   He moved out of Whill’s line of sight. From the north a great winged beast drew closer. Whill realized that it was a large draquon. A dark rider rode on its scaly back. As it came for him with claws spread wide, he tried to struggle free, but the arrow had paralyzed him from the waist down.
 
   The undead beast scooped him up in its wicked claws and ascended high into the sky to carry him north across the lake.
 
    
 
   The Draquon flew over Lake Eardon and set Whill down in the courtyard of Castle Belldon. As the death knight dismounted, Whill shifted on the ground and saw a tall dark elf walking toward him.
 
   “The king of Uthen-Arden, as you requested,” said the death knight.
 
   “Whillhelm Warcrown. I have waited a long time to meet you,” said Zander, who, upon seeing the arrow in Whill’s back, turned on his minion.
 
   “I said he was not to be harmed!”
 
   The tall knight in black armor removed his helm, revealing a face half eaten by decay, whose teeth showed through rotten cheeks. “He was injured by McKinnon’s men.”
 
   Zander turned from him in disgust. “Idiots.” He pointed at Whill and yelled to the waiting lichs. “Lift him up off the ground. He is a king, after all.”
 
   Whill was lifted easily by the two elves and held by the shoulders to face Zander. He found that he was afraid—not for himself, but for his unborn child. He feared that he would never see Avriel again, and would never see their child grow up. Why hadn’t he listened to Tyrron?
 
   “I am Zander.”
 
   “I know who you are,” said Whill through clenched teeth. The pain in his back was excruciating, and the realization that he was paralyzed only fueled his rage. “Do what you will with me. I was tortured by Eadon and his lap dogs for six months. You will get nothing from me.”
 
   Zander grinned. “A delicious challenge, indeed. But I have no interest in physical torture. So barbaric. No, I have other plans for you.” He turned from Whill and marched toward the archway. “Bring him!”
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 52
 
   Mountain o’ Fire
 
    
 
    
 
   “By the gods!”
 
   Roakore took in the sight of the dragons circling the fire mountain and gasped.
 
   “You ready for a good fight?” he asked Silverwind.
 
   She offered him a rumbling coo. If not for the clouds and Silverwind’s ability to change the color of her feathers at will, Roakore would have been spotted from miles off. He had slipped through the cloud cover when he felt the presence of the island. With so much water below them, the island of stone was easy to detect.
 
   Roakore approached the island from the south, and dropped below the clouds long enough to see the burning dwarven ship on the coast. Black smoke curled up from four other locations around the island. He had forgotten how big Drakkar was. It would take him days to scour the entire thing.
 
   Dread had filled him the entire flight, now panic began to churn deep inside him. He tried to think, but the thin air above the clouds did little to clear his head.
 
   He had ordered General Hammerfell to land on the shores under cover of night and then to infiltrate the underground caverns and network of caves. Judging by the burning ships upon the shore, he assumed that the dwarves had landed and unloaded without incident. If the dragons had seen them coming, they wouldn’t have waited for them to land. Roakore figured that the best place to look for his son would be the cave system beneath the volcano. But which ship had Helzendar ended up on?
 
   Silverwind abruptly banked. Roakore cursed her and fought for the saddle horn as she spiraled through the clouds and spread her wings to catch a current down to the jungle below.
 
   “What in the blazes you be doin’, ye damned bird?”
 
   Silverwind gave no answer as she glided over the lush jungle strewn with smooth lava flows long cooled and frozen in time. Roakore nervously searched for dragons as they shot over the treetops. Soon Silverwind pulled up and landed on a rock face jutting out from between the vine-laden boughs of trees he had never seen. Roakore’s feather covered cloak turned green to match the foliage, as did Silverwind. She cocked her head to the left and right, searching the jungle. A ruffling of her feathers that made her appear twice as large told Roakore that she was excited—she was much too smart to show it through song.
 
   “What you see, eh?” he whispered, climbing down from her back.
 
   She eyed him sideways and pecked at the stone at her feet.
 
   Roakore watched her curiously.
 
   She pecked again.
 
   “What you tryin’ to say? What’s down there?”
 
   She leveled one large eye on him and her back shook, causing her green camouflaged feathers to dance.
 
   “What? You be sayin’ Helzendar be down there?”
 
   She gave the faintest of coos.
 
   Roakore regarded the stone. “There must be a tunnel down there below the jungle.”
 
   He studied the rock face, judging it to be only a few dozen feet down. He would be able to scale it easily.
 
   “Ye’ve done well. But you can’t come with me down in them tunnels. I’m going to need you to get us the hells outta here, when I find him… Stay hidden, and either look for me here or listen for me elsewhere. I ain’t for knowin’ were I be endin’ up, or how long I be takin’.”
 
   Silverwind crooned, and Roakore pet her smooth head. He took his axe and stone bird from the saddle, along with his shield and a pack of supplies, and then secured the cloak over the saddle. With one last goodbye to his trusted mount, he descended the rock face and slipped below the canopy of the dark jungle.
 
   He found the mouth to a small cave hidden behind a great tangle of vines. The air whining through the cave mouth carried the faint stench of dragons. Pushing back the vegetation, he shouldered his way into the dark corridor and called out his son’s name. He wasn’t surprised when no answer came. Would that it could be so easy, he thought, and trudged inside with grim determination.
 
   The cave widened as he went, and soon opened up to fork where two other tunnels branched off from his. He considered his options for a time, and finally trusted his gut, which told him to take the passage to the right.
 
   He journeyed through the dark tunnel for a few hundred yards and came to a wide open chamber with a lake of molten lava bubbling at the center. He gasped at what he saw, and pride swelled in him; a half a dozen dead dragons littered the cavern, and three times as many dead dwarves.
 
   “May Ky’Dren greet ye with open arms in the Mountain o’ the Gods,” said Roakore. He slammed his fist to his chest and bowed his head, offering up another prayer to the fallen heroes.
 
   Reluctantly, he moved through the cavern, checking the dead. Some were burned beyond recognition, but he was convinced that none of them were Helzendar. He moved to the far wall where a curious sight waited. Three tunnels opened into the cavern on that side of the room, and it appeared as though two huge stalactites had been forced into the tunnels to block them. He couldn’t help a beaming smile. None of the five hundred had been of his direct line, so only Helzendar could have accomplished such a feat.
 
   He had been here.
 
   Hope swelled in Roakore and he hurried to the last tunnel. Dwarven boot tracks littered the area, both coming and going. It appeared as though they had doubled back, but Roakore was curious, and so he went searching through the tunnel to see what he might find.
 
   It wasn’t long before he came to another large cavern. He found more dead dwarves, and dragons as well. When he saw the broken dragon eggs, he gave a laugh that echoed through the chamber. Here, too, stalactites and stalagmites had been used against the dragons, and it appeared his clever son had used them to smash dozens of the eggs. Tears welled in Roakore’s eyes and he chuckled to himself. Helzendar had earned himself a place in the mountain of the gods, indeed, a seat at the table awaited him. It appeared as though he had killed a number of dragons both born and unborn—and all before the age of seventeen.
 
   Roakore had never been so proud in all his long life.
 
   He followed the tracks. There had been a great battle near the center of the room. He noticed that one set of tracks appeared to be slightly smaller than the others—possibly Helzendar’s. His excitement grew as he followed them back out through the tunnel. They were accompanied by bigger tracks, and by the looks of it, Helzendar had been helped along by someone else, for the prints often dragged across the ground. It made sense. If Helzendar had used his innate abilities to move such large pieces of stone, he would have been exhausted.
 
   Back through the cavern with the lake of fire he went, and followed the tracks to a tunnel adjacent the one he had first come through. It appeared that only four or five dwarves had made it out. Among the tracks were the smaller ones. Roakore found himself running through the tunnels with a pounding heart, full of apprehension and excitement.
 
   “Helzendar!” he called out, uncaring who heard him. He even hoped that he might be noticed by a dragon. It had been a long time since he had a proper fight, and the display of dwarven prowess had gotten him in a right aggressive mood.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 53
 
   In the Eyes of the Father
 
    
 
    
 
   Helzendar awoke in the narrow tunnel and shot to his feet with a start. His helm banged off the low ceiling and General Hammerfell regarded him with a grin.
 
   “Mornin’, me prince.”
 
   “How long I been out?”
 
   “Few hours is all.”
 
   “Where be the others?”
 
   “Keepin’ a lookout.”
 
   Helzendar sat back against the curved tunnel wall and rummaged through his pack for some jerky. He found bread to go with it, and ate with ravenous hunger. Orrin offered him some crumbly cheese and he gladly took it.
 
   “What be the plan?” Helzendar asked between bites.
 
   Orrin smiled at his enthusiasm. “I be o’ the mind to find the others. There’s sure to be some more stragglers about.”
 
   “Then what?”
 
   “Then we find another one o’ them hatcheries, if any more be existin’.”
 
   Helzendar nodded, and popped the rest of the jerky into his mouth and got up. “Right, then, what we be waitin’ for?”
 
   The general got to his feet as well and offered him the dwarven sign of respect. “I had me doubts about ye’, Ky’Dren forgive me, but I did. They was unfounded. I ain’t seen a more fierce dwarf aside yer father in all me years.”
 
   Pride straightened Helzendar’s sore back. “Thanks, it means a lot to me, that does, and comin’ from you.”
 
   Orrin slapped him on the shoulder. “C’mon. Let’s find us some egg—”
 
   A booming voice shook the stone. Deep and guttural, the unmistakable growl of a dragon echoed through the tunnel. To their utter surprise and shock, the dragon spoke dwarven words. The beast was calling them out, cursing their descendants and promising to devour their clan.
 
   Helzendar’s anger and outrage was reflected in the general’s steely gaze of determination. The lookouts came running from both ends of the tunnel.
 
   “Which direction that demon comin’ from?” Orrin asked.
 
   The dwarf who had emerged from the northern end of the tunnel pointed back the way he had come. “It be coming from the wide tunnel that be hookin’ off this one ‘bout two-hundred yards that a way.”
 
   “Helzendar!”
 
   The dwarves froze, and a deep frown grew on Helzendar’s brow.
 
   “Was that…was that me king?”
 
   “Helzendar!” The voice was certainly Roakore’s, and coming from the opposite direction of the dragon.
 
   “That be the king, all right,” said Orrin with a grin. “It came from that way, I be sure o’ it. Come on!”
 
   They ran south down the tunnel and came out into a wider branch running east to west. The growling curses of the searching dragon echoed from the north.
 
   “Me king!” Orrin yelled. “He be here. Follow me voice.”
 
   “Orrin?”
 
   The dragon’s roar shook the stone once more, and an orange glow illuminated the dark tunnel. Dragon fire erupted from the northern tunnel and Orrin pushed Helzendar back. Behind them, flames flashed by and receded.
 
   The other two dwarves charged to meet the beast when the flames subsided, and Helzendar pushed Orrin off to join them. He gripped his shield tight and cocked back the dragonlance. With any luck his father would find him battling the dragon, and he would see his son for the warrior that he was.
 
   The stone vibrated beneath his feet as he sped after the two dwarves, determined not to miss out. When the largest dragon Helzendar had yet seen shouldered around a bend in the tunnel, the lead dwarves gave a fierce cry and began to sing to the glory of the gods. Adrenaline quickened Helzendar’s heart. His fatigue was soon forgotten, and bloodlust fueled his charge. He raised his shield before him, expecting the green beast to douse the tunnel in flame once more. To his surprise, the beast stopped, opened its jaws, and shot a long stream of green acid at the approaching dwarves.
 
   Helzendar skidded to a stop and watched, horrified, as the green venom melted the dwarves and their armor like candle wax. He stared in shock at the bloody pool of gore on the tunnel floor before him. The dragon cocked back its head and shot a long stream of flame in his direction. He ducked behind his fire shield, enduring the intense heat with a grimace.
 
   When the flames subsided, he moved to charge, but Orrin’s strong arm held him fast. He was pulled back by the stronger dwarf.
 
   “Helzendar!”
 
   He turned to find Roakore charging down the wide tunnel after them.
 
   “Let me go!” Helzendar demanded, wanting to kill the dragon in front of his father.
 
   Orrin held him firm and pulled him back from the fast approaching green dragon. The beast filled the tunnel with fire once more, and Helzendar felt what little beard he had burn away beneath the terrible heat. He had barely gotten his shield up in time.
 
   With a cry, Helzendar broke free of the general and charged. He cocked back the lance and let it fly as his father’s voice called to him once more. The lance flew true, and would have hit the green in the chest, had the beast not bathed the projectile in acid that dissolved it quickly.
 
   The dragon shot a glob of acid at Helzendar and he barely lifted his shield in time. But it mattered not, the acid hit and burned through the shield as though it were paper, and continued on to his left arm. Helzendar was thrown to the side by Orrin, who stood facing the dragon bravely.
 
   Helzendar cried out in pain and terror as the acid ate through his armor and dissolved his entire left arm up to the elbow. Roakore cried out his name as he finally caught up to them.
 
   “I’ll hold the beast back, me king. Get the lad out o’ here!” Orrin lashed out with his lance, trying to keep the dragon from his prince. But the dragon slapped the lance to the side and struck like a snake, easily biting Orrin in half.
 
   Roakore came to a skidding halt beside his son and raised his hands against the expected dragonsbreath.
 
   “Stay behind me!” Roakore yelled.
 
   The dragon belched flame that would have consumed them both, but Roakore growled and lifted his hands to the fire and sent it blowing back the way it had come. The dragon sprayed his acid at them, but again Roakore sent it back at the attacker. He screamed with fury and lashed out with both fists, mentally taking hold of the stones in the ceiling and tearing them down with all the force he could muster. The tunnel caved in, effectively blocking them from the furious beast.
 
   “Get your legs under you, son!”
 
   Roakore lifted Helzendar to his feet and pulled him along at a dead run. Behind them the green dragon roared and thrashed beneath the stone.
 
   They hurried back the way they had come with the roaring voice echoing through the tunnel.
 
   “‘King’ they call you! King of dwarves! I will devour your mountain, dine on the bones of your children!”
 
   Helzendar hurried along quickly, holding his mangled arm tucked close to his body. The acid had cauterized the wound, so there was no danger in him bleeding out, but it hurt like all hells.
 
   Roakore led him past the lake of fire, through the tunnels they had first journeyed through, and out into the dense jungle beyond.
 
   “Silverwind!” he called out, searching the sky.
 
   “You mean to retreat?” Helzendar asked, aghast.
 
   “I came here to get yer fool arse. I done what I set out to do. We be leavin’.”
 
   “I don’t need lookin’ after. Ye hear? I done killed dragons, and destroyed dozens o’ eggs. I be a warrior who can look after himself.”
 
   Roakore laid a hand on his shoulder and offered him a proud smile. “Ye done well, laddie. And ye be livin’ to fight another day.” He looked to the stump of an arm with concern. “We need to get you to a healer, and get this information back to the mountain. That green be like the ancients.”
 
   “The acid?”
 
   “Aye, it be a long lost power o’ the dragons o’ old.”
 
   “What does it mean?”
 
   “Nothin’ good, lad. Nothin’ good.”
 
   A rustle of leaves caused Roakore to spin around with his axe raised high. He relaxed when he saw Silverwind landing upon a stone jutting out from the foliage.
 
   “Come on, lad. We just might make it out o’ here alive yet,” said Roakore. He helped Helzendar into the saddle and strapped them both in and wasted no time in spurring the silverhawk into the air. “To the east, Silverwind. And be swift. There be dragons about.”
 
    
 
   Reshikk tore through the tunnel and came out into the bright sunshine and leapt into the air. His powerful wings propelled him high and he scoured the island.
 
   “Ancient One, a silverhawk rides swiftly east. Our brothers are in pursuit,” said a blue who had flown to meet him.
 
   Reshikk looked east but saw nothing except the three dragons giving chase. He growled deep in his throat. “It is no use. The bird will have camouflaged itself already. It matters not. I know where they are going.”
 
   He flew to the mouth of the volcano and ordered reports of the damage. Many dragons had been killed, and nearly a hundred eggs. He wanted nothing more than to descend upon Mountain Ro’Sar with his army of dragons, and devour every last dwarf holed up inside.
 
   Soon, he told himself. Soon will be the time for revenge.
 
    
 
   The ocean sped by far below. Helzendar looked back at the mountain, and swore to himself that he would never forget General Orrin Hammerfell and the Five Hundred. They had been the first dwarves to treat him like an adult.
 
   He had words for his father, and he assumed that Roakore had words for him as well. His father remained silent, however. This was neither the place nor the time for such words. Helzendar’s arm hurt terribly, and he felt so very tired. Soon he could no longer hold up his own head, and fell into a fevered sleep, full of dragons and dying dwarf warriors.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 54
 
   The Summoning
 
    
 
    
 
   “Avriel.”
 
   She sat up straight in her bed and surveyed the darkness. A quick flash of light caught her eye and she pulled a dagger from the side of the feather mattress.
 
   “Who goes there?”
 
   The speck of light drifted to the foot of her bed and erupted into a multitude of sparks that came together to form an elven woman in a flowing silver dress.
 
   “Kellallea…”
 
   “Greetings, Princess. I come to you with grave tidings.”
 
   “My mother?”
 
   Kellallea offered a sympathetic bow. “No, it is Whill. He needs your help.”
 
   “Whill? What has happened?”
 
   “He has been captured by the necromancer, and is being held at Belldon Castle.”
 
   “Why have you come to me? Why don’t you help him?”
 
   “I am helping him,” said Kellallea. “Go now and be swift. There is precious little time.”
 
   Kellallea broke into a thousand points of light that floated to the open window and disappeared like glowing embers in the wind.
 
   “Wait!” Avriel leaped out of bed and ran to the balcony. “Kellallea! Damn you! Answer me!”
 
   She was shaking. For many long months she had prayed for help from the goddess, only to be ignored. And now she had finally appeared, only to offer warning.
 
   She remembered the goddess’s words. Whill had been captured, he was in trouble. Without a second thought, she went to her wardrobe and quickly put on her armor. After sheathing her sword and grabbing a bow and full quiver, she went to the balcony and called out as loudly as she could to Zorriaz. Within minutes, the white dragon swooped down from her high tower and landed on the balcony.
 
   “Sissster,” she said with a bow.
 
   “I need your help. Whill has been captured. It will be dangerous, and I cannot ensure your safety should you agree to help,” said Avriel.
 
   The dragon’s eyes flashed at the mention of Whill. She growled low in her throat and bent to the side. “Come.”
 
   Avriel climbed on and strapped herself in as Zorriaz leaped from the balcony and swiftly headed north.
 
    
 
   Zander placed the final skull on the dais and stepped back to view his work. He took the measurements again, making sure that everything was perfect. Satisfied, he closed Eadon’s Book of the Dead and carefully placed it back in its iron lockbox. He recited the incantation in his mind once more, careful to focus on the inflections. On the table beside the dais, he poured himself the concoction he had been working on—one which would open his mind and increase his power and focus. He drank down the burning liquid and instantly felt its effects. He grinned to himself as his vision shifted. The concoction allowed him to see things that he otherwise could not.
 
   He took the dark lord’s skull from its lockbox and carefully made his way to the center of the dais and sat cross-legged in the middle of the bones he had so carefully placed. Zander tapped into the power of the skull and gasped. The dark lord’s spirit thrashed and cried out with terrible fury, but Zander was in no danger, he had been careful when creating the spirit prison.
 
   Zander began the summoning, calling to him all nearby spirits. He utilized not only the spirit of the dark lord, but also those of his undead hordes at his command. The many skulls lying about began to glow with a pulsing green light. He pierced the veil to the spirit world, and looked out over the misty land before him. With a great force of will, he summoned the lingering spirits of the dead to him.
 
   Soon they began to arrive, screaming and thrashing like banshees. There was nothing they could do to resist him, and one after another he devoured their souls.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 55
 
   A Prayer in the Dark
 
    
 
    
 
   Whill hung from biting chains, unable to support his weight with his legs. Zander had ordered his personal healer to tend to him—he didn’t want him to die before the ritual.
 
   He couldn’t believe that he had gotten himself in this position. Why hadn’t he listened to Tyrron? His rage over the man’s death kept him lucid in the dark hours. His army had likely already been destroyed. If what Clifton McKinnon had said was true, Merek Carac’s forces had flanked them. If Brinn’s soldiers hit them at the same time, they would be hard-pressed.
 
   Once again, people were dying because of Whill’s ill judgment, and he began to think that he wasn’t fit to be a leader, much less a king. 
 
   The more he hung in the dark alone with his thoughts, the more he began to fear what the necromancer had in store for him. Would he be killed and raised from the dead like the others? A shiver passed through him and Kellallea’s words echoed in his mind. A time will come when you will beg for my help.
 
   He gritted his teeth against the pain and impotent rage swelling in him. If Kellallea answered his call and restored the power that he had once possessed, he would be able to deal with the necromancer easily. He would put to rest every last one of the undead and exact his vengeance upon McKinnon and Carac.
 
   It can’t end like this. Whill thought.
 
   The prospect of becoming a mindless lich was much worse than swearing fealty to a goddess he didn’t trust. In his despair, he wondered why he had ever refused her. The loss of power had been nagging at him since the Taking. He had tried to deny how he felt, tried to be happy that he had been victorious, but the need for it only intensified.
 
   Whill bit back his pride and called to her.
 
   “Kellallea…”
 
   Nothing happened.
 
   He felt foolish, like a beggar, too proud to accept offered food, who soon finds himself starving to death and begging at the door of those he has snubbed.
 
   “Kellallea. If ever you meant to help, help me now.”
 
   Still nothing.
 
   The darkness of the small cell caused illusions to dance at the corner of his vision. The scurrying of rats caused him to jerk in his blindness.
 
   He focused his will on his dead legs, straining to make them move. But it was useless. The arrow had severed his spine above the tailbone. He would never walk again.
 
   “Kellallea! Damn you! Answer me!”
 
    
 
   He had no way to know how long he waited in the dark cell. Time had no meaning. There was only his despair, and the mounting fear. But Whill had been here before. His torture at the hands of Eadon had caused his mind to split, creating the Other. He had overcome his demons long ago, and now found solace in the teachings of the Watcher. For what else could one do in such a dire situation? He could only try to keep calm, and believe that he wasn’t doomed to die in the darkness of the dungeon. Whill focused on Avriel and their unborn child. If he was going to die or be made into a lich, then he was going to spend his last days imagining a long life with Avriel and the family they would have made together.
 
    
 
   A torch lit the darkness and roused him from his slumber some time later. The light burned his eyes and he squinted against it to make out the shapes reaching for him. The biting shackles were unlocked and two figures took him up and carried him out of the cell. He was brought, feet dragging through catacombs and tunnels, to stairs winding up many stories. When his eyes adjusted to the light, he made out the two undead elves carrying him. They seemed single-minded in their task, and the glowing eyes held little sign of intelligence.
 
   They came to a door. Beyond, Zander waited. The necromancer stood beside a raised dais in the shape of a heptagram. Glowing skulls sat at each point, and a green fog churned about the bones.
 
   “Ah, excellent. Put him here.” Zander regarded him with a strange smile. “I must apologize for making you wait so long, but these things take time.”
 
   “What do you want from me?” Whill asked as he was carried to the dais. He eyed a dagger sitting on one of the dark elves’ hips.
 
   “I need you to call upon an old friend.”
 
   As soon as the guards set him on the dais and his arms were free, Whill made his move. He yanked the dagger from its sheath and stabbed the lich across from him in the eye, and then slashed the other elf’s neck. The elves recoiled from the attack, and Whill took the opportunity to throw the dagger at Zander in one last desperate attempt. The dagger hit the necromancer in the chest, but to Whill’s dismay, it seemed to have little effect. The two lichs were on him in a heartbeat, and beat him down swiftly, binding his wrists to the dais.
 
   Zander chuckled and pulled the dagger from his chest. A green glow filled the wound.
 
   “You’ve got a lot of…spirit.” He grinned, entertained by his own cleverness.
 
   “You’re a dead elf,” said Whill calmly. “I’ve faced foes far greater than you. I am Kellallea’s champion.”
 
   “Yes, Kellallea. Precisely why you are here,” said Zander, ignoring the threats. “I know that you share a special bond with the goddess. Pray to her, call her forth.”
 
   “Why would I do that?”
 
   “Because if you do not, I will make you my lich king. I will send you against the elves of Elladrindellia. I will force you to kill your precious Avriel, and the child…”
 
   Whill was horrified. How could Zander know such things?
 
   Zander saw the question in his eyes.
 
   “Yes, there is much knowledge to be gained through the spirit world. Do not mistake me for the idiot Eadon. He was a fool, strung along all those centuries by Kellallea. You will not find me such an inept opponent. Already I have conquered Shierdon. Tens of thousands of undead march at my command. My hordes will sweep over this land and turn day into night, dreams into nightmares. You will deliver the goddess to me, or I will force her hand through conquest. Either way, the outcome is the same.”
 
   “What do you want from her?”
 
   A flash of anger shone in Zander’s eyes. “I want what you want, that which was taken.”
 
   Whill wished that he had taken her offer now more than ever. Had he not been so proud, none of this would have ever happened. Once again his own selfishness had cost lives, and would cost many more. If what Zander said was true, what hope was there to stop him? He knew then that he was doomed. Kellallea was truly his only hope.
 
   “She will not answer my call,” said Whill.
 
   “You have already prayed to her…of course,” said Zander. “But I am afraid that my wards might have stopped her from hearing you. Perhaps you should try again.”
 
   Whill watched with growing apprehension as the necromancer turned from him and reached for something on the table. He returned holding a glowing dagger that appeared to be made completely of light.
 
   “Are you familiar with spirit blades?” Zander asked.
 
   Fear washed over Whill.
 
   Zander grinned and brought the glowing blade to his face. “Let me educate you.” He turned the blade and set the tip on Whill’s shoulder. “Unlike physical blades, which cut through flesh and bone, spirit blades have no effect on the physical body, but cut through the very soul” 
 
   He sank the blade in slowly, and while it did not tear Whill’s flesh, it felt as though his arm was being torn asunder.
 
   “That feeling is only the projected spirit body,” said Zander, withdrawing the blade and placing it over his heart. “This is the soul.” He pressed the blade until Whill felt the hot point enter his very core, sending blinding pain coursing through his entire being.
 
   “Now,” —Zander twisted the blade slowly— “pray to your goddess.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 56
 
   Inner Vision
 
    
 
    
 
   Zorriaz flew tirelessly through the night over the southern Elgar Mountains. It took the entire next day to cross eastern Uthen-Arden. For a time, Avriel slept against the base of the dragon’s neck. She wanted to be rested, not quite knowing what she was up against. The fact that she had instantly flown off to help him surprised her. Even though she had no memory of their time spent during the Draggard Wars, his quick visit to Elladrindellia had once again sparked the fire inside her heart. Or maybe it was knowing that he was the father of the child growing inside her.
 
   Kellallea had finally shown herself to her, a fact that was perhaps the reason Avriel had so quickly embarked on the dangerous journey. With the goddess watching over them, Avriel felt as though she had some of the magic of old on her side. Kellallea had yet to answer her summons since she had left Cerushia, but Avriel gave faith that she soon would. Without her help, it would be impossible to free Whill. Avriel was still a skilled warrior, but without Orna Catorna she would be unable to stand up to the necromancer.
 
   She came upon Lake Eardon in the small hours of the second night and found the remnants of a battle near the city of Brinn.
 
   He is in the highest tower.
 
   The voice in her head startled her.
 
   “Goddess?” Avriel asked the wind. For many frustrating moments, there was no response.
 
   And then…
 
   The necromancer is there with him, and many lich guards. You must be swift. Whill cannot walk. You will have to—
 
   “Aren’t you going to help?” Avriel asked.
 
   Again, the long silence, and just when Avriel had accepted that the goddess would speak no more, she answered.
 
   I cannot intervene in the affairs of mortals.
 
   Avriel scoffed at that. “You already have! I cannot free Whill from a castle tower full of undead…If, perhaps, I still possessed the knowledge of Orna Catorna…”
 
   It is not possible.
 
   “Why? Why is it impossible? I do not understand why—”
 
   You are not meant to understand!
 
   “Is your power so precious to you that you cannot offer help to those who need it?”
 
   Fool, you know not of what you speak.
 
   “Then help me to understand.” Avriel waited, but the goddess remained silent.
 
   “I am the princess of Elladrindellia, my brother is king. We have great influence over the elves. You are now a goddess, surely you wish to be worshipped. Will you spend eternity in watching the events of the world from your empyreal throne? You say that you are a goddess. Yet you have performed no miracles, answered no prayers.”
 
   There is a balance that must be maintained. If I meddle in worldly affairs…others might as well.
 
   “Others? You mean…other gods?”
 
   I have said too much already.
 
   Sensing that she was leaving, Avriel cried into the howling wind. “Please, my goddess! Surely a simple prayer might be answered! I beg of you—give to me the power that I once possessed. If for only a moment. Let me be your vessel Let me be your sword!”
 
   No reply came. Overhead, a churning of clouds began to appear above the island, which, even from this distance, glowed faintly green. The island appeared to be covered in a thick fog that hung about the lake shore. She readied her bow and quiver, cursing the goddess under her breath, and preparing herself for the impossible fight.
 
   But then…
 
   A blinding flash of light emanated from her right side. When it had subsided, Avriel felt an unfamiliar weight on her right hip. Looking down, she found a sword sheath hanging from her belt.
 
   While I cannot return your power, I can offer this to you. It is a spirit blade.
 
   Avriel reached for the hilt and unsheathed a long glowing sword made of pure light.
 
   It will not turn away a blade, for it affects nothing in the material world. However, it will pass through armor, steel, and stone, and sever the spirit of your enemy. Use it wisely.
 
    
 
   Zander retracted the blade and twitched his head to the side, listening. Whill gasped for air, eyeing the spirit blade with terror.
 
   “What is this?” Zander asked himself, glancing around.
 
   Whill felt it, too. A slight shift in the atmosphere, a feeling akin to the sense that a strong storm is coming, only much more profound. He watched closely as Zander hurried to the corner of the room and began rummaging through something—a heavy lockbox, by the sound of it. He turned with a glowing skull with swirling storms of fire in its eyes. With much ceremony, Zander lifted it and set it atop a thick metal staff being held for him by one of his quiet death knights. When the skull clicked into place, the necromancer took it up in one hand. The power of the staff hummed and pulsed, filling the room with unholy emerald light.
 
   “Come, goddess of the Taking! Answer for your crimes against magic!” He moved to the south-facing window as a great wind began to howl through. He looked out, tilting his head up to the sky.
 
   …and was lost in a glorious flash of lightning followed by a deafening boom of thunder.
 
    
 
   Avriel saw the castle towers poking out through the fog. The storm above rumbled and flashed with inner lightning. She steered Zorriaz into a dive as lightning from the heavens tore through the churning clouds and hit one of the towers, completely sheering off its pointed roof. Zorriaz swooped down and Avriel saw Whill strapped to the dais.
 
   “WHILL! That’s him. Zorriaz!”
 
   The dragon hummed deep in her throat—she understood.
 
   Zorriaz beat her wings and tilted her body to slow her descent as she approached the ruined tower. After unstrapping herself, Avriel leaped off the dragon’s back with a cry, coming down to meet the parry of the undead knight in armor like black ice. She knocked his blade aside with her sword, and came across his chest with the spirit blade. The armor was unaffected, but Avriel felt the spirit blade slice through the death Knight’s soul. The lich gave a strangled cry and crumpled to the floor dead. 
 
   Thrilled by the show of power, she turned on the other death knight just as he was lunging for her. Their steel blades connected high above her head, and she swiftly sliced through her opponent’s chest with the spirit blade. Green light flared in the lich’s eyes, and he too collapsed.
 
    
 
   “Avriel?” Whill’s eyes widened at the sight. He fought the numbing effects of the lightning strike and pulled with frustration at the bindings holding his arms in place.
 
   Avriel ran to Whill’s side and quickly cut his bindings.
 
   He stared at her, dumbfounded.
 
   “You have been blessed by the goddess?”
 
   She began to answer, but Zander emerged from the rubble piled against the half-ruined northern wall.
 
   It all happened so fast, that later, when reciting the events to others, Whill would be at a loss to explain what really happened.
 
   …Zander cocked back a glowing hand with a look of murderous rage and a writhing green ball of energy shot from his skull-staff, directly at Avriel’s back.
 
   Energy surged in Whill, much like the power he had once known, but wild, unbridled. It traveled from his core and flew through his arms and out of his palms, an unseen force that crashed into the spell, tore through the rubble, and sent Zander screaming out into the swirling fog.
 
   Zorriaz took them both—one in each claw—and rose with a powerful beating of her wings high into the sky, bathing the castle tower in white hot flame that left the shorn stone molten and dripping into the dense fog below.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 57
 
   Turning the Tide
 
    
 
    
 
   Zorriaz flew them across the lake and over the border to Uthen-Arden. During the flight, Whill was overcome by the exertion of the torture and his sudden show of power.
 
   He awoke, lying on the grass below a clear sky of twinkling stars. Avriel came into view above him, her beautiful smile welcoming him back to the world.
 
   “What happened?” she asked, and helped him to sit up.
 
   The mention of the injury stole his own smile. “An arrow found my back…that bastard, McKinnon. How did you know where to find me?”
 
   “Kellallea came to me and said that you were in trouble. She said that she couldn’t intervene, that if she did, other gods might do the same.”
 
   Whill considered that, not knowing what to believe. “But in the end, she did intervene.”
 
   “Yes, and she blessed me with a spirit blade. Without it, I doubt I would have been able to defeat the undead.”
 
   Whill remembered seeing the glowing blade. He had thought that perhaps Avriel had found her lost power. It seemed that in a way, Kellallea had answered his prayer. 
 
   He glanced around, wondering how long he had been out.
 
   “Where are we?”
 
   “A few miles south of the lake.”
 
   “Near Brinn? Could you see my army from the sky?”
 
   She shook her head slowly. “I’m sorry, but I flew over Brinn not an hour ago. There looks to have been a great battle. The remnants of your army march south with much haste, a few miles behind them another, larger army pursues them.”
 
   “Show me.”
 
   It wasn’t long before they came upon an army marching south as she had mentioned. He recognized his banner men instantly.
 
   “Put us down at the head of the army!”
 
   Zorriaz understood his words, and glided down to land before the startled and battle-worn soldiers who had been marching with great haste.
 
   “Dragon!”
 
   “To arms!”
 
   “It is I, your king!” Whill yelled over the startled exclamations.
 
   “Hold!” a familiar voice rang out.
 
   His general, Justice Walker, rode through the ranks and leaped off his frightened horse. He looked closely, approaching carefully, until he recognized Whill atop the dragon. “By the gods! Sire, is that you?”
 
   Zorriaz dropped down on her belly and Whill greeted the man. “Walker! What has happened?”
 
   “Forgive me, sire, but we were overwhelmed. When you didn’t return, McKinnon’s said that you had been taken. Then a force hit us from behind—Carac’s soldiers. At the same time, Brinn emptied, some ten-thousand strong. When the truth of defeat became evident, I ordered the retreat.” He bowed his head low. “Forgive me, sire, I have failed you.”
 
   Whill ignored his self-pity. “And they now give pursuit from the north?” he asked.
 
   “Aye, McKinnon’s dogs, come to finish us off.”
 
   Whill looked out over the small army. Less than a thousand of his original Ten thousand remained. “Continue south into the forest. I will deal with our hunters.”
 
   “Yes, sir.” Walker turned around and began barking orders, and Avriel spurred Zorriaz into the air.
 
   “What do you mean to do?” Avriel asked over her shoulder as they flied to meet the advancing army.
 
   “Stop their pursuit by any means necessary.”
 
   “Zorriaz is not a mindless beast,” said Avriel. “I will not allow Zorriaz to be used in such a manner.”
 
   Whill ignored her and stroked Zorriaz’s neck. “Would you offer your power to help save my men?” he asked the dragon.
 
   She gave a long rumble. “My flame is yours.”
 
   “The sight of a dragon will be enough,” said Avriel. “There is no need for more killing.”
 
   “Damn it, Avriel, those are my men out there! You saw them, they will soon be overrun and killed one-by-one.”
 
   “There are other ways to stop their advance.”
 
   “Those men have turned on their own people. They nearly slaughtered my entire army.”
 
   “And you would do the same?”
 
   Whill bit back an angry retort. “I will do what must be done. For too long I have held to naïve ideals.”
 
   She offered him a worried glance. “Whill, do not let this one mistake—”
 
   “There!” he said, pointing.
 
   Mounted horsemen were charging down the road followed half a mile behind by men on foot.
 
   Whill put a hand on her shoulder. “Do what you will, but you would be wise to send them a message. They think that I am weak, they think the elves are weak. We have overcome so much, but our greatest battle hasn’t even begun. We have many enemies. If our child is to be safe, we must send them a strong message.”
 
   Avriel offered him a solemn nod and bent to whisper to Zorriaz. The dragon gave a roar and dove straight at the horsemen. She bent her long neck down as she passed over the road, and bathed the riders in flame. Dragonsbreath raged from her open maw, and in one great breath she left a quarter-mile stretch of road ablaze in her wake.
 
   Whill looked back on the carnage with grim satisfaction. He wanted nothing more than to fly on to Brinn and take the head of McKinnon and all of his followers.
 
   Avriel steered Zorriaz up and out of reach of the volley of arrows that erupted from the foot soldiers. Zorriaz circled around and lit the fields on fire. Soon, the army began to retreat to the north.
 
   “That is enough,” said Avriel.
 
   “If you wish,” Whill replied, watching the men scurry away like the cowards they were.
 
   She regarded him over her shoulder with a troubled gaze but spoke no more of it, and led them south to the waiting army.
 
    
 
   They landed ahead of the army at a crossroads beside a thick stone bridge that spanned a narrow passage of Eardon River. Whill found that it was all he could do just to stay lucid. The last few days had taken a toll on him: the imprisonment, torture, and strange show of magic left him feeling spent.
 
   “Are you all right?” Avriel asked.
 
   He waved her off, unable to speak, and passed out in the saddle.
 
   When he awoke, he found himself on his stomach. He looked left and right, and found that he was inside a two-post tent.
 
   “Settle down, there you go. This is delicate work. Try not to move.”
 
   Whill recognized the voice of his personal physician, Ardthor. Looking over the pillow, he saw Justice Walker standing with slumped shoulders. His armor was scorched and scored with many scars of battle, and he looked as though he needed tending to, himself.
 
   “Sire, I’m sorry for leaving you—”
 
   “Report!” Whill yelled. His mood was soured by the terrible pain in his back, and the man’s apologetic tone.
 
   General Walker straightened smartly. “Sire, the northern forces have retreated. We have made camp to tend to the injured. Princess Avriel and her dragon are patrolling the perimeter. We have suffered terrible casualties. Only nine hundred men remain.”
 
   “I want to hear everything,” said Whill.
 
   Walker filled him in on the rest of it, but Whill’s head spun, and he began to feel as though he were quite drunk.
 
   “What have you given me?” he asked Ardthor.
 
   “Just something for the pain.”
 
   “I need a clear head.”
 
   “As you wish, sire. But whoever did this to you did a terrible job trying to treat the wound. I’m afraid it might fester.”
 
   “Do what you wish, but give me no more. I’ve endured far worse pain in my life.”
 
   “Yes, sire.”
 
   “Sire,” said Walker, “I have already laid out the route of the retreat. If we—”
 
   “We’re not going anywhere.”
 
   “Sire?”
 
   “Send out messengers to every lord loyal to me within a hundred miles. I need every able-bodied man here by tomorrow night.”
 
   “That’s a bad idea.”
 
   Whill turned to regard Avriel standing in the doorway. She let the tent flap fall and strode forth. “You should fall back and regroup. You have less than a thousand men.”
 
   “More will come.”
 
   “Perhaps, but how many? A thousand? Five?”
 
   “We have a dragon,” said Whill, grimacing against the pain.
 
   “I will not send Zorriaz against a fortified city. Besides, I am her rider. Would you send your unborn child into battle?”
 
   “You did,” said Whill.
 
   Her expression soured. “That was to save you. Not only do they have their city walls, but McKinnon is in league with Zander. The undead could attack from the north at any moment.”
 
   “All the more reason to take Brinn now!”
 
   “I will not allow Zorriaz to be used in that manner,” said Avriel, crossing her arms.
 
   Ardthor and General Walker eyed her, no doubt surprised to hear one speak to their king in such a way.
 
   Whill mulled it over, and finally regarded General Walker. “Fall back to the nearest fortifiable location.”
 
   “Yes, sire,” said Justice, and quickly left. 
 
   “You’re doing the right thing,” said Avriel.
 
   “I will return, and I will exact my vengeance on the traitors,” said Whill.
 
   “Yes, of course,” said Avriel. “When you have regained your strength.”
 
   Ardthor proceeded to treat the wound with alcohol and fire, and burning ointments that tested Whill’s resolve. Through it all, he endured with steely determination. He preoccupied himself with thoughts of vengeance. For too long he had played the part of the peaceful warrior. People like Carac and McKinnon responded to force and power. The people needed him to be strong. If he was going to continue with the charade that was his kingship, he was going to have to start acting like one. Never again would he be taken for the fool. Never again would he be overcome by weaker men.
 
    
 
    
 
   Ardthor did what he could, but a terrible fever overcame Whill late that afternoon. His memories of the following events were hazy, but he remembered once again flying on the back of the great white dragon, and Avriel’s soothing words in his ear through two long days and nights of flight.
 
   When he finally came out of his fight with the infection, he blinked to find Lunara and Tarren watching him from both sides of his bed. “What is this?” he asked, shakily trying to sit up.
 
   “Shh, now. Don’t try to move. You’ve been through a terrible trauma,” said Lunara.
 
   Tarren regarded him with teary eyes, eyes that belonged to a boy of twelve.
 
   “Tarren, is that really you?”
 
   The boy burst with emotion and wiped his nose with a crooked smile. “Aye, it’s me.” A shadow crossed his face. “The Watcher is gone. He switched places with me again somehow at the end.”
 
   Whill didn’t know whether to be depressed or overjoyed. “He was a good elf, that one,” he said.
 
   Tarren laughed and sniffled.
 
   “Yes, he was.”
 
   Lunara wiped Whill’s brow lovingly and began to say something, but then her head jerked toward the door and a look crossed her face, as though she had been caught at something.
 
   “Princess…” She gave a bow and retreated from the bedside.
 
   Whill raised his head enough to see Avriel approaching. She offered Lunara a friendly little nod and sat on the bedside and smiled on Whill.
 
   “It appears that you’ve made it through the worst of it.”
 
   Behind her, Lunara gave another small bow and left quickly.
 
   “Avriel told me what happened,” said Tarren. “Did you really use magic again?”
 
   Whill scowled at the boy and searched his mind, finding it hard to remember exactly what he had done. He looked to Avriel, who only smiled.
 
   “We will ponder on that later,” she said. “For now you must get some rest. There is still a chance the infection remains.”
 
   He didn’t argue, he could not. His eyes became heavy once again, and sleep threatened to take him. Closing his eyes against Avriel and Tarren’s smiling faces, he felt a joy like none he had ever known. He might never walk again, but Tarren was all right, Avriel was with him, he had a child on the way, and he had somehow used magic again. At the moment, he wouldn’t have traded it for anything.
 
   It is in you, Whill. It was in you all along… The Watcher’s words came back to him, and he smiled to himself as he slipped into slumber.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 58
 
   Messenger o’ the Gods
 
    
 
    
 
   Roakore felt Helzendar slump against his back and called the lad’s name. When he didn’t answer, Roakore shifted in the saddle and found his son sleeping. He touched the back of his hand to his forehead and, to his dismay, felt that he had a burning fever. He shifted his unconscious son and inspected the severed arm. The acid had melted flesh and bone, and fused his metal forearm guard to the stump. Though it did not bleed, Roakore could tell that it was already festering. What poison did the dragon’s venom carry? He wondered. Only time would tell.
 
   He spurred Silverwind on as swiftly as she could fly. If they hurried, they might reach the mountain in time to stop the infection from spreading.
 
   After many worry-filled hours in which Helzendar would not wake up, they reached the mountain. As soon as Silverwind had glided into her nesting chambers, Roakore began screaming orders. The silverhawk’s keeper jumped from the hay bale he had been sleeping on and scrambled to fetch a healer as fast as his stout legs would allow.
 
   Roakore guided his fevered son from the saddle carefully, and laid him on the cold stone floor with shaking hands. Silverwind craned her head back and nudged the sleeping prince and gave a lamenting croon.
 
   “Helzendar, ye stubborn bastard…” Roakore lost his voice to despair and called out at the top of his lungs for the healer. Guards came hurrying into the chamber and skidded to a stop before their king.
 
   “WHERE SHE BE?” Roakore demanded.
 
   “She be right behind us, me king,” said one of the guards.
 
   “Ye hear that, laddie? Me best healer be comin’. Ye’ll make it outta this. Ye be the strongest and bravest dwarf I ever laid eyes upon.”
 
   The guards shifted uncomfortably in the presence of their crying king. He eyed them with a murderous scowl. “If she be right behind ye, then where she be? Go find out. Carry her if need be, for Ky’Dren’s sake!”
 
   They scrambled out of the chamber and left Roakore to his lamentations. He cursed the guards and the healer, too. Time had never passed so slowly in his life. The stump was swollen and raw. Green ooze had begun to seep out where metal melded with flesh. Roakore found his courage and pulled a hatchet from his leg strap—he knew what the healer would do.
 
   Fire, he would need fire.
 
   He ran to the nearest torch, pulled it off the wall and set it down on the stone beside Helzendar. He then laid a hatchet in the flame and waited until it was glowing red. Carefully he laid the stump across the stone.
 
   “Forgive me, laddie,” he said, and before he lost his gumption, he came down swift and true and chopped off the end of the stump. Blood poured and spurted weakly with the labored heart, and he let it, hoping that some of the poison would go with it. Before too much blood could be lost, he pressed the glowing hatchet hard against the wound, stifling the flow and cauterizing it.
 
   Just then the guards rushed in with the healer. She dropped down next to the boy and pushed her king aside. “Did he stir when ye severed the rot?”
 
   “Not at all,” said Roakore, closely watching her face for a reaction.
 
   She let out an angry sigh. “That’s not good. Here, hold this.”
 
   Roakore took the torch and watched with worry as the healer went to work applying salves and ointments.
 
   “What happened to him? Why’s the bit ye cut off look like it’s been melted like that? That ain’t from fire.”
 
   “No fire did that. It was the acid spit o’ a green dragon.”
 
   Everyone in the room turned to regard their king with shock and awe.
 
   The healer blanched. “Call the holy dwarves. Call every healer within a day’s march. This be beyond me skill.”
 
    
 
   For seven long days and nights, Helzendar fought the dragon’s venom. The healers did what they could, but none had seen such a thing in their lifetimes. The ancient dragons, those of the time of Ky’Dren, were said to possess such terrible abilities. The old tomes spoke of ways to cure such maladies. They were left to trust the words of their ancestors, and pray to the gods that Helzendar was not meant for the great mountain in the sky just yet.
 
   Roakore rested little throughout the entire ordeal, only sleeping when the bottle knocked him out. Arrianna, was stronger than he in those dark hours. She left her son’s bedside not at all, and even called together all of her sister-wives and Roakore’s children to pray over the brave prince.
 
   When Helzendar’s sickness began to take a turn for the worse, Roakore went to his private chapel and fell to his knees before the tall statue of Ky’Dren.
 
   “Please, me king, if ye be havin’ the power, please extend yer grace to me son. I ain’t fearin’ for his soul. I know he has earned his place. But I ask that his life be spared for now. I see great things for the lad. He shall be a king of kings, a warrior so fierce that all dwarven foes will cower at his name. Please, if it be in ye power, help me boy.”
 
   He got up and began to leave, but then stopped suddenly and whirled around to face the statue with burning eyes. “Ye owe me one for takin’ Nah’Zed the way ye did.”
 
    
 
   The eighth day came and went without any improvement; on the contrary, Helzendar’s fever only worsened, and the veins beneath his pale skin shone dark green. It was feared that the dragon’s venom would cause something unnatural to occur in the young dwarf, and mercy might be needed—mercy in the form of an overdose of poppy milk. But Roakore adamantly refused and cursed those who suggested it.
 
   On the morning of the ninth day, Roakore awoke beside his son’s bed. His wife lay beside him, and both of their hands held Helzendar’s. Roakore’s eyes shot open… He didn’t feel the burning heat he had the night before. He roused his wife and got out of bed in such a hurry he nearly tripped over the fur blanket someone had covered them with.
 
   When he regarded his son, he blanched. Helzendar smiled blearily at him from the bed.
 
   “By Ky’Dren’s glory, he be alive!”
 
   Arrianna shrieked with glee and threw herself on her son, bathing him in teary-eyed kisses. Through it all, Helzendar smiled brightly at his father, who couldn’t help but laugh and cry all at the same time.
 
   “I been to the mountain o’ the gods,” said Helzendar. “An’ I been sent back with a message.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Letter to the Reader
 
    
 
   Dear Reader,
 
    
 
   Thank you for purchasing Kingdoms in Chaos. I hope you enjoyed this book.
 
    
 
   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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